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ANONYMITY

For Ottawa’s IAN KERR, that’s the $4-million question.
The tech law star heads an international project studying how networks,
databases and the Internet are destroying privacy PAGE F3
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BY KATE HEARTFIELD

ou would think that with a $4-mil-
lion grant in his pocket, Ian Kerr

might buy himself a Shift key.
Kerr, the University of Ottawa•s re-

cently hired expert in the emerging
f ield of technology, law and ethics,
sends exclusively lower-case e-mis-
sives to students, colleagues, and jour-
nalists. OK, his keyboard may not be
faulty, but his cap-less messages gives

the impression of a low-key, informal corre-
spondent „ when Kerr is, in fact, a super-
achiever.

Just 38 years old, he has received the sec-
ond largest grant awarded by the the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council
of Canada for legal research. The grant, an-
nounced this week, more than justifies U of
O•s enthusiasm when it hired him in 2000
to hold the Canada Research Chair in
Ethics, Law and Technology. Kerr•s star is
also rising internationally. He sends his e-
mails these days from Barcelona, where he
is a distinguished visiting scholar at the
Universitat Pompeu Fabra, on leave from U
of O until next fall. He is to take a short so-
journ from Spain to the Caribbean early
next year, slated to head to Puerto Rico to
teach a course in cyborg law, focusing on
the line between humans and machines,
and how law and ethics can keep pace with
the blurring of that line.

These days, the academic world is Kerr•s
oyster „ as one might expect for a  young
professor with an ability to see into the fu-
ture and no shortage of insights in a seri-
ously trendy field.

•A  lot of attention is paid to my work be-
cause it is timely,Ž says Kerr. •Right now, es-
pecially with shifting world events, there is
an interest, but also an extreme, critical ur-
gency in solving some of these issues I hap-
pen to be working on.Ž

Perhaps it helps that he has a knack for
addressing tech•s top-of-mind topics from
an intriguing vantage point. Consider the

topics of two recent speeches: •Bots, Babes
and the Californication of CommerceŽ and
•ISPs „ Internet•s Secret Police?Ž

However, it•s the substance and interdis-
ciplinary breadth of Kerr•s thinking that has
funding agencies throwing grants at him.
Kerr believes technology is creating a shift
in how humans behave with each other.
With respect to privacy and anonymity, in-
creasingly, our identities are known and
connected with our actions. Buy a book at
the mall, and no one knows what you•re
reading except the guy behind the counter.
Buy a book online, and who knows who
might be watching? Kerr wants to under-
stand the effects of this steady loss of
anonymity, and find out if there•s a way to
lessen those effects.

Grants such as Kerr•s don•t happen to
Canadian law professors every day. To put

it in perspective: The U of O, the eighth-
most research-intensive Canadian universi-
ty, receives $157 million a year in research
funding. The prestigious Canada Research
Chair award only comes with about
$100,000 a year in funding for five years.

But law professors like Kerr don•t come
along every day. He isn•t afraid to see the
big picture, and to gently but enthusiastical-
ly  force open the eyes of everyone around
him, while he•s at it. 

•I•m very much about things that are
around the corner,Ž he says, on the phone
from Barcelona. 

�

Speak to Kerr for long enough, and you
will discover another subtext to his world
„ His conversations are peppered with ref-
erences to rock •n• roll. Music vied for

Kerr•s attention while he was in law school,
when he also found time to drum for a band
called Jeremy Bentham•s Head. A life-long
fan of the vintage Canadian rock band
Rush, he titled a speech that gave in Ottawa
Sept. 30 •Today•s Tom Sawyer: Cyborgs,
Sousveillance & Civil Disobedience.Ž

When Kerr is asked about what looks like
his overnight success in the strange new
field of technology law, he bristles as a rock
star might.

•You hear this sort of thing with rock
bands all the time, about their rush to fame,
and they say, •What are you talking about?
I•ve been working at this for 15 years!• Ž

When he describes the decline of privacy
and anonymity in the modern world, he
turns to one of his favourite songwriters for
the right words.

••The space between• is a phrase I really
like from Dave Matthews. The space be-
tw een is so vital to a free and democratic
society, and it risks extinction.Ž

Th at is, the space between citizens, and
between citizens and technology. Or, as
Kerr puts it, the space in which people sep-
arate their actions from their identity. Peo-
ple now find themselves identifying them-
selves more and more often; they give a
plethora of passwords for e-mail and online
services, register for software, register for
domain names. Then there are all the cam-
eras and databases hungry for our informa-
tion, from red-light cameras to DNA test-
ing.

Kerr wants to know whether all of these
technological intrusions will consign our
privacy rights to extinction. In a world
where physical and virtual security trumps
almost everything, can we afford to be
anonymous? Will our grandchildren look at
our assumption of anonymity as something
quaint and naïve? Or will we discover how
to keep the technology from intruding on
the space between? 

Th at is the million-dollar question. Or
rather, the four-million-dollar question. 

The Canadian government and several
industry partners are combining to give
Kerr $1 million a year for four years to head
an international team „ including some
•nameŽ thinkers with arguably bigger repu-
tations than Kerr•s „ that will study the ef-
fect the information economy has on the
concept and practice of anonymity.

His project, really a gathering of mini-
projects under his supervision, this time
lacks a rock •n• roll reference. It•s called •On
The Identity Trail: Understanding the Im-
portance and Impact of Anonymity and Au-
thentication in a Networked Society.Ž The
project will look into the legal, ethical, and
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THE $4-MILLION MAN
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Currently a visiting scholar in Barcelona, Ian Kerr is getting $1 million 
a year for four years to head a team looking into the legal, ethical, and
political angles to the decline in anonymity brought on by technology.

IAN KERRÕS MISSION:
Probe the legal, ethical and political implications 
as anonymity erodes in a networked world 
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