The Futures takes its time

(January 15th,  2007)

Time and tide wait for no man.

The future takes its time? Forget it. Time and tide do not wait for anything and that includes the future. All sorts of developments will dash by; from above, below, left to rigt and vice versa, and diagonally.  A snapshot of our history illustrates this.

The 'Report Horizon Scan 2007, towards a future guided policy and forsight agenda’ was presented to the Minister of Education, Culture and Science, late December, and to all his colleagues and COS members *)

De message: expect the unexpected, starting with developments in the robotics domain. The Neherlands should think about its position and stakes in this area; adjecent technologies and inter-connectivity included.

There is no time to waste.

Some -maybe many- might think there is nothing to hurry –or worry-  about and assume that there is plenty of time. Wrong! That never was the case as the historical list shows although some experts and specialists may object.

The future is unpredictable; there is no rule of the thumb to predict: which of the identified problems will challenge us first, in what sequence and with what impact. 

Interactions may hold a few suprises of their own. And it is uncertain what weak signals will present themselves on the horizon, two years from now. Will by 2010 the total volume of codified digital data double twice per day as was expected in 2000? What will that do to the outcome of today’s Horizonscan?

Time to look at some surprises in the past. Are we ready, to pose the big question again, if ‘history repeats itself’? In a Bird’s Eye View:  
· Radio has no future  (Lord Kelvin, ca. 1897),*1)

· "Everything that can be invented, has been invented," announced Charles H. Duell, commissioner of the U.S. Patents Office, in 1899. *2)

· "Louis Pasteur's theory of germs is ridiculous fiction." - Pierre Pachet, Professor of  "The demonstration that no possible combination of known substances, known forms of machinery, and known forms of force can be united in a practicable machine by which men shall fly for long distances through the air, seems to the writer as complete as it is possible for the demonstration of any physical fact to be."  - astronomer S. Newcomb, 1906, *3)

· The foolish idea of shooting at the moon is an example of the absurd length to which vicious specialization will carry scientists working in thought-tight compartments. (A.W. Bickerton (1926) Professor of Physics and Chemistry, Canterbury College, New Zealand,*1)) 

· That the automobile has practically reached the limit of its development is suggested by the fact that during the past year no improvements of a radical nature have been introduced. (Scientific American, Jan. 2, 1909,*1)) 

· "Airplanes are interesting toys but of no military value." - Marechal Ferdinand Foch, Professor of Strategy, Ecole Superieure de Guerre. 1911 *4)

· "Caterpillar landships are idiotic and useless.  Those officers and men are wasting their time and are not pulling their proper weight in the war" - Fourth Lord of the British Admiralty, 1915, in regards to use of tanks in war. *3)

· Franklin Delano Roosevelt once predicted, when he was Assistant Secretary of the Navy (±1920), that airplanes would never be useful in battle against a fleet of ships. *2)

· "The wireless music box has no imaginable commercial value.   Who would pay for a message sent to nobody in particular?" - David Sarnoff's associates in response to his urgings for investment in  the radio in the 1920s.

· "Professor Goddard does not know the relation between action and  reaction and the need to have something better than a vacuum against which to react.  He seems to lack the basic knowledge ladled out daily in high schools." - 1921 New York Times editorial about Robert Goddard's revolutionary rocket work. *3)

· "All a trick."  "A Mere Mountebank."  "Absolute swindler."  "Doesn't know what he's about."  "What's the good of it?"  "What useful purpose will it serve?" - Members of Britain's Royal Society, 1926, after a demonstration of television. *3)

· While theoretically and technically television may be feasible, commercially and financially I consider it an impossibility, a development of which we need waste little time dreaming. (Lee DeForest, 1926 (American radio pioneer),*1))

· "This foolish idea of shooting at the moon is an example of the absurd lengths to which vicious specialisation will carry scientists."    -A.W. Bickerton, physicist, NZ, 1926,*3)

· "Who the hell wants to hear actors talk?" - H.M. Warner, Warner  Brothers, 1927. *3)

· "Stocks have reached what looks like a permanently high plateau." -  Irving Fisher, Professor of Economics, Yale University, 1929.*3)

· There is not the slightest indication that [nuclear energy] will ever be obtainable. It would mean that the atom would have to be shattered at will. (Albert Einstein, 1932.*1))

· A Boeing engineer, after the first flight of the 247, a twin engine plane that carried ten people.
There will never be a bigger plane built.*6), 1932

· "The energy produced by the atom is a very poor kind of thing.  Anyone who expects a source of power from the transformation of these atoms is talking moonshine" - Ernst Rutherford, 1933, *3)

· "The whole procedure [of shooting rockets into space]...presents difficulties of so fundamental a nature, that we are forced to dismiss the notion as essentially impracticable, in spite of the author's insistent appeal to put aside prejudice and to recollect the supposed impossibility of heavier-than-air flight before it was actually accomplished."  Richard van der Riet Wooley, British astronomer, reviewing P.E. Cleator's "Rockets in Space", Nature, March 14, 1936, *3)

· U.S. Secretary of Navy, December 4, 1941: No matter what happens, the U.S. Navy is not going to be caught napping.*6)

· "I think there is a world market for maybe five computers." - Thomas  Watson, chairman of IBM, 1943   [ debunked in "The Maverick and His Machine"] *3)

· I think there is a world market for maybe five computers. (Thomas Watson, chairman of IBM, 1943.*1)

· Admiral William Leahy, U.S. Atomic Bomb Project: “The bomb will never go off. I speak as an expert in explosives.”.*6)

· Where a calculator on the ENIAC is equipped with 19,000 vacuum tubes and weighs 30 tons, computers in the future may have only 1,000 vacuum tubes and perhaps only weigh 1.5 tons. (Popular Mechanics, March 1949.*1))

· It would appear that we have reached the limits of what it is possible to achieve with computer technology, although one should be careful with such statements, as they tend to sound pretty silly in 5 years. [John von Neumann (1949)] *5)

· The problem with television is that the people must sit and keep their eyes glued on a screen; the average American family hasn't time for it. [New York Times, 1949] *5)

· "Space travel is utter bilge!" -Sir Richard Van Der Riet Wolley, astronomer,*3), 1956

· I have traveled the length and breadth of this country and talked with the best people, and I can assure you that data processing is a fad that won't lastout the year. (The editor in charge of business books for Prentice Hall, 1957.*1)

· "Space travel is bunk" -Sir Harold Spencer Jones, Astronomer Royal of Britain, 1957, two weeks before the launch of Sputnik,*3)

· "There is practically no chance communications space satellites will be used to provide better telephone, telegraph, television, or radio service inside the Unided States." -T. Craven, FCC Commissioner, 1961*3)

· "We don't like their sound, and guitar music is on the way out." - Decca Recording Co. rejecting the Beatles, 1962, *3)

· "The concept is interesting and well-formed, but in order to earn better than a 'C,' the idea must be feasible." - A Yale University management professor in response to Fred Smith's 1965 paper  proposing reliable overnight delivery service.  (Smith went on to found Federal Express Corp.), *3)

· Here's Coco Chanel on the miniskirt, in 1966: "It's a bad joke that won't last. Not with winter coming.",*2)

· But what ... is it good for? (Engineer at the Advanced Computing Systems Division of IBM, 1968, commenting on the microchip,*1))

· Business Week, August 2, 1968: With over 50 foreign cars already on sale here, the Japanese auto industry isn't likely to carve out a big slice of the US market. *6)

· No woman in my time will be Prime Minister... [Margaret Thatcher The Sunday Telegraph, 1969] *5)

· Margaret Thatcher, 1974: It will be years--not in my time--before a woman will become Prime Minister.*6)

· "A cookie store is a bad idea.  Besides, the market research reports say America likes crispy cookies, not soft and chewy cookies like you make." - Response to Debbi Fields' idea of starting Mrs. Fields' Cookies. *3), ± 1975 and  www.mrsfields.com
· There is no need for any individual to have a computer in their home. (Ken Olson, 1977, President, Digital Equipment Corp., *1))

· "640K ought to be enough for anybody." - Bill Gates, 1981,*3) 

· Unionen er stendoed. [Statsminister Poul Schluter om EU, 1986] *5)

· “There will never be a market in selling stock over the internet” – David Komansky, Merrill Lynch Chairman & CEO, 1999;  (http://faculty.unlv.edu/phelan/BUS496/2006/BUS496_CS_Lect12.ppt) 

· "If I had thought about it, I wouldn't have done the experiment.  The literature was full of examples that said you can't do this." - Spencer Silver on the work that led to the unique adhesives for 3M "Post-It" Notepads. ( ±2000(?)) *3)

· The last wrong prediction about the future has not been made yet! [Troels C. Petersen, 2001]  *5)

Sources

*1) http://www.tfproject.org/tfp/showthread.php?s=&threadid=45487 

*2) http://www.time.com/time/covers/1101041011/story.html 

*3) http://amasci.com/freenrg/laughed.html 

*4) www.quotationspage.com/quote/36890.html 

*5) http://www.nbi.dk/~petersen/Quotes/Blunders/blunders.html
*6) http://www.heartquotes.net/Expert.html
*) The Dutch edition; an English one will be availbale in a few weeks.
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