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remaining hackers. Even Bill Gosper, who had been working at
Stanford and Xerox during that time, eventually joined the new
research center Symbolics had formed in Palo Alto. When
Symbolics complained about the possible conflict of interest of
LMI people working for the AI lab (it felt that MIT, by paying sal-
aries to those LMI part-timers, was funding their competitor), the
hackers still affiliated with the lab, including Greenblatt, had to
resign.

It was painful for everybody, and when both companies came out
with similar versions of LISP machines in the early 1980s it was
clear that the problem would be there for a long time. Greenblatt
had made some compromises in his business plan—making, for
example, a deal whereby LMI got money and support from Texas
Instruments in exchange for a fourth of the stock—and his com-
pany was surviving. The more lavish Symbolics had hired the
cream of hackerism and had even signed a contract to sell its
machines to MIT. The worst part was that the ideal community of
hackers, those people who, in the words of Ed Fredkin, “kind of
loved each other,” were no longer on speaking terms. “I’d really
like to talk to [Greenblatt],” said Gosper, speaking for many Sym-
bolics hackers who had virtually grown up with the most canon-
ical of hackers and now were cut off from his flow of information.
“I don’t know how happy or unhappy he is with me for having
thrown in with the bad guys here. But I’m sorry, I’m afraid they
were right this time.”

But even if people in the companies were speaking to each other,
they could not talk about what mattered most—the magic they
had discovered and forged inside the computer systems. The magic
was now a trade secret, not for examination by competing firms.
By working for companies, the members of the purist hacker
society had discarded the key element in the Hacker Ethic: the free
flow of information. The outside world was inside.

•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

The one person who was most affected by the schism, and its
effect on the AI lab, was Richard Stallman. He grieved at the lab’s
failure to uphold the Hacker Ethic. RMS would tell strangers he
met that his wife had died, and it would not be until later in the
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conversation that the stranger would realize that this thin, plain-
tive youngster was talking about an institution rather than a
tragically lost bride.

Stallman later wrote his thoughts into the computer:

It is painful for me to bring back the memories of this time. The
people remaining at the lab were the professors, students, and
nonhacker researchers, who did not know how to maintain the
system, or the hardware, or want to know. Machines began to
break and never be fixed; sometimes they just got thrown out.
Needed changes in software could not be made. The non-
hackers reacted to this by turning to commercial systems,
bringing with them fascism and license agreements. I used to
wander through the lab, through the rooms so empty at night
where they used to be full and think, “Oh my poor AI lab! You
are dying and I can’t save you.” Everyone expected that if more
hackers were trained, Symbolics would hire them away, so it
didn’t even seem worth trying . . . the whole culture was wiped
out . . .

Stallman bemoaned the fact that it was no longer easy to drop in
or call around dinnertime and find a group eager for a Chinese
dinner. He would call the lab’s number, which ended in 6765
(“Fibonacci of 20,” people used to note, pointing out a numerical
trait established early on by some random math hacker), and find
no one to eat with, no one to talk with.

Richard Stallman felt he had identified the villain who destroyed
the lab: Symbolics. He took an oath: “I will never use a Symbolic
LISP machine or help anybody else to do so . . . I don’t want to
speak to anyone who works for Symbolics or the people who deal
with them.” While he also disapproved of Greenblatt’s LMI com-
pany, because as a business it sold computer programs which
Stallman believed the world should have for free, he felt that LMI
had attempted to avoid hurting the AI lab. But Symbolics, in
Stallman’s view, had purposely stripped the lab of its hackers in
order to prevent them from donating competing technology to the
public domain.

Stallman wanted to fight back. His field of battle was the LISP
operating system, which originally was shared by MIT, LMI, and
Symbolics. This changed when Symbolics decided that the fruits of
its labor would be proprietary; why should LMI benefit from
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improvements made by Symbolics hackers? So there would be no
sharing. Instead of two companies pooling energy toward an ulti-
mately featureful operating system, they would have to work
independently, expending energy to duplicate improvements.

This was RMS’s opportunity for revenge. He set aside his qualms
about LMI and began cooperating with that firm. Since he was still
officially at MIT and Symbolics installed its improvements on the
MIT machines, Stallman was able to carefully reconstruct each new
feature or fix of a bug. He then would ponder how the change was
made, match it, and present his work to LMI. It was not easy work,
since he could not merely duplicate the changes—he had to figure
out innovatively different ways to implement them. “I don’t think
there’s anything immoral about copying code,” he explained. “But
they would sue LMI if I copied their code, therefore I have to do a
lot of work.” A virtual John Henry of computer code, RMS had
single-handedly attempted to match the work of over a dozen world-
class hackers, and managed to keep doing it during most of 1982
and almost all of 1983. “In a fairly real sense,” Greenblatt noted at
the time, “he’s been outhacking the whole bunch of them.”

Some Symbolics hackers complained not so much because of what
Stallman was doing, but because they disagreed with some of the
technical choices Stallman made in implementation. “I really
wonder if those people aren’t kidding themselves,” said Bill
Gosper, himself torn between loyalty to Symbolics and admira-
tion for Stallman’s master hack. “Or if they’re being fair. I can see
something Stallman wrote, and I might decide it was bad (prob-
ably not, but someone could convince me it was bad), and I would
still say, ‘But wait a minute—Stallman doesn’t have anybody to
argue with all night over there. He’s working alone! It’s incredible
anyone could do this alone!’”

Russ Noftsker, president of Symbolics, did not share Greenblatt’s
or Gosper’s admiration. He would sit in Symbolics’ offices, rela-
tively plush and well decorated compared to LMI’s ramshackle
headquarters a mile away, his boyish face knotting with concern
when he spoke of Stallman. “We develop a program or an
advancement to our operating system and make it work, and that
may take three months, and then under our agreement with MIT,
we give that to them. And then [Stallman] compares it with the old
ones and looks at that and sees how it works and reimplements it
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[for the LMI machines]. He calls it reverse engineering. We call it
theft of trade secrets. It does not serve any purpose at MIT for him
to do that because we’ve already given that function out [to MIT].
The only purpose it serves is to give that to Greenblatt’s people.”

Which was exactly the point. Stallman had no illusions that his act
would significantly improve the world at large. He had come to
accept that the domain around the AI lab had been permanently
polluted. He was out to cause as much damage to the culprit as he
could. He knew he could not keep it up indefinitely. He set a
deadline to his work: the end of 1983. After that he was uncer-
tain of his next step.

He considered himself the last true hacker left on earth. “The AI
lab used to be the one example that showed it was possible to
have an institution that was anarchistic and very great,” he would
explain. “If I told people it’s possible to have no security on a
computer without people deleting your files all the time and no
bosses stopping you from doing things, at least I could point to
the AI lab and say, ‘Look, we are doing it. Come use our machine!
See!’ I can’t do that anymore. Without this example, nobody will
believe me. For a while we were setting an example for the rest of
the world. Now that this is gone, where am I going to begin from?
I read a book the other day. It’s called Ishi, the Last Yahi. It’s a
book about the last survivor of a tribe of Indians, initially with his
family, and then gradually they died out one by one.”

That was the way Richard Stallman felt. Like Ishi.

“I’m the last survivor of a dead culture,” said RMS. “And I don’t
really belong in the world anymore. And in some ways I feel I
ought to be dead.”

Richard Stallman did leave MIT, but he left with a plan: to write a
version of the popular proprietary computer operating system
called UNIX and give it away to anyone who wanted it. Working
on this GNU (which stood for “Gnu’s Not Unix”) program meant
that he could “continue to use computers without violating [his]
principles.” Having seen that the Hacker Ethic could not survive
in the unadulterated form in which it had formerly thrived at
MIT, he realized that numerous small acts like his would keep the
Ethic alive in the outside world.

•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •
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What Stallman did was to join a mass movement of real-world
hackerism set in motion at the very institution which he was so
painfully leaving. The emergence of hackerism at MIT twenty-five
years before was a concentrated attempt to fully ingest the magic
of the computer; to absorb, explore, and expand the intricacies of
those bewitching systems; to use those perfectly logical systems as
an inspiration for a culture and a way of life. It was these goals
which motivated the behavior of Lee Felsenstein and the hard-
ware hackers from Albuquerque to the Bay Area. The happy by-
product of their actions was the personal computer industry,
which exposed the magic to millions of people. Only the tiniest
percentage of these new computer users would experience that
magic with the all-encompassing fury of the MIT hackers, but
everyone had the chance to . . . and many would get glimpses of
the miraculous possibilities of the machine. It would extend their
powers, spur their creativity, and teach them something, perhaps,
of the Hacker Ethic, if they listened.

As the computer revolution grew in a dizzying upward spiral of
silicon, money, hype, and idealism, the Hacker Ethic became per-
haps less pure, an inevitable result of its conflict with the values of
the outside world. But its ideas spread throughout the culture each
time some user flicked the machine on, and the screen came alive
with words, thoughts, pictures, and sometimes elaborate worlds
built out of air—those computer programs which could make any
man (or woman) a god.

Sometimes the purer pioneers were astounded at their progeny.
Bill Gosper, for instance, was startled by an encounter in the
spring of 1983. Though Gosper worked for the Symbolics com-
pany and realized that he had sold out, in a sense, by hacking in
the commercial sector, he was still very much the Bill Gosper who
once sat at the ninth-floor PDP-6 like some gregarious alchemist
of code. You could find him in the wee hours in a second-floor
room near El Camino Real in Palo Alto, his beat-up Volvo the
only car in the small lot outside the nondescript two-story
building that housed Symbolics’ West Coast research center.
Gosper, now forty, his sharp features hidden behind large wire-
frame glasses and his hair knotted in a ponytail which came
halfway down his back, still hacked LIFE, watching with rol-
licking amusement as the terminal of his LISP machine cranked
through billions of generations of LIFE colonies.
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“I had the most amazing experience when I went to see Return of
the Jedi,” Gosper said. “I sat down next to this kid of fifteen or
sixteen. I asked him what he did, and he said, ‘Oh, I’m basically a
hacker.’ I almost fell over. I didn’t say anything. I was completely
unprepared for that. It sounded like the most arrogant thing I ever
heard.”

The youngster had not been boasting, of course, but describing
who he was. Third-Generation hacker. With many more genera-
tions to follow.

To the pioneers like Lee Felsenstein, that continuation repre-
sented a goal fulfilled. The designer of the Sol and the Osborne 1,
the cofounder of Community Memory, the hero of the pseudo-
Heinlein novel of his own imagination often would boast that he
had been “present at the creation,” and he saw the effects of the
boom that followed at a close enough range to see its limitations
and its subtle, significant influence. After he made his paper for-
tune at Osborne, he saw it flutter away just as quickly, as poor
management and arrogant ideas about the marketplace caused
Osborne Computer to collapse within a period of a few months in
1983. He refused to mourn his financial loss. Instead he took
pride in celebrating that “the myth of the megamachine bigger
than all of us [the evil Hulking Giant, approachable only by the
Priesthood] has been laid to rest. We’re able to come back down
off worship of the machine.”

Lee Felsenstein had learned to wear a suit with ease, to court
women, to charm audiences. But what mattered was still the
machine and its impact on people. He had plans for the next step.
“There’s more to be done,” he said not long after Osborne Com-
puter went down. “We have to find a relationship between man
and machine which is much more symbiotic. It’s one thing to
come down from one myth, but you have to replace it with
another. I think you start with the tool: the tool is the embodi-
ment of the myth. I’m trying to see how you can explain the future
that way, create the future.”

He was proud that his first battle—to bring computers to the
people—had been won. Even as he spoke, the Third Generation of
hackers was making news, not only as superstar game designers,
but as types of culture heroes who defied boundaries and explored
computer systems. A blockbuster movie called WarGames had as
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its protagonist a Third-Generation hacker who, having no knowl-
edge of the groundbreaking feats of Stew Nelson or Captain
Crunch, broke into computer systems with the innocent wonder of
their Hands-On Imperative. It was one more example of how the
computer could spread the Ethic.

“The technology has to be considered as larger than just the inani-
mate pieces of hardware,” said Felsenstein. “The technology rep-
resents inanimate ways of thinking, objectified ways of thinking.
The myth we see in WarGames and things like that is definitely
the triumph of the individual over the collective dis-spirit. [The
myth is] attempting to say that the conventional wisdom and
common understandings must always be open to question. It’s not
just an academic point. It’s a very fundamental point of, you
might say, the survival of humanity, in a sense that you can have
people [merely] survive, but humanity is something that’s a little
more precious, a little more fragile. So that to be able to defy a
culture which states that ‘Thou shalt not touch this,’ and to defy
that with one’s own creative powers is . . . the essence.”

The essence, of course, of the Hacker Ethic.




