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An advocate of Internet freedom
Esther Dyson, 

RELEASE 2.0, A design 
for living in the Digital 
Age, Broadway Books, 
November 1997.

T h e  title refers to  th e  design p rin c i
ples for living on  the  In ternet. 
D yson  suggests th a t follow ing 
these p rincip les will m ake the  
In te rn e t a  h ap p ie r  an d  hea lth ie r 
p lace to live b ecause  after all, the 
In te rn e t is a  hom e. T his co n c ep t is 
in tro d u ced  a t the beg inn ing  o f the 
book . H e r  suggested  design p rinc i
ples are found  a t its end.

D yson  tells us th a t the b o o k  is 
in ten d ed  to pass o n  h e r  sense of 
the richness an d  po ten tia l o f the 
In te rn e t an d  o f the p ro fund ity  of 
the changes th a t it will have on  
institutions - b u t n o t on  h u m a n  
nature . T h e  b o o k  is a  good , c lear 
gu ide to the issues an d  d ilem m as 
arising from  the In te rn e t as well as 
the usual m usings ab o u t w hat the 
w orld is go ing  to becom e. It is 
easy to re a d  an d  accessible to 
those n o t fam iliar w ith  In te rn e t 
ja rgon , an d  a  com fo rtab le  m ix tu re  
of in fo rm ation  an d  op in ion .

D yson believes th a t d isclosure is 
an  im p o rtan t value in In te rn e t 
behaviour. She puts this in to  p rac 
tice by beg in n in g  the bo o k  w ith 
disclosures o f h e r  ow n concern ing  
her ch ildhood , educa tion  an d  
w ork history.

T he first ha lf o f R elease 2.0 deals 
w ith com m unity , w ork, educa tion  
and  governm en t. In  each  subject, 
we are g iven  a  p ic tu re  o f the 
potentia l o f th e  In ternet, th e  
changes th a t are likely to occur 
and  the co n cern s an d  possible 
solutions. A  g enera l them e w hich 
em erges is th a t governm en ts 
should take a  hands-off ap p ro ach  
to regulating  the  In te rn e t a n d  rules 
should b e  fo rm ed  by  the co m m u 
nity itself. For exam ple , D yson  
argues th a t the In te rn e t has the

ability to foster com m unities, tha t 
it is necessary  for individuals to 
feel tha t they  have invested  in  a 
particu la r com m unity, an d  th a t the 
m ore governm en ts p rov ide the less 
com m unity  m em bers invest an d  
identify.

T h e  bo o k  outlines the w ay in 
w hich the In te rn e t will help  or 
change p eo p le  in  the ir p u rsu it of 
work: m ore  in form ation  ab o u t 
w hat is ou t there , exchanging 
resum es, the ability of the 
em ployer an d  em ployee to check 
each  o the r out. T his chap te r 
em phasises values - a lbeit in  pass
ing  - w ith w hich  we are familiar: 
"don 't find  your job ; define it"; the 
benefits o f ou tsourcing  an d  of 
be ing  small; an d  the fu ndam en ta l 
ta len t o f creativity.

M uch  of the language u sed  is 
com petitive. T w o m antras appear: 
"m ost successful will be those w ho 
can  design innovation  to help the 
co m pany  get or stay ahead"; an d  
"people w ho can th ink  quickly will 
prevail". T hese values d o n 't seem  
consisten t w ith th ink ing  of the 
In te rn e t as "hom e" and  the 
u n ad u lte ra ted  "go-ahead" flavour 
feels d isagreeab le . T h e re  is also 
discussion o f those m ost likely to 
succeed.

A  w hole ch ap te r is devo ted  to 
governance . T his is a  them e revis
ited  th ro u g h o u t the b o o k  m ainly 
in advocating  the m inim ising of 
g o v ern m en t in terference, develop
ing  m e m b er ru les an d  placing  
faith  in the  m arket. T h ere  are 
in teresting  discussions on  the 
questions of pow er shifts, ju risd ic
tion, enforcem ent, "spam", the role 
o f ISPs in  governance  an d  enforce
m ent, e-com m erce an d  investor 
p ro tec tion . T he ch ap te r concludes 
w ith  the observa tion  th a t the best 
en fo rcem en t vehicle is in fo rm ed  
citizens an d  custom ers.

T h e  ch ap te r on  in tellectual p ro p 
erty  is central. T h e  tone is m o d e r
ate b u t the ideas deviate from

legal and  co rp o ra te  o rthodoxy. 
R ules for p ro p er  behav io u r are 
outlined in sim ple non-legal lan
guage, m oving on  to a  considera
tion  of w hat is o r is n o t m oral 
behaviour. A gain  no g overnm en t 
regulation  is advocated , ra th e r  the 
deve lopm ent of com m unity  rules 
to address in tellectual p ro p erty  
questions. T h e  cen tral thesis is tha t 
there  is a  new  econom ics o f intel
lectual p roperty  w here, as p rices 
for individual copies fall (in fact, 
D yson believes tha t it is inevitable 
tha t copies g a ined  from  the 
In te rn e t will be free), peop le  will 
be paid  for the ir "attention" in  a  
variety  of ways. Basic business 
m odels for achieving this are out
lined. It is p ro p o sed  th a t p eop le  
will be  paid  for the ir effort.

T h e  book  contains useful sections 
on content, privacy, anonym ity  
an d  security. T h e  key issues an d  
d ilem m as are d escribed  along  w ith 
the latest developm ents for dealing  
w ith them . W e are given details 
ab o u t cu rren t filter system s an d  
ratings services an d  how  they 
work. W e learn  ab o u t "TRUSTe" 
an d  "P3" as ways of dealing  w ith 
p rivacy  concerns. T h e  section  on 
security  covers encryp tion  in  an  
accessible way. D yson describes 
the possibility o f anonym ity  as 
"one of the scariest features of the 
Net" and  concludes tha t u ltim ately 
peop le  will inhab it spaces o n  the 
In te rn e t w here m em b ers are 
know n.

C learly  D yson is an  advocate  of - 
am ong  o ther things - choice, o p en 
ness, free m arkets, m e m b er ru les 
ra th e r than  g o vernm en ta l legisla
tion, and  free speech  as gu id ing  
princip les for solving In te rn e t 
p rob lem s. Even if you  d isagree 
w ith h e r faith in  these values, the 
b o o k  goes a long  w ay to achieving 
its aim  of show ing the In te rn e t for 
w hat it is.
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