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My favourite movie is the Arthur C. Clarke/Stanley Kubrick classic 2001: A Space Odyssey. I usually hate seeing movies more than once, but I must have seen this epic a dozen times. Clarke's two sequels are also worth reading.

There has been a bit of analysis about Clarke's story in the past few weeks, just as many people dissected Orwell's masterpiece in 1984. It's always interesting to compare reality with how that reality was predicted. The great pace of modern life means that predictions even a little way out can go wildly wrong over a very short period.

It is relatively simple to predict many technological advances. We simply extrapolate current technology into the future. What is much harder is to predict the timeframes, and what is virtually impossible is to account for major new developments that are outside the normal continuum.

In 2001, Clarke predicted passenger space travel, lunar colonies, artificial intelligence (``open the pod bay doors, HAL'') and large manned space stations. These were quite reasonable predictions back in the 1960s  few would have thought that the pace of space exploration would have slowed to the extent it has after the initial thrill of the Apollo moon landings.

Technology has not been the problem  rather, it has been a repositioning of resources away from exploration and towards all sorts of things that reflect rather poorly on the human race's priorities.

But these things must happen. Similarly, we can predict that computers will keep getting smaller and cheaper, that bandwidth at all levels will continue to increase, and that voice recognition will become the norm. Eventually we will all be talking into Dick Tracy wristwatch devices that will combine all the attributes of mobile phones, palmtop computers and Internet terminals.

The question is, when? Decent bandwidth, with or without wires, is taking a long time to come. At least it seems like a long time. Most of us are frustrated with slow downloads from the Internet, and want it all now.

Improvements like cable modems and xDSL are coming, but a wait of a year or two seems an eternity. It isn't, really. It is a fraction of an instant in galactic time. We are so used to the rapid pace of technological change, and so inculcated with the instant gratification ethos of modern society, that any delay seems unconscionable.

Government stupidity and corporate greed, both of which exist in large amounts and which often go hand in hand, do not help. But rather than cry poor we should be thankful for what we have, and be patient while things improve. We used to worry about processing power and disk storage. These are simply not issues any more.

Now everybody worries about the speed of their Internet connections. This battle will also be won, quite soon, and later generations will marvel at how quickly it all happened.

It is the things we can't predict that will be really interesting. No-one really foretold just how big the Internet would become, and how quickly that would happen. It seems easy to explain in retrospect  a function of Metcalfe's Law, which says that the utility of networks increases by the square of the number of users.

Similarly, few people predicted the ubiquity of the PC revolution. (Microsoft's Bill Gates and Apple's Steve Jobs did, and did quite well out of it.)

The really big changes occur when a number of different factors or technological paths converge and cause disruptive changes in society. No amount of crystal ball gazing or sophisticated modelling can account for all the elements that cause some of these cataclysmic changes, which is to say such changes are impossible to predict.

There have been massive advances in neuroscience and genetic engineering in recent years, for example, but these disciplines are still in their infancy.

So, as far as we know it, is computer science. It is altogether feasible that in the next 10 years, or a bit later, there will be a major breakthrough in the carbon-silicon interface, and it will become easy to combine computer intelligence with human thought. Fancy four Terabytes at the base of your cerebral cortex, with the sum total of human knowledge a nanosecond from your consciousness?

It is quite possible that we actually know very little about the physical world, and that a new Einstein or Newton still to be born will take us in new directions that we can barely dream of.

There exists, for example, no hard evidence of psychokinesis or extra-sensory perception, or of ghosts or angels, or of any paranormal phenomenon, but it is possible the continued existence of these myths in the human psyche indicate an extra dimension to the universe of which we are only vaguely aware. Perhaps this will be discovered and harnessed and all that we now know will seem so little.

One of Arthur C. Clarke's better sayings is that sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. It is magic enough that we can talk across the ether, let alone send moving pictures to wristwatches.

There is no end to this magic, and it seems crass to complain about it not becoming commonplace more quickly.
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