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Most of us dummies are lucky just to be able to turn our computers on and off. So we can't help but be impressed by the brilliance of those who can write software programs that allow individuals around the globe to share their digital files.

The level of genius that has driven innovation in the computer age is almost unimaginable. We've all heard tales of those intrepid "guys in the garage" who change the world through sheer brainpower, inventiveness and grit.

So we also can't help but wonder, is it really that difficult for these same deep thinkers to understand the Supreme Court's ruling in the Grokster case?

To us, the ruling is a marvel of simplicity. Just read the words of Justice David Souter's opinion: "We hold that one who distributes a device with the object of promoting its use to infringe copyright, as shown by clear expression or other affirmative steps taken to foster infringement, is liable for the resulting acts of infringement by third parties."

Or put another way: If you intend for your invention to be used illegally, then you too are liable for the illegal actions.

Still, the peer-to-peer defenders claim this ruling has muddied the waters, creating a situation where innovators will not know if their new products make them liable for copyright infringement.

But innovators—and their backers—always operate in an atmosphere of uncertainty and risk. Is there a market for their new product? Does the product have legitimate uses? Does it violate anyone else's creation? 

(Funny, that sounds like much the same environment in which songwriters and recording artists labor.)

If anything, the court's ruling has brought clarity to the P2P landscape. That should encourage—not deter—those who seek to create software and devices for a legitimate marketplace that respects the creations of others.

Our suggestion to the tech community: Ignore the knee-jerk reactions of your lawyers and lobbyists for a moment and have a look at Souter's opinion. We think it makes perfect garage reading.  
