WORKING ON MARS 'SQUASHING SUPERBUGS
A Moon-Walking Scientist Tells How - The Race for New Antibiotics
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Bungle, who took control of other avatars
who were then made to describe violent,
explicit acts on the screen. The article
spawned a conference at New York Uni-
versity in 1994 where participants dis-
cussed the possibility of self-governing on
the Internet, which could entail a virtual
community limiting or canceling another
player’s account. (Cancellation is what
happened to Mr. Bungle’s creator.)
Indeed, members of today’s virtual
communities must agree to a “terms of
service” contract, which enables compa-
nies to adjudicate conflicts by, for in-
stance, suspending the offending account.
But establishing a new account to create
another predatory character is simple
enough. And as Lastowka says, “virtual
worlds don’t want to police their users.
~ They just want to collect their profits.”
(Linden Lab takes a cut from users con-
ducting business in Second Life.) Online
communities, he points out, will always
have “griefers” and “goon squads” who

wait at game portals to kill new avatars or
take sexual advantage of someone who
has not figured out how to push the “no”
button.

Courts could set precedents as cases
arise from the virtual world. South Kore-
an courts, for instance, have done so a
number of times in dealing with virtual
property; in contrast, U.S. courts have
shied away from the issue. The scope of
the online realm suggests that legislation
may be desirable. Virtual commerce is
worth about $1 billion annually and is set
to get bigger as the six- to 12-year-olds on
Club Penguin and other virtual games
grow up. Lastowka and Duranske think
society is headed toward a virtual Internet
that, Duranske says, “is going to be a ma-
jor revolution in the way we interact.”
Whether the law can keep pace with that
revolution remains to be seen.

Michael Tennesen maintains bis first life
as a science writer near Los Angeles.

SUBSCRIBE, RENEW OR GIVE A GIFT ONLINE!

To give a gift subscription of Scientific American:

ey

www.ScientificAmerican.com/renew.
p- e s AN L e

e

gt Eiss

To subscribe to Scientific American Mind:

nefi

L e

-.Ww.Sg_i_enﬁﬁ_cAm

Mindcony

SCIENTIFIC
AMERICAN

To subscribe to Scientific American Digital:

e Sceneamerndgtal con; [VIIND

SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN

For additional subscription information, please e-mail customer service at: sacust@sciam.com. For information about
our privacy practices, please read our Privacy Notice at: http://www.ScientificAmerican.com/privacy.

28 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN

Data Points
The New Boomers

More Americans were born in 2007

than in any other year in history.
According to preliminary data from

the National Center for Health Statistics,
births topped the previous record of
1957, at the height of the baby boom.
Birth rates have been inching up in
recent years, for reasons that are not
entirely clear. Women living in the U.S.
in 2007 will have an average 2.1 children
over their lifetimes, a number that
demographers consider the bare
minimum to sustain population levels
without immigration. [n addition, U.S.
women are having far fewer babies than
in the 1950s—before the birth-control
pill became available—when the average
was nearly four children per woman. But
the population is almost twice as large
now, which is the main reason behind
the record-breaking number of births.

U.S. IN 1957
171 million

Population:

Births: 4,308,000
Births per 1,000 women

ages 15 to 44: 122
u.S. IN 2007

Population: 301 million
Births: 4,317,119
Births per 1,000 women

ages 15 to 44: 69

Population numbers are U.S. Census Bureau estimates:
www, census.gov/popest/estimates.html; NCHS reports
are available at www.cdc.gov/nchs/products.htm
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