
The Open Laboratory 2010: The Best of Science Writing on  
the Web 
Edited by Jason Goldman & Bora Zivkovic LuLu 284 pp. £11.91 (2011) 
Last year saw the eruption of Iceland’s Eyjafjallajökull volcano, the 
deep-water oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico and the announcement of 
arsenic-based life. It was also, according to Jason Goldman, editor 
of this collection of 2010 blog posts, the year when blogging went 
mainstream. Thanks to the extra boost of Twitter, online diarists were 
sought out to comment on all the big science stories. Their insights 
are shared in this annual selection of the best of the blogosphere. 

The Reason Why: The Miracle of Life on Earth
John Gribbin ALLen LAne 240 pp. £20 (2011)
A series of one-off cosmic events and flukes of physics represent 
the lucky breaks that made our planet the oasis it is today, argues 
best-selling writer John Gribbin in his latest book, which examines 
the origin of life on Earth. From the giant collisions of early Solar 
System bodies that forged our planet to the geochemical reactions 
that make it habitable, our world is special. Even though planets are 
common in the Milky Way, Gribbin argues, intelligent life capable 
of building technological civilizations will turn out to be rare. So the 
future of humankind is of universal significance. 

Nightwork: A History of Hacks and Pranks at MIT
T. F. Peterson MIT Press 232 pp. $22.95 (2011)
Every university has its canon of creative pranks, which usually 
involve a degree of technological know-how. The finest practical 
jokes played at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 
Cambridge are documented in this illustrated volume (first 
published in 2003), which has been updated for the institution’s 
150th anniversary. Recent ‘hacks’, as they are known, include the 
cross-country theft of a cannon from the California Institute of 
Technology in 2006, and the hoisting of a solar-powered subway car 
and a fire engine onto the roof of the university’s Great Dome. 

Science-Mart: Privatizing American Science
Philip Mirowski HArvArd unIversITy Press 464 pp. $39.95 (2011) 
Since the 1980s, commercial companies have become the largest 
funders of scientific research in the United States. Economist 
and historian Philip Mirowski analyses in detail the impact of this 
shift away from public funding. Owing to the rise of patents and 
intellectual property, knowledge and discovery are now perceived 
as a commodity; the fruits of scientific investigations are no longer 
considered a public good but are seen as products with monetary 
value. But, the author argues, American science should be more 
than just a cash cow. 

Crashes, Crises, and Calamities: How We Can Use Science to Read 
the Early-Warning Signs
Len Fisher BAsIc Books 256 pp. £13.99 (2011)
From earthquakes to the collapse of civilizations and economies, 
why do systems suddenly break down? Physicist and writer Len 
Fisher gives an accessible explanation of the mathematics of 
catastrophes in his latest book. Drawing on physics, ecology and 
biology, he highlights four tools that scientists and engineers use to 
forecast rapid failure: stability, catastrophe, complexity and game 
theory. By applying these concepts, he explains, we can predict and 
manage impending crises. 

the general election, and the IT boom began 
to lose its shine, especially after admis-
sions of false accounting in 2009 led to the  
collapse of Satyam Computer Services, 
which in 1999 was one of the first India-
based IT companies to be listed on the 
NASDAQ stock market. It is now widely 
recognized that the 1990s dream of Indian 
development led by outsourcing was, in 
Nadeem’s words, “wildly oversold”. 

The offices of India’s glamorous IT com-
panies may look “like twinkling towers  
of innovation”, says the author. But he 
contends that “like plastic fruit, they are 
imitations”. Nadeem backs up this view 
with skilfully told stories from his Indian 
sources (some named, most anonymous). 
But when he tries to uncover the reasons 
why India’s IT industry has generally 
failed to innovate at home, despite promi-
nent individual successes among Indians 
in California’s Silicon Valley and Western 
academia, his conflation of outsourcing 
with research and development blurs his 
analysis and conclusions. The book is also 
heavy on academic jargon.

CREATIVITY CURTAILED
What does he think is stalling homegrown 
innovation? A lack of emphasis on individu-
alism in Indian family life and a widespread 
deference to authority may be part of the  
reason, says Nadeem. But much more impor-
tant, he says, is the global economic system. 
Outsourcing managers, both in India and the 
United States, are “locked in a contradiction”, 
he notes. They want their workers to mature 
into professionals who show initiative and 
take responsibility for projects. But simulta-
neously, they want to migrate easily replicable, 
standardized tasks rather than whole projects 
to India. Farming out tasks generates a reliable 
stream of revenue while ensuring that control 
of the process remains based in the United 
States and Europe. The core work requiring 
creativity therefore stays in the West. 

Nor have these elite industries been effec-
tive in alleviating India’s massive poverty, 
Nadeem argues, despite generating impres-
sive economic growth. Between 1994 and 
2008, India’s export revenues in IT and IT-
enabled services (ITES) grew from less than 
US$0.5 billion to $40.4 billion, and are pre-
dicted to reach $71 billion in 2011. Between 
2004 and 2008, the number of workers 
employed in the sector — most of whom are 
male and in their twenties — more than dou-
bled, to an estimated two million. Their aver-
age entry-level salary in IT in 2006 was $5,715 
a year (compared with $46,194 in the United 

States). By 2007, India’s 
IT and ITES industry 
accounted for 5.2% 
of the country’s gross 
domestic product. 
Yet, the IT and ITES 

 NATURE.COM
A review of a book 
on globalization and 
education:
go.nature.com/zov6dv

7  A P R I L  2 0 1 1  |  V O L  4 7 2  |  N A T U R E  |  3 5

BOOKS & ARTS COMMENT

Books in brief

© 2011 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved


	Books in brief



