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Just Now
By Michael Castelluccio, Editor
Just as December has become a convenient vantage
point from which to look back at the expiring year,
January has become the traditional time for prediclining surrounds and protects
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stand is more secure than the
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with opening and closing. Made
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model features white keys, and

in Australia, the cover comes in
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when, ironically, Microsoft kicked in $250 million to save

keys. International versions with
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it from oblivion. Remember Compaq and the more re-
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Cover
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metaphor to explain how the only thing that doesn’t

provide lightweight and slim

change is change itself. He said you can never step into

construction in a form that feels
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really good in your hands. You

something else. And so, there’s a downstream for Apple

empires, present and past: Nothing stands still. The Greek

snap the tablet into the snug,
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where giants like Commodore International and Borland

are computers that can write their own programs to correct

now flow away from our memory.

and improve themselves. There are programs and satellite
systems that produce accurate weather intelligence that’s es-

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

sential and occasionally lifesaving. Thousands of new robots

As we look around, it isn’t just the large corporate presences

are now buzzing all over Amazon warehouse floors, while

in the landscape. It seems that computers are now absolutely

their cousins are in the air over war zones delivering dead-

everywhere. Where once they used to be on our desks at

lier packages.

work and somewhere in the basement at the bank, they now

Computers will be getting smarter. Just how smart is un-

are packed in our briefcases, in our pockets, on our wrists,

known, but if their intentions ever become their own, then

embedded as chips in our pets, in our televisions, and in our

the digital divide will become critical. Today, there are those

appliances—not to mention the wide digital currents of

who insist that machine intelligence has limits well short of

countless networks that flow silently around us and that we

human capabilities. Others, like the Oxford physicist

wade through without a notion of whose cellular traffic or

Stephen Hawking, worry about artificial intelligence. In an

Internet packets are passing through us. There are few places

interview, Hawking told the BBC, “I think the development

left on the planet where computers and their networks aren’t

of full artificial intelligence could spell the end of the hu-

ubiquitous, and this presents a few additional problems.

man race. Once humans develop artificial intelligence, it will

Usually when you think of “the digital divide” you think

take off on its own and redesign itself at an ever-increasing

of the cyber haves and the have-nots. But there’s another

rate. Humans, who are limited by slow biological evolution,

kind of separation as well. We might be cocooned by our

couldn’t compete and would be superseded.”

personal devices, but we’re further from, rather than closer
to, understanding how these devices work and how they’re

IS ANYTHING SECURE?

working on us.

One last key feature of the current landscape is cyber security

Granted, we have been surrounded by machines since the

or, rather, the lack of it. In a recent New York Times article on

burgeoning of the Industrial Revolution, but mechanical de-

hacking, Nicole Perlroth reports a 10,000-fold increase in the

vices are simpler to understand than computers. With com-

number of new digital threats over the last 12 years. She con-

puters, the chips, circuitry, and programmed instruction sets

cludes, “There are only two types of companies left in the

are a little more opaque as the combined effort of electrical

United States: those that have been hacked and those that do

engineering and computer programming. Not many stop

not yet know they have been hacked.”

and wonder, “Where’s the cloud, and what’s it doing when I

according to Symantec, and as more and more of the vital

that kind of question is beyond the reach of most. And as

infrastructure of the country goes online, there’s a conse-

we get closer to our devices, seemingly never without them,

quent increase in the risk to all.

we seem to be getting further from understanding how they
manage what they do for us.
But isn’t that the way it has always been since we started

There are measures that can be taken, but it might take
an event bigger than the Home Depot attack to move people
to act. Perlroth quotes former defense secretary Leon

importing machines into our daily lives? And who needs to

Panetta, who said the catalyst will probably have to be a

know how your watch or even your cellphone works? If it

“cyber-Pearl Harbor.”

breaks, you aren’t going to fix it yourself.
Well, with computing, it’s a little different. Computers

Whatever the inspiration, there are three avenues that
could be taken by companies and individuals. The first is to

have the potential to be smart. Some would extend that po-

start using stronger passwords and/or biometrics like

tential to include “intelligent.” In their current state, our dig-

fingerprint or retina recognition. The second is to encrypt

ital machines can solve complicated math and mechanical

whatever you need to save or send to others. And the most

problems, and they even have begun doing things like recog-

important for companies is to begin to build in layers of

nize patterns, translate languages, and beat the best human

protection and give up the current reliance on patching after

competition in chess and at Jeopardy! What we see when

an attack has taken place. Also, companies have to identify

looking around the digital landscape today are glimmers of

the resources that need the greatest protection.

what might be classified as human-like intelligence. There
60

Last year, 552 million people had their identities stolen,

get its attention on my phone?” Figuratively and literally,
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Welcome 2015 and wherever it’s likely to take us. SF

