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June 1, 1999
Napster Is Released
The wildly popular Napster, a free program that
enabled users to browse through each others’ digital
music collections and to download songs, came under
fire by record labels and artists who believed that the
service violated copyright law.

Locale: Boston and Hull, Massachusetts
Categories: Music; communications and media

Key Figures
Shawn Fanning (b. 1980), creator of Napster
John Fanning (b. 1966), Shawn’s uncle and Napster’s

initial majority owner
Sean Parker (b. 1979), cocreator of Napster
Jordan Ritter (b. 1978), cocreator of Napster
Lars Ulrich (b. 1963), drummer for Metallica and

vocal Napster opponent

Summary of Event
In the 1990’s, as the technology surrounding the Internet
and the World Wide Web became more sophisticated
and accessible, the possibilities of the digital exchange of
music expanded. The MP3 format, first devised in 1987,
could compress a song into a small digital file with little
noticeable decline in sound quality. As the Internet be-
came more popular, many people in the music and tech-
nology industries were keenly aware of the potential not
only for shopping for music online but also for down-
loading MP3 files from online sources. However, the
mainstream recording industry—the five major record

labels, EMI, Sony, BMG, Universal, and Warner Bros.—
were slow to seize this opportunity, and many early on-
line music sites and programs, such as MP3.com and
LiquidAudio.com, were difficult to use and had only lim-
ited success.

Meanwhile, a freshman at Northeastern College in
Boston, Massachusetts, named Shawn Fanning had de-
signed software that made it easy for people to search for
and acquire music online. He received help from friends
he met on online chat rooms, including Jordan Ritter, a
programmer working in nearby Chestnut Hill, and Sean
Parker, a young Internet businessman from Virginia.
Fanning’s project also attracted the attention of his uncle,
businessman John Fanning. By the beginning of 1999,
Shawn had dropped out of college in order to fully devote
his attention to the program, which he called Napster, for
the nickname he acquired in high school for his frizzy
hair. John became the head of Napster, Inc.

Released on June 1, 1999, Napster was an easy-to-
use, peer-to-peer (P2P) file-sharing software program,
meaning that it allowed users to share music files with
each other. Anyone who downloaded the software could
then search through the MP3 collections of other Napster
users and download their songs. Often, the user merely
had to enter a song title or artist name to find what he or
she was looking for. The software rapidly grew popular
with tech-savvy music fans, and colleges discovered that
their computer servers were at their breaking point be-
cause the servers were overloaded with MP3 transfers.
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Napster received a great deal of attention from the me-
dia and, soon enough, the music industry. Users paid no
money to use the program and no royalties to the copy-
right holders of the music. Moreover, the program was
launched at a time when high-speed Internet lines and
compact disc (CD) burner drives on computers were be-
coming more affordable. People could use the program
to download music for free and then burn it onto a blank
CD, eliminating the need to purchase the music. There-
fore, the recording industry believed that Napster and its
users were stealing music. On December 7, 1999, the Re-
cording Industry Association of American (RIAA), rep-
resenting the five major labels, filed suit against Napster.

The more controversy Napster garnered, the more
popular it became. The battle between the company and
the music industry brought to light the fissures among the
industry, the artists, and the listeners. Many Napster sup-
porters contended that the service provided a much larger
variety of music than most mainstream channels on the
radio and Music Television (MTV) offered and in fact
enabled users to sample unknown music that they would

then seek out by purchasing an artist’s CD. Many listen-
ers had also grown tired of paying high prices for CDs.
For these people, Napster seemed an ideal solution.

Napster attempted to portray itself in David-versus-
Goliath terms, as a young upstart company that, in en-
abling people to access a wider variety of music, had
succeeded where the technologically out-of-date music
industry had failed. The company made Shawn Fan-
ning—a fresh-faced teenager usually seen wearing a
T-shirt, baseball cap, and jeans—its public face. Some
musicians and groups, such as Courtney Love, Public
Enemy, and Moby, pledged support for Napster, claim-
ing that the music industry was a fundamentally corrupt
entity that never properly treated artists and took too
much of the profits for itself. Others, such as rappers
Eminem and Dr. Dre, took issue; the latter filed suit
against Napster.

The heavy metal band Metallica, particularly drum-
mer Lars Ulrich, also came out against Napster. The band
filed suit against Napster on April 13, 2000, for copyright
violation. Ulrich spoke out frequently in the media,

3212

Napster Is Released The Twentieth Century, 1971-2000

In front of Napster headquarters in Redwood City, California, Napster chief executive officer Hank Barry (right) and cofounder
Shawn Fanning address the media after a judge issued a stay allowing the service to stay online, at least temporarily. (AP/Wide
World Photos)



decrying Napster. On May 3, Ulrich and Metallica’s law-
yer Howard King came to the Napster offices with the
usernames of every user who had downloaded a Metal-
lica song, demanding that Napster suspend the users
from using the service. Napster complied with their
demand. Although they had successfully challenged
Napster, the band’s popularity and credibility suffered in
the eyes of many music fans who felt that the band had
betrayed their fan base. Some people pointed out that
when the band was just getting started, they had allowed
fans to trade tapes of their live shows. When Ulrich made
his appearance at Napster’s headquarters, he was greeted
by Napster fans brandishing signs decrying him and his
band as sellouts.

Some artists saw the issue in more ambiguous terms.
Don Henley of the Eagles and Robert Fripp of King
Crimson—while both opposed to piracy—expressed their
belief that the record industry’s behavior, more con-
cerned with profits than either artists or listeners, had
created an environment that enabled a program like
Napster to flourish.

On June 12, 2001, the RIAAand the labels filed a pre-
liminary injunction to shut down Napster. Eventually,
the combination of legal troubles, internal strife, lack of
steady cash flow, and the rise of competing file-sharing
services all took their toll on the company. After a series
of injunctions and appeals, on March 5, 2001, a revised
injunction was issued by U.S. district judge Marilyn Hall
Patel declaring that Napster enabled its users to commit
piracy. Napster was ordered to remove copyrighted ma-
terial from its servers.

Significance
On July 1, 2001, Napster shut down. Eventually, the
company filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy on June 3,
2002, and the Napster brand, technology, and Web site
were sold to Roxio, Inc. in November. Napster would
eventually relaunch as a legitimate company that al-
lowed users to download music for a monthly fee. How-
ever, by this time it was just one of a number of sites of-
fering music files, some legally (iTunes, eMusic), others
more covertly (Morpheus, Kazaa).

Napster changed the music industry by making wide-
spread, downloadable music a viable reality. Subsequent
advances in downloadable music services, notably Ap-
ple’s widely popular iTunes, arguably would not have
been as successful had Napster not caught on.

Some have claimed that the popularity of Napster was
the catalyst for the music industry’s sales slump that
lasted into the early twenty-first century. The industry
tried to combat piracy more aggressively. CD cases fea-
tured FBI warnings against piracy, and record labels be-
gan using digital watermarking technology that enabled
them to track people who illegally uploaded music on the
Internet. In 2003, the RIAAbegan suing individuals who
used file-sharing programs to illegally download music.
These efforts, however, could not completely rein in ille-
gal file-sharing, nor did they improve the industry’s rep-
utation among many music fans.

—Michael Pelusi
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