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How did openness become a foundational value for the networks of the
twenty-first century? Open Standards and the Digital Age answers this
question through an interdisciplinary history of information networks
that pays close attention to the politics of standardization. For much of
the twentieth century, information networks such as the monopoly Bell
System and the American military’s Arpanet were closed systems sub-
ject to centralized control. In the 1970s and 1980s, however, engineers
in the United States and Europe experimented with design strategies to
create new digital networks. In the process, they embraced discourses
of “openness” to describe their ideological commitments to entrepre-
neurship, technological innovation, and participatory democracy. The
rhetoric of openness has flourished — for example, in movements for
open government, open source software, and open access publishing —
but such rhetoric also obscures the ways the Internet and other “open”
systems still depend heavily on hierarchical forms of control.
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very few solidly researched studies of how, exactly, these demands play out, how the
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developments in a comparative, historical framework. Russell’s book achieves this goal,
reaching back to the nineteenth-century roots of telecommunications and sweeping for-
ward from telegraph to the telephone, from the monopoly Bell System through the digi-
tal transformation of the late twentieth century. In a world now dependent on electronic
modes of communication and calculation, the power to shape standards is a crucial
aspect of our economic, political, social, and cultural development.
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