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o2 With this said, here are a few things
Eto think about.
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Techno-colonization of the

mundane. Over the next few years
network technology will simultaneous-
ly become more ubiquitous and less

— visible. According to a recent technol-

=

ogy forecast from

o PriceWaterhouseCoopers, "the prolif-
M eration of printable, low-power, short-
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intelligent agent

range radio ID tags will imbue many
formerly dumb household appliances
with 'smart’' computing power.
Alongside these developments will go
efforts to hide the difficulties of tying
these devices together and managing
large numbers of networked comput-
ers, phones or gadgets."
(http://Inews.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/technolo-
gy/2449009.stm)

To an extent, this phenomenon is
already occurring - few people realize,
for instance, just how computerized
their automobiles are. Once manufac-
turers develop the ability to hitch
existing onboard computing power to
wireless two-way transmission, drivers
will be beset with another array of
trade-offs to ponder. On the one hand,
the technology will make it possible to
diagnose problems before they
become serious, and in some cases,
repairs can be accomplished without
the driver ever realizing anything was
wrong (in the worst cases, drivers will
receive a message that immediate
mechanical attention is required,
along with directions to the nearest
"authorized" service center). On the
other hand, this tech will enable a
whole new round of unwanted govern-
mental intrusion into the simple act of
driving to the store. The car will now
exist as an overt network node, as will
(eventually) every point along the
highway. There will be a powerful
push by law enforcement to mandate
automated reporting by the vehicle of
minor traffic infractions, with the con-
viction and "appeal” process being
equally automated.

Social. More than ever we should

expect to see relationships beginning
online, often through communities of
interest like topic/issue lists and chat

rooms, and then developing IRL (in
real life). Dating and friend-finder
services are already finding more suc-
cess as they refine their knowledge
bases, and as more people disclose
more of themselves to the network,
enriching the services' analytic and
predictive fields, we should expect
third-party relationship brokers to
become more and more relevant. This
is particularly true since the network,
while good at facilitating electronic
interaction, tends to increase our
physical isolation from each other
(especially when the same kinds of
technology actively target physical
presence in other spheres of life, such
as the impact of telework on the tradi-
tional social dynamic of the office
environment).

Political and civic activity. The
Modern Age taught us to distinguish
between Big Politics and "grassroots”
activity - big was national, and grass-
roots was local. However, in the next
20 years we can expect to see the
emergence of Big Grassroots, political
activity that is bottom-up, empowered
by electronic networks, and sufficient-
ly large and savvy to challenge Big
Politics without engaging the money
industry of the contemporary national
media/political scene. Large political
interests have so far managed to use
the massive cash outlays required to
fuel television campaigns as a way of
keeping like-minded people across
the country out of the mainstream
debate. But recent successes hy
grassroots, marginalized interests
(think about protests against the
World Trade Organization, for exam-
ple) indicate the potential organizing
power of the network.

This means that we would see, in the
near term, a decentralization of politi-
cal power and money, as the major
parties, PACs, and interest lobbies
reallocate resources around powerful
distributed nodes of influence. In fact,
this shift probably represents the clos-
est thing we're likely to see to cam-
paign spending reform.

Further, electronic networks could well
ignite a new interest in civic activity.
The capability of the Net to pull

together people of like interests and to
enable communication and coordina-
tion could result in a redistribution of
energies formerly devoted to local-
minded orgs like Rotary, Kiwanis,
Lion's Club, etc.

Popular music. Radio is dead.
Currently, the only meaningful access
points to new music are online, and
we should expect this to continue for
the next few years (and by meaning-
ful, I'm referring to the potential to
reach a sizeable national audience).
The continued diffusion of high band-
width will provide independent artists
with a steadily increasing audience,
and it wouldn't be surprising if we
don't see, within a decade, the break-
out of a multi-platinum artist whose
music has never been played on over-
the-air corporate radio.

However, it will be essential for the
online medium to develop filtering and
validation channels. It's impossible to
sample even a fraction of a percent of
what is already available on MP3.com
alone, and the success of the music
industry hinges on the ability of at
least a few artists to attract large audi-
ences (if you know there's no hope of
achieving notoriety, then you
inevitably approach music as you
would any other expensive hobby, and
this works against the kind of commit-
ment necessary to achieve art of sur-
passing and enduring quality; if you
have a sliver of hope, on the other
hand...)

If music culture is to avoid the fatal
dissonance of information overload it
will be necessary for a gatekeeping
function akin to the role played by
rock & roll DJs in the '50s and '60s to
emerge. The DJ was the guy in your
town who had connections, knew all
the latest groups, was in touch with
the trends, and who actually had a job
that provided him with the time to lis-
ten. He was an informed voice, an
important opinion leader, and he
served as a cultural arbiter of taste
and merit, something that is sorely
needed as the signal-to-noise ratio
diminishes. It seems likely that this
function will occur, early in the
Network Age, as a genre-driven agent






