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Of the MIND

We have entered a new
era in which brains
count for more than
brawn, and old ways of
doing things are under
constant scrutiny.

We are more dependent
on innovation than
ever: not only in
technology, but in the
quest for equality,
security and peace...
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wenty years ago,

nobody — well, almost

nobody - had ever
heard of Bill Gates. He was a
mere 23 years old, and had
formed a company based on
his work as a teenaged stu-
dent developing a program-
ming language for the first
microcomputer, the MITS
Altair. During the reign of
mainframe computers the
size of city buses, the gangly
young man looked like an
ineffectual dreamer. He
talked of a seemingly fantastic vision of a fully func-
tional computer on every office desk — or, more out-
landishly, in every home.

Today, Bill Gates is a household name even in
households occupied by folks who quaintly think that
language is solely concerned with words, and that
hardware is something you buy in a hardware store. As
chairman and chief executive officer of Microsoft Corp.,
the world's largest supplier of software for personal
computers, Gates heads a vast global enterprise. He is
a darling of the media, writes a popular newspaper col-
umn, and is a best-selling author and a leading philan-
thropist.

He is arguably the most famous business personal-
ity since Henry Ford, a mythic figure with whom he
shares many distinctions. Both came to dominate an
industry almost personally. Both, indeed, came to per-
sonify an age — Ford the age of machinery, Gates the
age of cybernetics. Both believed in making the pre-
cious fruits of technology available to the masses by
rendering them easier to acquire and use.

But the main similarity between these two entre-
preneurial giants (aside, perhaps, from being unbeliev-

ably rich) is that they both proved to be innovators of
the highest order. An innovator is someone who finds
and introduces new ways of doing things. Innovation is
often confused with invention, but invention comes
first and innovation after. Innovation takes up where
invention leaves off.

Henry Ford did not invent the automobile, and Bill
Gates did not invent computer software. What they did
was take an existing product and work to make it acces-
sible to the ordinary citizen — Ford with the simple
design and assembly line techniques that produced
his Model T and Model A, Gates with operating sys-
tems that enable people to work or entertain them-
selves with incredibly powerful computers that can lit-
erally sit on their laps.

The motto for innovators might be, "there is noth-
ing new under the sun,” with the rider that there is
nothing old that cannot be revived in a different form
by applied imagination. When we in the western world
look around us today, we see a multitude of things
once thought to be passé that have had new life
breathed into them by innovative minds.

Hamburger stands, coffee shops, mail order cata-
logues, messenger services — all these existed before,
but it took variations on a theme by innovators to give
us the likes of McDonald's, Starbuck's, L.L. Bean and
United Parcel Service. Running shoes went out of date
in the 1960s. With new designs and marketing targets,
they have raced back into popularity over the past 25
years.

Not only do innovators take old ideas and give new
twists to them, they are adept at combining two or
more old ideas into something new and different. A
few years ago, there were cars and there were delivery
vans. Along came a team of innovators, and presto! We
had the minivan. In-line skates are a marriage of old-
fashioned ice skates and roller skates. Pioneered by
Ted Turner of CNN, the all-news network is a ménage a
trois of a conventional television network, a news
agency, and communications satellites.

Taking nothing away from inventors, it is the inno-
vators of this world who have given shape and sub-






