The forecaster Paul Saffo predicts business and societal change based on technological trends. He’s worked at the Institute of the Future since 1985, though he is currently on sabbatical and writing about the future of capitalism. Saffo is on the board of the Long Now Foundation and an advisor to several governments and venture capital firms. He spoke with Diamond contributor Michael Fitzgerald.

Diamond:
Does capitalism have a future?

Saffo. It has an interesting future.  Does market capitalism have a future is another question.  I think capitalism is diverging into very distinct dialects.  Americans, in our arrogant triumphalist way just assume that the rest of the world is going to do it our way.  Well, in fact what Americans call capitalism is merely a dialect of capitalism.  It’s market capitalism.  It mythologizes the individual and it’s about entrepreneurship and innovation and things.  There are two other capitalist systems that are quite distinct and becoming more distinct every day.  

There’s a European capitalism.  I call it Cultural Capitalism.  If Americans are obsessed by change in our market capitalism, Europeans are obsessed by continuity, and the function of capitalism is not to glorify the individual.  It’s to maintain cultural continuity and sense of roots. 

The third comes out of Asia and should be called Community Capitalism.  Its focus is not on cultural stability.  Its focus is most certainly not on glorifying the individual.  It’s on some community, perhaps an extended family.

Diamond:
What about South America.  Which capitalist mode do they fit into?

Saffo:
I don’t think everything fits into the three modes and the question is: Does everything sort of fuzz up or do we have more modes?  Then there’s Africa.  Where in the world does Africa fit? A lot of people are going to do an economic collage where they combine bits of capitalism with bits of failed movements in the past.  So throw in a dash of socialism and a pinch of communism and call it capitalism.  What Hugo Chavez is doing is without a doubt capitalist. I think that’s why it pisses people off so much.  If he was just straight communist they could deal with it better, but it’s like in the eyes of a market capitalist purist he’s created this Frankenstein monster. 

Diamond: Is this where the big conflicts of the future will come, fights between capitalist forms?

Saffo. The so-called conflicts we’ve seen so far are really misunderstandings between capitalist systems. Boeing says, “Hey, AirBus, you’re getting subsidies from your owners, the country. That’s illegal.”  Airbus says, “That’s perfectly legal but what you’re doing, getting subsidies through your Air Force contracts, is illegal.”  Each one makes internal sense but they don’t understand each other.

Diamond. Do you think that the conflicts that we’re going to see will be military or economic? Or something else?

Saffo:
It’s going to be mostly economic but we do have the rise of private armies. What’s the company that reached $1 billion (in revenues) faster than Google?  Triple Canopy, one of the big three private armies. Let us not forget that the most vicious wars fought in history were not between people of entirely different belief systems but by people with different dialects of the same belief system. 

Diamond: What will be the impact on government? 

Saffo.  You’re going to see over the next 50 years a dramatic waning of the nation state.  The economic center of gravity in the future will be the city state. Japan may be the exception to that.  Its cultural cohesion is so great that it can hold together as a nation state longer than just about any other nation state.

Diamond:
What does this mean for business? 

Saffo. Uncertainty is great for business, as long as it’s an expanding uncertainty.  Obviously that’s an over-simplification. But too little uncertainty means there’s no change and there’s no growth so you can’t have investment.  Too much uncertainty means that some things you can’t do.  

Diamond. Let’s shift gears to the kinds of things you’ve built your career around, the impacts of technology, emerging technologies.  What’s on your mind in terms of thinking about technology right now? 

Saffo. The next big consumer phenomenon is robots. Companies haven’t figured out what the applications are, but the moment somebody figures out the application this takes off like a rocket.  I think it’s sort of five, six, seven years out.

Diamond. What about Ray Kurzweil and his idea of the Post-information society?

Saffo. It’s a provocative idea but I don’t think it’s framed in a way that is actually useful for executives.  The way I would reframe it is that we had the so-called information revolution.  Information is a useful term when you don’t have very much of it. When information becomes ubiquitous and intimate in our lives it ceases to become information and it becomes media.  We are in the early stages, in my opinion, of a personal media revolution.

Diamond. What’s different between personal media and mass media?

Saffo. Mass media was a revolution because it delivered the world to our living rooms, but all we could do was press our nose against the glass and watch.  It was a world in which you had to work really hard to be anything other than a bystander and a viewer.  

Personal media doesn’t just allow you to answer back, it requires you to answer back.  The classic personal media platform is Google. If you put something into Google, it gets real interesting.  So what it suggests is there’s a whole different way of interacting with your customer and with would-be customers.  

The central actor this time is not the worker, the person who makes, not the consumer, the person who consumes, but a new kind of economic animal called the creators (I don’t like the term, but it’s the best I can think of). Creators are people who are engaging in acts of creation as part of their ordinary process of consuming and making.  We are all creators.  Ebay, you sell stuff on Ebay, you’re a creator. You write an essay in Wikipedia, you’re a creator. Every time one does a search on Google you’re creating, and you’re creating something valuable enough that, when aggregated with all the other searches, has made the Google twins richer than God.  The biggest companies to come will be the ones who become most efficient at harnessing the smallest discrete acts of creation by the greatest number of people. 

