
  As of Monday, June 27, 2005      LOG OUT

The Print Edition
Today's Edition
Past Editions
Features
Portfolio
Columnists
In-Depth Reports
Discussions
Company Research
Markets Data Center
Video Center
Site Map
Corrections
My Online Journal
Personalize My News
E-Mail Setup
My Account/Billing
RSS Feeds
Customer Service
The Online Journal
The Print Edition
Contact Us
Help

 

PORTALS 
By LEE 
GOMES 

  RECENT COLUMNS 

June 20 
• How Phishers Pull Off Frauds
June 13 
• Tech Prices Keep on Falling
June 6 
• Today's Deep Throats Need 
Computer Skills
MORE

SEARCH PAST COLUMNS
Search for these words: 

   
 

Display all columns

 
advertisement

Ethical Responsibility,
At Issue With Grokster,
Applies to Others, Too
June 27, 2005

When the U.S. Supreme Court, most likely today, issues its long-
awaited ruling in the case against Grokster file-sharing software, it will 
get about as close as courts ever do to one of the age-old questions of 
science and engineering: What moral responsibility should scientists, 
engineers and, in this case, computer programmers have for the uses of 
their work?

Grokster is a peer-to-peer software system widely used in the file-
sharing community to exchange music. Those, at least, are the 
euphemisms invoked by Grokster's supporters. In fact, the software's 
main job is to help people get CDs and other digital goodies like video 
without paying for them.

(Note how often the word "community," with its warm, fuzzy 
connotations of Little League and bake sales, is invoked to provide an 
aura of decency and respectability to a crowd that doesn't particularly 
deserve it. If there is an "online file-sharing community," shouldn't 
there also be, say, an "online pornography community?")

Grokster reached the Supreme Court in the first place because of the 
novel questions it raises. From the point of view of copyright law, 
shutting down the original Napster was an easy call. While Napster 
wasn't actually keeping pirated music on its central computers, it was 
storing the names of songs and the computer numbers of the Napster 
members who had them. That, said the courts, was enough to justify 
busting it for copyright infringement.

With Grokster, though, some programmers wrote some software that 
links Grokster users to other users and allows them to download files. If 
people use it for bootleg music, why punish the software? After all, 
people use email for bad things, too.

One of the standard legal arguments in favor of schemes like Grokster 
is that banning it would be like having decided to ban the videocassette 
recorder back in 1984 in the famous case involving Sony's Betamax, 
which helped make television "time shifting" a staple in U.S. homes.

It's a specious argument, though. Had Sony lost, the VCR would, in 
effect, have been taken off the shelves. But Grokster is simply a 

Article Search

  
Advanced Search

WSJ.com - Portals

Quotes & Research

  
Symbol(s) Name

http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals,00.html?mod=djemportals (1 of 4)6/26/2005 11:34:30 AM

http://online.wsj.com/home
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/0,,other_wsj_sites,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/home
http://online.wsj.com/home/news/1,,1_0001,00.html?mod=1%5F0001
http://online.wsj.com/redirect/0,,technology,00.html?mod=1%5F0013
http://online.wsj.com/redirect/0,,markets,00.html?mod=1%5F0021
http://online.wsj.com/personaljournal?mod=1%5F0028
http://online.wsj.com/redirect/0,,opinion,00.html?mod=1%5F0045
http://online.wsj.com/redirect/0,,leisure_weekend,00.html?mod=1%5F0051
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,2_0133,00.html?page=2_0133
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,2_0233,00.html?page=2_0233
http://online.wsj.com/pj/PortfolioDisplay.cgi
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,columnists,00.html?page=columnists
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,2_0102,00.html?page=2_0102
http://online.wsj.com/discussions?page=Discussions
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,0_0810,00.html?page=0_0810
http://online.wsj.com/documents/mktindex.htm
http://online.wsj.com/video
http://online.wsj.com/public/site_map?page=Site+Map
http://online.wsj.com/public/corrections?page=Corrections
http://online.wsj.com/setup_center
http://online.wsj.com/email
http://online.wsj.com/my_account
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/0,,0_0813,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,0_0809,00.html?page=0_0809
http://services.wsj.com/
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,contact_us,00.html?page=Contact+Us
http://online.wsj.com/wsjhelp/center
http://www.barrons.com/
javascript:addColumnConfirmation('Portals');
http://online.wsj.com/article_print/0,,SB111982075331369732,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article_print/0,,SB111982075331369732,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/search/aggregate?article-doc-type={Portals}%20&KEYWORDS=%2A&COLLECTIONS=wsjie/archive&HEADER_TEXT=Portals
http://online.wsj.com/search/aggregate?article-doc-type={Portals}%20&KEYWORDS=%2A&COLLECTIONS=wsjie/archive&HEADER_TEXT=Portals
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB111922540322063658,00.html?mod=Portals
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB111861285110257383,00.html?mod=Portals
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB111800810686151189,00.html?mod=Portals
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB111800810686151189,00.html?mod=Portals
http://online.wsj.com/search/aggregate?article-doc-type={Portals}%20&KEYWORDS=%2A&COLLECTIONS=wsjie/archive&HEADER_TEXT=Portals
http://online.wsj.com/search/aggregate?article-doc-type={Portals}%20&KEYWORDS=%2A&COLLECTIONS=wsjie/archive&HEADER_TEXT=PORTALS
http://ad.doubleclick.net/jump/interactive.wsj.com/portals;famil=technology;msrc=djemportals;null;u=SunJun26212827EDT20050856639909;meta=DME;sz=160x600;ptile=2;ord=10870108701087010870;
http://ad.doubleclick.net/jump/interactive.wsj.com/portals;famil=technology;msrc=djemportals;null;u=SunJun26212827EDT20050856639909;meta=DME;sz=160x600;ptile=2;ord=10870108701087010870;
http://online.wsj.com/advanced_search


WSJ.com - Portals

Advertiser Links

Featured Sponsor 

Cisco Systems Presents:
"Boardroom Connection"

A forum for leadership 
through technology 

innovation 
Click Here ...

  

Investor Resource 
Center 

Questions for the Future: 
Issues that will Shape 
Our Future 

Get IBM's On Demand 
Business e-newsletter 

Get up to 35 free trades 
at Ameritrade 

 

ABOUT PORTALS
Portals, published Mondays, examines 
technology, business and related 
topics. Lee Gomes, who writes Portals 
and answers readers' letters in Portals 
Exchange on Fridays, has been 
covering various topics, technical and 
otherwise, for The Wall Street Journal 
since 1996. He is a graduate of the 
University of Hawaii and the Columbia 
University Graduate School of 
Journalism, and he lives in San 
Francisco. His Boomtown and 
Boomtown Exchange columns are 
available here.

 
Write to Lee Gomes at lee.
gomes@wsj.com

 

 E-MAIL SIGN-UP
Don't miss a thing. Sign up to receive 
our technology e-mails. Click the 
boxes below to subscribe.

Technology Update

Portals Exchange

To view all or change any of your e-
mail settings, click to the E-Mail Setup 
Center
RELATED INDUSTRIES
• Computer Software

• Internet & Online

• Law

• Media & Marketing

 

collection of existing and quite standard software technologies: file 
transfer, messaging, databases and the like. If Grokster loses its case, all 
of its component technologies will still be around for others to use.

The legal dimensions of the issue are nonetheless quite complex, and 
they have been placed in the hands of judges. The moral ones, though, 
couldn't be simpler. Email was, in reality, designed to allow all sorts of 
communications; the fact that some people may use it illegally is a 
result of human nature, not the inherent technology. Grokster, by 
contrast, was in reality specifically designed for an illegal activity. 
While some people may use it for legal purposes (though I have never 
met anyone who has), its overwhelming use is to commit a crime.

While reality may or may not count for much in law, it counts for 
something in ethics. The original golden vision of the Internet -- that of 
a wired global village -- is rapidly being replaced by a dystopia of 
thefts, scams, phishing and viruses. Programmers and engineers can 
make choices about whether to make the world better or to make it 
worse. That means, among other things, being honest about what 
people might do with the code or the information that gets put out into 
the world. (Of course, this is a rule that applies to just about any 
profession.)

But once you say that programmers and others should have a sense of 
moral responsibility toward the use of their products, you face yet 
another issue. I listened in recently on a group of carpenters describing 
their future IT acquisition plans. Nearly all of them, it turned out, were 
planning to buy laptop computers in the next few months. But in every 
case, they said, they wanted the machines not for any high-minded 
purpose but instead to be able to download pirated music and movies.

They may be a small minority of computer users. But the availability of 
tempting goodies that can be pirated may in fact be driving some 
computer sales for the home. It's tough to know what the industry 
should do about it, since digital machines by their very nature allow for 
copying and transmitting files of all kinds. Still, some honesty would be 
welcome. I would love to hear a prominent industry executive get up 
and say, "Yes, it's true, we've benefited from people stealing things. We 
are not particularly happy about that, and we are trying to figure out 
what to do about it. But it's reality."

Responsibility to behave ethically also extends to other industry 
players, and to the industry as a whole. PCs are used everywhere in the 
world, and they have created vast wealth for untold thousands of people 
and scores of companies. Yet they are still too often opaque and hard to 
use, a source of endless frustration in both homes and offices. Doesn't the industry have a moral imperative 
to try to make it better?

• Send your comments to lee.gomes@wsj.com, and check back on Friday for some selected letters at WSJ.
com/Portals.
 

          
Sponsored by

http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals,00.html?mod=djemportals (2 of 4)6/26/2005 11:34:30 AM

http://ad.doubleclick.net/jump/interactive.wsj.com/portals;famil=technology;msrc=djemportals;null;u=SunJun26212827EDT20050856639909;meta=DME;sz=120x600;ptile=1;ord=10870108701087010870;
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;16412006;6853491;d?http://www.boardroomconnection.com/default.asp?rc=BE12
javascript:%20window.open('http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;16412006;6853491;d?http://www.boardroomconnection.com/default.asp?rc=BE12','LM','toolbar=yes,scrollbars=yes,location=no,resize=yes,width=760,height=525,left=20,top=15');void('');
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;9059869;6853491;h?http://online.wsj.com/ad/InvestorCenter.html?mod=irc_ads
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;9059869;6853491;h?http://online.wsj.com/ad/InvestorCenter.html?mod=irc_ads
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;13012293;6853491;e?http://www.questionsforthefuture.tv/ws3
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;13012293;6853491;e?http://www.questionsforthefuture.tv/ws3
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;13012293;6853491;e?http://www.questionsforthefuture.tv/ws3
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;12489670;10608258;k?http://www.ibm.com/e-business/ondemand/us/newsletter/newsletter_signup.shtml?sec=12&P_Campaign=6N2A5W53&P_Site=S161&P_Creative=T1EN00L0
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;12489670;10608258;k?http://www.ibm.com/e-business/ondemand/us/newsletter/newsletter_signup.shtml?sec=12&P_Campaign=6N2A5W53&P_Site=S161&P_Creative=T1EN00L0
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;15352640;6853491;j?http://clk.atdmt.com/OGI/go/wllseath0010000054ogi/direct;at.ogiath00003583;ct.1/01/
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;15352640;6853491;j?http://clk.atdmt.com/OGI/go/wllseath0010000054ogi/direct;at.ogiath00003583;ct.1/01/
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals_exchange,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals_exchange,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/search/aggregate?article-doc-type={Boom+Town}%20{Boom+Town+Guest}%20&KEYWORDS=%2A&FIELD=field=vdkvgwkey%2Bmain%2Dhed%2Barticle%2Ddoc%2Ddate%2Barticle%2Ddoc%2Dpublication%2Barticle%2Ddoc%2Did%2Barticle%2Ddoc%2Dtype%2Bs%2Dmain%2Dhed&SORT_STRING=sort%2Dstring%3Darticle%2Ddoc%2Ddate%2Bdesc%2Bmain%2Dhed%2Basc&SEARCH_SECTION=article-body&COLLECTION_AGG=collection=wsjie/archive&HEADER_TEXT=BOOMTOWN
mailto:http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals,00.html
mailto:http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/email
http://online.wsj.com/email
http://online.wsj.com/email
http://online.wsj.com/industry/0,,DCS,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/industry/0,,DIT,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/industry/0,,DLW,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/industry/0,,DME,00.html
mailto:lee.gomes@wsj.com
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals_exchange,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals_exchange,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article_print/0,,SB111982075331369732,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article_print/0,,SB111982075331369732,00.html
javascript:CopyrightPopUp()
javascript:CopyrightPopUp()
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;14556044;6853491;m?http://www.xerox.com/color


WSJ.com - Portals

Accenture Presents: 
"High Performance" 

Financial HP 
Workstations at PC 
Prices 

 
 

Return To Top

 

Log Out   Contact Us   Help   E-Mail Setup   My Account/Billing  Customer Service: Online | Print 

Privacy Policy   Subscriber Agreement   Mobile Devices   RSS Feeds   About Dow Jones 

  Freelance Authors Legal Settlement   News Licensing   Advertising 

Copyright © 2005 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved 

http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals,00.html?mod=djemportals (3 of 4)6/26/2005 11:34:30 AM

http://online.wsj.com/ad/accenture/
http://online.wsj.com/ad/accenture/
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;14321389;6853491;o?http://blmkt.dsi-enews.net/hp/?dsid=18413&typ=C
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;14321389;6853491;o?http://blmkt.dsi-enews.net/hp/?dsid=18413&typ=C
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;14321389;6853491;o?http://blmkt.dsi-enews.net/hp/?dsid=18413&typ=C
http://online.wsj.com/logout
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,contact_us,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/wsjhelp/center
http://online.wsj.com/user-cgi-bin/searchUser.pl?action=emailalert
http://online.wsj.com/acct/setup_account
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,0_0809,00.html?page=0_0809
http://services.wsj.com/
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/0,,privacy_policy,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/0,,subscriber_agreement,00.html
http://mobile.wsj.com/
http://online.wsj.com/page/0,,0_0813,00.html
http://www.dj.com/
http://www.copyrightclassaction.com/
http://public.wsj.com/partner
http://advertising.wsj.com/


WSJ.com - Portals

http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals,00.html?mod=djemportals (4 of 4)6/26/2005 11:34:30 AM


	wsj.com
	WSJ.com - Portals


	CHFJALMONECKOLDCJEPLBOPGGLLCJLMO: 
	form4: 
	x: 
	f1: PORTALS
	f2: wsjie/archive
	f3: 
	f5: {Portals}

	f4: 

	form5: 
	x: 
	f1: Off
	f2: Off

	f3: Save Settings
	f4: 

	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: 

	f2: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: 9
	f2: 


	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: BOH
	f2: company-research
	f3: company-research-symbol-ambiguity
	f4: Portfolio1
	f5: 3.0
	f6: Portfolio
	f7: include
	f8: skip-read
	f9: skip-write
	f10: wsjie
	f11: 
	f13: nvp-set-p-sym
	f14: usstock usfund
	f15: stem
	f16: 200
	f17: 
	f18: 
	f19: quote
	f20: Portfolio
	f21: wsjie

	f12: 




