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In a distant part of the galaxy, 300 years in the 
future, Starship Enterprise Captain James T. 
Kirk talks to his crew via a communicator, 

has his medical officer assess medical condi-
tions through a hand-held device called a 
tricorder, synthesizes food and physical 
goods using his replicator, and travels 
short distances via a transporter. Kirk’s 
successors hold meetings in virtual-real-
ity chambers called holodecks and oper-
ate alien spacecraft using displays mount-
ed on their foreheads.

This science fiction is becoming science 
reality. Many of the technologies that we 
saw in Star Trek are beginning to material-
ize, and ours may be better than Starfleet’s. Best 
of all, we won’t have to wait 300 years.

Take Captain Kirk’s communicator. It was 
surely an inspiration for the first generation of flip 
phones. Soon our smartphones will also add the 
medical-assessment features of a tricorder, and it 
won’t need to be a separate device. Apple recently 
announced that iOS 8 will provide a platform for 
medical-sensor data that will be displayed by 
an application called Health. Google, Microsoft, 
Samsung and others are all racing to build their 
own platforms and medical devices. And we will 
have cameras and heat, gas and sound sensors in 
our bathrooms, kitchens and living rooms that 
constantly monitor our health and lifestyle.

When you look at the advances that have 
already happened in 3D printing, you begin to 
realize that this is the making of the replicator. 
3D printers can create objects in plastic, metal, 
glass, titanium, human cells and even chocolate 
from a design. Today’s 3D printers are painfully 
slow, and it takes many hours to print a bread-
box-sized object. But in a decade, they will be-
come as common, fast and inexpensive as our 

laser document printers.
We already have video-chat capabilities. 

Rather than require the large, clunky monitors 
that we saw George Jetson and Captain Kathryn 
Janeway use. Ours use free Facetime and Skype 
apps that run on smartphones and laptops. 
Holodeck-type video conferences have also 
been possible for several years.

The universal translator that Captain Kirk 
used to talk to alien species is also in devel-

opment. Google Translate already does 
a great job of translating pages of text 
from one human language to another. 
And earlier this year, Microsoft demon-
strated a real-time voice-based language 
interpreter that works on Skype. I don’t 
expect any progress on alien languages 

until we encounter some alien species, but a 
commercially available virtual real-time transla-
tor (a virtual interpreter) for human languages 
isn’t so far away.

Scientists recently announced that they had 
made breakthroughs in quantum teleportation. 
They were able to show a promise of quantum 
information transmission—showing the dupli-
cation in the spin state of an electron between 
one place and another through quantum tun-
neling—without transmitting matter or energy 
through the space intervening. 

This led to hopes that we might one day 
see a Star Trek-like transporter that can beam 
our atoms from one place to another. I am not 
waiting for this one, however, as there is no 
way that I will willingly allow my atoms to be 
disintegrated in one location and reassembled 
in another. I would worry about a software bug 
or a hardware crash.

—–––––❖–––––—

Vivek Wadhwa is a fellow at Rock Center for 
Corporate Governance at Stanford University.

The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 
is, among other things, a social media 
powerhouse. The group skillfully exploits 

platforms like Twitter, Facebook and Instagram 
to promulgate many gut-churning images and 
videos of its war against Shiites and the Iraqi 
government broadly. These include one where 
the group claimed to have executed some 1,700 
captured soldiers. Another video shows fighters 
beheading a police chief, then merrily tweeting: 
“This is our ball. It’s made of skin #WorldCup.”

As appalling as these examples are, ISIL 
is merely following a decade-old playbook. I 
should know, since one of my re-
sponsibilities during the Iraq war 
was to track al-Qaida in Iraq’s media 
output for the CIA. Here’s what I 
learned:

They’ll exploit whatever tactic 
gains the most media attention.

Osama bin Laden’s then-deputy, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri, famously told 
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in 2005 that 
“we are in a battle, and that more than half of 
this battle is taking place in the battlefield of 
the media.” But Zarqawi—whose group would 
eventually become ISIL—already knew that, be-
cause his brutal exploits had been earning free 
media for years, which the group used to gain 
new recruits, advance its message and terrify its 
enemies.

The problem is that even outrageous maneu-
vers cease to be newsworthy when they become 
normal. When Zarqawi’s group captured and 
beheaded Philadelphia native Nicholas Berg 
in 2004, then uploaded the video of his mur-
der, it was front-page news for a week. But the 
subsequent videotaped murders of Kim Sun-
il, Eugene Armstrong, Jack Hensley, Kenneth 
Bigley and other foreigners did not have the 
same impact. Neither did any of the videotaped 
executions of the dozens of Iraqis that fell into 
al-Qaida in Iraq’s hands. After a while, AQI sur-
mised that these videos weren’t shocking any 
more, and the group stopped producing them as 
often as they had done in previous years.

I’ve watched dozens of these gory videos, 
and they used to be crude, amateurish efforts. 
But AQI’s media operatives were quick learners 
and soon upgraded their product to the slick, 
multimedia productions commonplace today.

For instance, Berg’s executioners didn’t even 
bother to put their camcorder on a tripod when 

they shot his video. The result—while horrific—
was a shaky, blurry product. By the time AQI kid-
napped four Russian diplomats in 2006 and then 
released their murder video, their end products 
were far superior, complete with smooth edits, 
audio dubbing and computer graphics. Another 
video from around the same period showed the 
execution of a dozen Iraqi police officers; AQI 
had at least three different cameras taping it and 
seamlessly spliced all their terrible handiwork 
together in the post-production process. They 
clearly killed these people for the cameras.

Terrorists enjoy murdering people.
Despite the justifications for killing that of-

ten accompanied these videos, the murderers 
seemed to really have a good time 
putting people to the knife. Watch 
enough of these productions, and 
you’ll generally notice the terrorist 
participants—the executioners and 
the others in the shot—seem very 
much at ease with what they are 
about to do. They take to their 
jobs with gusto. Even the chants of 
“God is great” that accompany each 

murder are happy, full-throated ones. And they 
sometimes go well beyond execution and into 
mutilation.

To my knowledge, few of these killers ex-
pressed remorse for their actions when they 
were caught. Those true believers felt that what 
they were doing was completely acceptable—
even essential—to advance their warped cause. 
And many are now free men again: After ISIL 
staged a large breakout from Abu Ghraib prison 
in 2013, some 500 individuals at all levels of the 
terrorist organization found themselves back on 
the streets.

ISIL’s delight in its gruesome exploits in-
dicates the way its leaders would run its self-
declared “caliphate” across a broad swath of 
Iraq and Syria. But their bloodthirstiness may 
prove to be the group’s downfall; after all, no 
other Iraqi insurgent organization or Sunni tribe 
subscribes to ISIL’s fanatical agenda. It’s hard to 
imagine that any permanent political settlement 
there could tolerate such stunts for very long. 
The Sunni tribes of Iraq will eventually turn on 
ISIL, as they have done in the past. But when 
that occurs, expect even more bloodletting—
and more gruesome videos.

—–––––❖–––––—

Aki Peritz is a former CIA counter-terrorism 
analyst.
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OTHERS SAY

The end of the book
A visit to Jonesboro—and the bookless future

Come gather ‘round people 
       wherever you roam
And admit that the waters 
       around you have grown,
And accept it that soon you’ll be
       drenched to the bone.
If your time to you is worth savin’,
Then you better start swimmin’ 
       or you’ll sink like a stone,
For the times, they are a-changin’ . . .
             —Bob Dylan
.

NO WONDER the papers are full 
of stories about disaster decla-
rations. If you haven’t been to 

northeastern parts of the state this past 
week, here’s what you’re missing: white-
tops. As in waves. As in when the wind 
is up, a lot of farmland between Brinkley 
and Jonesboro looks like ocean. In plac-
es, the water is so deep you can’t see 
what’s planted beneath, cot-
ton or soybeans. Make sure 
not to drive off the shoulder 
of Highway 49. Then you 
better start swimmin’ or 
you’ll sink like a stone.

The trip to Jonesboro 
was, uh, interesting, as the 
old Chinese curse put it. But 
once safely inside Craighead County, a 
long-absent visitor noted that Jonesboro 
seems so much . . . bigger. The place 
must have more restaurants per capita 
than any city in Arkansas. There’s con-
struction everywhere. Jonesboro just 
doesn’t have that small town in the Delta 
feel that we remember from years back. 
That may have a lot to do with the con-
tinuing rise of ASU.

They say Arkansas State Universi-
ty was founded more than a century 
ago, but you couldn’t tell it by walk-
ing around the campus. Everything 
looks so new. Even the old buildings 
are freshly painted. And new buildings 
have sprouted. Did we mention con-
struction? Signs of it are all over the 
place. Even a lot of streets on campus 
have just been repaved.

AS INCOMING freshmen went 
through registration and orien-
tation this week, their parents 

were herded into an auditorium with 
a promise of their own introduction to 
the college. But we got the feeling that 
was mostly to get the moms and dads 
out of low-hover mode and let their 
kids—by now, their adult kids—register 
without parental interference.

The ladies who gave the hour-long 
presentation to parents spent most of 
their time talking about . . . . iPads. Not 
so much campus maps or Red Wolves 
sports or food plans. But just iPads.

ASU has made a campus-wide tran-
sition from textbooks and notebooks 
to iPads. Students are required to have 
one, carry one, and learn how to use 
one. Including various apps. There 
was a lot of talk about apps. And how 
technology has improved to the point 
where students no longer have to car-
ry those heavy backpacks full of books. 
Instead, they can download the books 
they need for class, and just read them 
on their iPads.

They can also highlight stuff on their 
iPad, take notes on their iPad, record 
lectures on their iPad, and, for all we 
know, bake a cake with their iPad.

Most of the parents seemed intrigued. 
Others of us squirmed in our seats. No 
books? My kid is going to go through 
college and not have to crack a book? 
We asked that very question to the kid in 

question. His reply: “Not if I do it right.”
At which point there were two ways 

to react: (1) This is the glorious future, 
or (2) this is the worst thing ever in the 
history of ever.

College without books, real books? 
Without the aroma of uncut pages? 
And the time-acquired look and feel of 
used ones. And how do you keep the 
ones you really like the rest of your life, 
we wonder, glancing at a few in the cor-
ner of our office bookshelf. So there’ll 
be something to mosey over to when 
the rare idea pops into your head and 
you go searching for a quotation we 
still fondly remember. 

What was it Mark Twain said about 
his traveling companion, the Oracle? 
He was “an innocent old ass who eats 
for four and looks wiser than the whole 
Academy of France would have any 

right to look . . . .”
So you go to the shelf 

and pick up Roughing It and 
thumb through it, laughing 
again over some of the pag-
es you pass by, and finally 
settle in—before you realize 
you’ve just spent 30 minutes 
leafing through those pag-

es when you really wanted to consult 
another travel book he wrote, The In-
nocents Abroad, but that’s all right. Be-
cause you decide to re-read Roughing 
It—again—over the weekend.

You’d have never done that by 
googling Mark Twain’s Companion 
The Oracle.

WHAT’S TO become of librar-
ies? Are they going to be re-
placed by coffee shops with 

charging stations and internet access? 
Oh, please, somebody tell us that hasn’t 
already happened.

If kids today are going to be weaned 
off books, what’ll happen with all the 
treasures we’ve collected over the years? 
We shudder at the thought, as if some-
body had just stepped over our grave. 
Ah, well, at least we won’t be here to 
see it.

And what happens if/when the 
electricity goes out and the iPad—and 
whatever’s next—shuts down? Some of 
us have fond memories of those times 
when storms knocked out the lights, 
and we curled up with a good book 
next to the window—or a candle.

Or maybe, as has been rumored, we 
are just completely out of it, solemn old 
asses stuck in a world that’ll soon dis-
appear if it hasn’t gone already? What’s 
to become of We the Antiquated in a 
world in which the latest 17-year-old 
who quivers his voice during the Na-
tional Anthem is considered a talent? In 
a world in which young people aren’t 
just glued to the screen in their room 
six hours a day, but to the screen in 
their own hands 20 hours a day?

In a world with no books.
(Sigh.)
Somebody stop the world. We want 

to get off.

Come writers and critics who 
       prophesize with your pen,
And keep your eyes wide, 
       the chance won’t come again
And don’t speak too soon 
       for the wheel’s still in spin
And there’s no tellin’ who that 
       it’s namin’
For the loser now will be later to win,
For the times, they are a-changin’ . . . .

If they haven’t already changed.

Words from a witness
AKI PERITZ

IN THE WASHINGTON POST

Bones? Spock? Scotty?
VIVEK WADHWA

IN THE WASHINGTON POST

A study not to like
WASHINGTON POST

Facebook’s study on emotional con-
tagion may not have broken laws, but 
it has exposed the unfettered power of 
big data companies grounded in opaque 
user policies.

For one week in 2012, researchers 
from Facebook, Cornell and the Univer-
sity of California skewed the emotional 
content of almost 700,000 news feeds to 
test how users would react. They found 
that people would write slightly more 
negative posts when exposed to nega-
tive feeds and vice versa.

This crossed an important line: Un-
like typical A/B testing, Facebook tried 

to influence emotions, not behaviors. Its 
purpose was not to improve user experi-
ence but rather to publish a study.

Almost all academic research re-
quires informed consent from partici-
pants, which Facebook assumed from 
acceptance of its terms of service. 

Recent lawsuits against Facebook 
and Google—including the European 
Court’s ruling in favor of a “right to be 
forgotten”—focus on the ownership and 
use of companies’ existing store of data. 
This study reveals a new arena, in which 
users are manipulated to create new 
data for companies beyond their narrow 
commercial purposes.




