A rule-breaking
vision of future

Microsoft is embracing a fragmented view of the future, in which no single device, or
even single category of devices, reigns supreme, says Farhad Manjoo
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Jose yourr eyes and imagine it's
five yesrs froen now. Now, check
nur pockets and your desk
Vhich devices are you using?
It's very likely you have & smarn:
phooe. Hutls your second device an ifad-
like tablet or a mare tradidonal PC? Or
perhaps yoo lssve a lapeop-tables nbirid,
like Microsoft’s Surface? Or mayhe you
dan't own a second device, because your
phone is powerfid enough. Or you might
hive everything, because that's bow you
roll in our hiypochetical future,

O, open your eyes and get hack to the
present. 1f you bad asy troukie choosing,
you hawe & taste of the dilennmas facing
Applc Google and Microsoft, the three
players wigng an epic battle for the fu-
tare of computing.

l'nd'.wluﬁlmm allovs for loes of pow-
erful, compeliing compunng devices in »
wide runye of soes atd shapes, Jost about
everyone in the indistry believes the
smartphooe will remain the dominant
comprating device for the foreseeatile fo-
tatre. But second place books entirely up
for grabs, and the giants are jockeying to
make that ang uther devide that we's all
use aloog warh our phones,

Apple i the iPad snd the Mae, while
Google has Androad tablets and its
Chroenebook Tine of Web-oentric hiprops.

But the most interesting new additson
o the game is Microsoft, suddenly reen
ugm'd afor suffecing a jong decioe in

the peryonad compener business,

Under Satya Nadefls, wivo became Mi-
ercecdt’s clief exocutive eardy last year, Mi
crosaft is embracing a agmenmiod viskon
of the Mture, in which noxingle device, ot
even 1 sk catopory of devices, reigns
wmguome. The plan is a bit oraxy and rife
with internal and exsermal tensions. Thit
doesn’t mean it can't work, The future is
wapredictable, o why not try o bunch ol
good sl and see what sticke?

AL recent news conference thag elec-
trified noe jast Twirner bt even sonse peo-
ple in the real waorld, Macrosoft wowed
s lowadiats {yes, there are Micrasalt fo-
natics) with 2 number of new products
that cxemplify ths idea. 've boon weing
two af them — the Surfuce Pro 4, a tblet-
PC hybrid that starts at sbout $3,030 (Rs
67,330 i you include n keyboard cover,
and the Surface Book, 2 $1.500 (Rg

5&,054) lptop with » scroen that e be
tabiet — for the

On the whale, I found them to be very ers.
mce. Butiseither one good o whe
that ooe other thing thas mest of v will
wantin & miinated Amuee?

thought thaa perhaps no single kind of
device & destined to win the war for sec-
ond place 10 the smartphone, Perbaps
the very ides that there willl be 2 second-
place winner (s a mistake,

What if the future of computing
.md..;i Wt1llm\tﬂfllnphmandmm
n ying wrray of desktops, laptops,
ub&us:gtwnddmm am:ﬁm
people, for dfferent reasons, will

i larger sense, hmeﬂn'; strat
ey ~ anucipane sach chacs.
For tnacds of ies history, M-
crosoft was a saftware
company. It Windows,
the operating system that be-
camie the Bogna franca of the PC
e, and It made Office, the soft
ware tat made those Windows

useful to

Microsoft's pew plan i 60 till made
Windows and software for Windowes,
which it licenses to ather hardware mak-
ers for thelr machines — but pow it also
mikes irs own phones and Surface de
vices, and e makes spplicacions for i0S,
Appie's mobile operuting systes,

No other company in the industry (T
erates quite this expansively, Apple
makes hardware and software, but jas
about all of its products are regrated;
Appie's softwase works on Apphke’s hard-
wire, and in moet cases nowhere else.

Google makes the Androld and
Chrome 08 operating systoms that it
gives away free 5o othwer compaeies, and
it also makes a handfial of Nexus phones
aond wblets, But bocause It doesa't sell i
devices [or a prafit and barely markets
them, Google's hardwire parmens doa't
seem 10 Mind ity device business,

Themodern Micrasoft breabks all these
rulies: J0s Surface devices comapete with
PCs made by other Windows hardware
makecs 1t noo-Windows applications,

B the 108 version of Office, improve

the Apple devices that compete with Mi-
mﬂmdm\\‘mdomhndmml-

Yo coulkd say Nadells is fostoning com
penmbetm:m-ﬂol)ﬁcrmnﬁuﬁvi—
m.\‘ooww:uaouyhﬁmuf

alyst, pointed out that when Microsoft
reféased the Surfuce Pro 3 last year, it
sald the device as 8 “no-compromise™
tablet that doubled as 2 sonny, Maclook

3

crosnft i now releasing 2 more tradition-
ab-dookding Eipsup aloagside the Surface
Pro

“If the Surface Pro was o tblet thar
coulid replace your lsptop, why would you
nead this laptap?™ Dawson asked,

If there are cosn to Microsoft's do-
evermhing strategy, there are siso some
potentzlly huge beoefiss. Micrasoft could
CINETSE 0 4 ot hardware maker,
and porbags uncover market niches that
we Adn't ko existed.

Note that rhe Strace starsed out shak-
ily for Micresoft when the fisst vorsion
wits refdensed in 2002 Ar that tene, many
in the industry h-:luwd stand-alone
tabders B the iPad would see
growth. Microsoft was berring on an un
usual middle path.

It 100k some tlose for the Sarface m
gain rraction, But Microsoft lkepe working
at the device and I3 software, and the in
cremental fooes began to reveal the fun-
damentul utilicy of a tablet that could be

used like s PC. et

These Enprovesnents came as the
of the iPad hitawall. Pechags the ditimate
endorsement of Microsoft's strategy
came this summer, when Apple unvelled
the iPad Pro — a large-screen tablet with
 keyboard and a styfus, just ke the Sur-
face.

The Surface Book, Microsoft's new lap-
top, coulkd prove simitirly influential For
ooe thing. it sbould spur Windows PC
ks to do someth teg-
lected — make good products for a
change.

Jow prices by fo about user
Pl ey ye e S o s
preinstalled adware, fxiled tests of basic
functionality (Windaws were
diffieut ro use) and abandoned custamer
service. That's why Apple doosinates
the high end of the PC business, snd
why Mac sales have grown as the
rest of the PC business has de-

clined.

aling display thas, oo the whele, lerls
every hit mmmnumu cMnnny
thing bearing the bétten-Apple Joga. Its
tm&wnd:upkmmmw.ml
And while I'm not sure that [ n

Ligrop that can dauble 25 a tablet, the fact
dmmundowtﬂmlmlybam
T is, At the Jesst, 2 demonstration of Mi
crosofts bardware ng prawess.

This suggests the « nmepoﬂo( Mi
crosoft’s new devices: They spark excdte
ment Sar Microsoft more . My
wide, who trusts the Apple bliadly,
picked ug the Surface Book the other day
and ws amaceed at how good it was.

The path from such excilement to
dominance is hardly guaranteed. M-
crosaft sill lacks & compelling presence
on mobile devices, and the besl It can
hege for is that excisernent for devices
like the Surface Book and Office on 108
Rets peopile to take o second look at Win-
dows Fhane.

Today, that sounds like a stresch. But
the Future is wide apen, Microsaft Is tak-
ing the first pecessary step 1o tackle that
futare Making really grest devices.
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