Worrying about the internet  Hannah Landecker

It is one thing to make a technology that works, it is another thing to have the internet work with it.  How ISPs are designing their networks has an impact on the potential uses of the things Peter is working on.

“What is a little bit worrying is that increasingly ISPs are also designing their own networks under the assumption that information flows from a few servers at the center of the Internet down to the users not the other way around. ADSL and  cable modem all are strongly based on that assumption…And the more that technology is used the more this is a problem actually. It is actually a chicken-egg problem. …”

Which brings up the question of how much computer scientists have to worry about the internet.  In the same way that citizens of a democratic state are supposed to worry about the government, are computer scientists, by their occupation, more responsible for the internet and its shape?  Its state, its design, its control, its commercialization, its regulation.  Here the worry is that if the ISPs design their networks for information flow from a few servers to consumers who only consume and do not themselves produce, these are not systems that will be compatible with peer-to-peer systems in which everyone produces.

 “Let’s assume that there is going to be more really interesting peer-to-peer applications that people want to use and if people just start using them, is that going to create enough pressure for ISPs that to then have to react to that and redesign the networks, or is the state of the art in the internet actually putting such a strain on these systems that they never really take off?” 

You could build the most excellent peer-to-peer system in the world, but it has to work in the larger context of how the internet is configured.  Here the given solution, what to do in face of worry about the internet, is to build something that people want to use, so that ISPs have to react to it.  Build it and they will come, is the proposed mode of intervention in the shape of the internet.  

“… the net was originally actually really peer-to-peer nature I think. It was completely symmetric. There was no a priori bias against end users of, at the fringes of the network, at front users of injecting data or injecting as much data as they consume. Only with the web having that structure strongly, having that structure, the network also evolved in this fashion and now we want to try to reverse this but it’s not clear what’s going to happen. I think, personally, I think if there is a strong enough peer-to-peer application, and there is strong enough moderation for people to use it, ISPs will have to react. It would fix the problem.”

Would it? 

