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David Noble ,' ecently argued, in ttle now defunct democracy maga­
zlne, that "the fight fo~ alternatives ... diverts attention from 
th e realities Of power and t ec hnological development, holds cut 
facile and false promises, and relnforces the cultural fetish for 
technological transcendence." (1) 

I'd like to a9ree, and yet take issue with Noble 's con c lusion -­
that political activist s concerned with science and tecilnolo9Y 
should concentrate almost exclusively on strategies of opposi ­
tion. 

Antl - tecI1nologic:al confront a tion is crucial, but alone it cannot 
support tile development of a stro nger and more sophisticated 
t~ch nolo9Y control movement. Confrontat ion S J1DUld be judged as 
much by its success in catalyzing larger cultural an d political 
s .lJfts as b y its immediate effectiveness in blockiJlg technologies 
of p assivity and death . 

The point is not to st op "t ec hnology," but to mak e and 
different choices about it (2), The popular political 
that can inform such 

enforce 
c:u 1 tu,."e 

( 1) Present Tense Technology was print e d in thr ee p ar ts, in 
the Spring, Summer and Fall 1983 issues of democracy. It 
d emands re a dln9, for in a period c llaracterized by a ratller 
~lithe leftist realpolitik, Nobl~ calls tor a focus on the 
simp le truths of social power and cl ass antagoni s m. Hi s 
as~er tion that the "friends of l a bor" di sarm th e working 
class by exaggera tin g tile possibil 'iti e s for workplac~ 

t ~c llnolo9ic reform mu s t b e t ake n ser iousl y . 

Sti 11, this article will t~ke a more ag llost lc pos itlol', 
it does the a ut.,ors inabilit y to ima9ine a 
technclo9 Y mov e me nt ~Jithout a n a lternativisl 

reflecting as 
mod er n r ad ical 
dir,'le n sion . 

( 
(2) In this regard the women's pro-choice moveme nt is 
~erhaps an evocative model of a s ocial movement that, while 
conc er ned with technology (in this case medical tec llnolo9 Y>, 
i s ori e nted more tcwards new options than to direct 
opposition. (When is comes to abortion, it' s the '· ight 
that's "ant i- tech.") Th e Hclloie e" i ssue s raised for 
pr e9n~nt ~J omenJ in sigllificallt p a rt by the availability of 
t ec hno),ogic a l options, hi g hli 9ht cultUral and political 
d il emmas which cannot be addressed b y simple oppo s iti on . In 
many cases (i. e. nuclear power) simple oppo s ition i s clearly 
'tIl e app r opr iate r espons~ to cap itali st technological 
in novat io n , but ~Iith ~egard to micro -& l ectronic and 
biological tec.,nologies it will not do. 
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cl,oice s will be built not ol,ly from the pas s ion af 
must expres5 as well the widespread fascination 
t ec !l"oJogy. Olll y ~Ihen that fa sc ination is brought up 
darl: ~ ide of todays tecl,nological constructions will 
11a~d the core elements of a new tecllnical culture. 

refusal; it 
~ ... ith moder' n 
against the 
!.-Ie have in 

~Iany technologies have been passe d over, ignored and suppressed 
in tile last few hundred y~ars. The alternatives movement of the 
60~s and 70'S concentrated, for' good reasons, on demonstrating 
the viability of alternative approaches within the relatively 
IOl1 - tech worlds of energy production and agriculture. Today this 
will not do; the environmental sensibilities of the 1970 's have 
been overrun by neo-liberal "tough-mind e dness." Opportunistic 
tlleories Of "re-i'ldustrialization" have colonized the political 
spaces opened up a decade earlier by movements with far more 

. s ubstantive intentions. Today the alternatives movement, if it 
is to remain politically relevent, must find itself ane~ in the 
debates about computerization (3). 

The- microchip 
but capital 

Is nothing if not flexible. Appl icatlons 
will pursue only those which Sl10W promise of 

or which provide for more efficient systems of control. 
continue to t'epres s those potentials which run counter 
o ve rall logic of commodification and pacification. 

abound, 
profit, 
It will 

to It· s 

of these potentials is the development of a "de - massified" 
mass-media. Such media would be based upcn the integration of 
computer technolog y into electronic commu'lications systems in 
such a way as to support a wide range of active individual 

(3) ~li9h-tech alternativisrn carries with it the danger of 
strengthening science-based ideolo9ies of " progres s ." Such 
ideologies, eroded over the last few decad es by the insanity 
of heavy-metal capitali s m, threate n a resur ge nce in the 
g'lise of the "micro-electronic revolution." Th e constantly 
in s inuated image of the micro as toy, helpmate a nd liberator 
ha s the e~fe~t of rejuvenating technolo9ic wonder as a 
crucial element in th e systems of social apologism. 

As is u s ual whenev~r the mass imagin a tion is riveted to the 
gleam' of the latest trinkets, capital benefits. 

On the other hand, any politics of technol09Y that declines 
to fc~us exclusively on oppositiotl must propose alterllatives 
to systems desi9ned and implemented around the imperatives 
of Capital. Cooptation is no danger as long as nuclear war, 
or te = hnologi=ally structured passification, or the 
corporate production of callcer, remain s the focu s of 
attention. But attempts to, for example, define alternative 
models of industrial automaticn, attempts which are becoming 
incr eas ingly popular among left economists, (Cooley, Shaiken 
a nd Ne Iman, just for starters) must ri s k absorption into 
·the same sort of humani s tic high-tech ideology that 
cOllfronts Community Memory. 



initiatives . The y could provi d e for the e limin a tion of the 
distinction betwee n producers and consumers of intormat ion, 
e ncourage public conversations and, b y virtue of being embedded 
\'Iithi" community s o c ial in s titution s , e mpow e r rather than pacify 
th eir'" user s . 

If ~J e ever make it out of the historical cul-de - sac of capit a list 
r 

SOCiety , suc h media aSl this ~Iill certai"l y playa role in the 
organization 0+ public life (4). S till, their pr esent value is a 
mattel~ of some uncertaint y , a nd is conSistently over s tated by its 
proponents. Certainl y it is true that computer communicati on s is 
widel y described as "r evo lution a r y " by many who h a rdly have the 
end of i tlstltutionalized domin ation In mind. Like so l a r techno­
logy in th e 19705, the notion of democratic computet' communica­
tion s attracts mor e th a n Its s ', a re of th e politically tame . 
Neve~thel ess , the Jiberalory potenti a l of solar power will not be 
realiz ed durln9 th e age of Capital, and th e same is true of 
Informatiol' t e chnolog y . The impul se to develop non - hlerarcllical 
communication s syst e ms ( not marl<et ori e nted videotex systems) 
ccntai ll s a r ea l moment of reb e lll o 11 aga inst t',e hierarc hical 
l09ic that tod ay dominates techni ca l d es ign. 

II) THE COMMUNITY MEMORY PROJECT 

" Community Memory is a system for th e public management of 
public informa tion. It is an open chann e l for communit y 
communications and informati on exchange, and a way fo ~' 

p e opl e ~~itJ' common Interes t s to find ea~h other ••• All of th e 
informat ion in th e Communit y Mem ol'y is put in direct l y by 
th e peopl e who u se the system : anyone c a n pest messages, 
r ead any of the otller communications th a t are th e re, a nd add 
comments or sU9ges tion s at any time . ( 5 )" 

The Communit y Me mor y Project in Berkeley i s an a tt e mpt to build 
an d deploy such a non - hi erarc hical computer communications 
system. I h av e be e n act ive in the proj ec t fOI' ma ny years , and 
h ave d eve loped stron3 opinions about both it's effi cac y an d it 's 
history. Tili s ar ticle r e flect s those opinions more th an a n y 
group con se nsus, thou g h it has b ee n r ead b y ma n y others , and I 
f ancy th a t most would ag r ee with the bulk of it. 

(4) For a relativel y recent example, see th e " Kenner " 
network In the l e ftist utopia Woman on the Edge of Time by 
Marge Pierc y . Fawcett, N.Y. 1976 

( 5 ) From An 
one doll a r 
Berl<,=,ley CA 

Introduction .... to 
from Comrnun i t Y 

94 7 10. 

Communit y Me mory, ava il abl e for 
~l emory , 916 Parker S treet , 



Concieving of such a project is relatively simple; carrying that 
conception into reality i s ~ different matter. The executio n 
~lo tJld take a lot of time, energy and money l arge software 
project s are very expensive to develop even when the results are 
very cheap. The founders knew thiS, and tried to take it into 
account. They decided to proceed by writing the underlying 
"system software" in as\modu l ar a way as possible -- in effect 
implementing the Community Memor y system on a generalized 
te x t/data handling "toolkit" that could support commercial spin­
effs as well as Community Memor y itself. Tilese spinoffs wouldn't 
taL:e mlJch time, and they' d provid e the reams of cash necessary to 
support the system . 

So the story of Community Memory is really two stories, 
~eflectlng our history as a political/technical collective that 
tool<' a long unplanned, and largely unpleasant trip through the 
computer industry. 

Only in tIl e l ast year Jl ave we ac tually completed an advanced 
prototype of the Community Memor y system itself. (The fir s t three 
public terminals will be oper at ional in Berkeley in July of 
1984.) Consequently, our experience can hardl y be the basis of 
overblown generalizations about high-tech alternativismi we've 
learned only 'lOW difficult it is to beat capitalism on its own 
terms. We~ve littl e experience ill actually operating a non-
hierarchic a l communications system. We don't know yet whether 
cur efforts ~I ere worth the troubl e. We may never know -- or 
agree among ourselves. 

People, P l aces, Things 

Community Memory has been jokingl y referred to as a "closely-held 
collective." Simultaneously a political organization and a 
systems software shop, al)d run by the active partiCipant s in a 
endless series of open mee tings , it nevertheless maintains a 
l ega l structure which restricts ultimate power to the active 
"members." We have voted onl y twice, yet these votes were 
signi+icant. They reflect e d antagonisms rooted in our ill-fated 
venture into commercial softWare productio'l. 

While we've barely succeeded in finishin3 the first cut of the 
Community Memory system, , we have managed to become a well known 
and frequently cited populist computin3 center. And through 
close association with the publisller of a respected if small­
circulation and infrequently publI s h e d journal, the Journal of 
Communit y Communications (6), "'Ie've had some success in 
broadening the t y pical critique of information technology to 
inc lud e communications issues. 

(6) The Jcurnal of Community Communications, available from 
Vi ll age Desi3n, P.O. Box 996, Berkeley, CA 94701, is a 
small, infrequent quarterly th at +ocuses on the theory and 
p~ act ic e of -non-I,ier arc hical commu n icat ion s. " Many , but by 
no means a ll, of the articles a,"'e reJated to computer 



·ruesday night dinner/meetings are usually attended by about a 
dozen, but there are a ltogether about tw~nty Ilfri ends of 
Conlmunit'l Nemory." We are ,,",," Iters, still using some of the 
Left~s fi"st I~o rd processors. We are programmers who would 
ratl'~r not work for the milital~y -- or the banks. We are ecology 
and p eace activists. We are ex-hippy marginals now earning good 
,,",ages as technical ,,"'riter~. We have become alternative communi­
cations experts; one of us even has a degree that says so. We 
are, as a group, s h ar p, sCientific, and articUlate. We even have 
our own sociologist, a lucid and tunny fellow +rcm the ue 
Bel~ ke le >' sociology department that has been "studying" the 
prOject for several years ncw. 

All this to do a9aln what had already been done. In 1973 a small 
grouR of technologicall y astute activists in San Fra'lcisco put up 
a sma ll three-terminal Community Memory system and kept it up for 
about fourteen months. Uses reflected the locations of the 
terminals. One was in a music store and collected information 
about 9i9S, band s and the like. Anoth'?r, at a hippy hardware 
store, sp~cla lized in Alternative Technolo9Y and barter. The 
t ll ird , loc ated in a public l ibrary in the ~Iissjon District, a 
poor area of San FranCiSCO, ,~ as little more than a high-tech 
9rafflti board. 

The exper iment was pronounced a success, but attempts to raise 
tile fUnds to expand and continue it proved a failure. Years 
l ater a group Including some of tile original founders decided 
tl,at conditio'l5 had cll anged enough to justify another, more 
amb itious, pilot . project. This meant writing ~he software +rom 
scratch , and \I''' ..... itin g it to run on the- new generations of super­
microcomputers that had become available in the interim. TI,e new 
system ""QuId be po,,",erful, sophisticated, and most of a ll, 
portable. It could be replicated a9ain and a9ain, In different 
neighborhoods in different cities. Or it could be used by I'non­
geograpllical communitle ~ I' of people who h ad s pecifIc needs for a 
dY'lamic s ll ared informatIon pool, e .g. community organizers from 
different re9ions. All this would be possible because the new 
system would eventually tie Indiv idua l Community Memory Systems 
tog e ther into one grand ~n etwork.» 

commurlicatio'ls. Coffee-houses in 16th century London, a 
Lakota l'ldian radio statIon, pornogr aphic software, Control 
Data Corporations' venture into Appropriate Technology a nd 
Punk Rock have all found space in r ecent issues. 
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Pacific Software 

When l~e tail&d to find marketing company already in existence we 
looked to our OWll circle for people to handle our commerical 
spinoffs. III this context the tact that we could count amon9 our 
friends several successful inventors and small-scale 
entrepreneurs was seen a~ an asset. Our friends would found a 
softl~are company, Pacific Software, to which Community Memory 
~jould license its goods in the hope of earning royalties to help 
fund its pub l ic pl'ograms . Community Memory itself would be 
protected from commercial entanglements and we could blithely 
proceed as left-libertarian information activists. Everyone 
w~uld be a winner. 

For the record, the commercial spinoffs we developed were: 
11) Sequitur, a sophi s ticated "relational" database 
management system built upon the Community ~lemory ·'toolkit." 
Designed to run on small computers, it is distinguished by 
the hi9h degree of integration that it achieves between text 
and data pl'ocessing. 

2) }('Dot, a portable C- Ianguage implementation of an 
international standard data-communications protocol, X.2S. 
This is the foundation upon which communication between 
independent Community Memory systems will be based. 

The disinterested obS9rver ~Jill perhaps not be surprised to learn 
that matters did not our proceed as smoothly as we had imagined, 
and that our subsequent organizational development reflected tile 
CO'ltradictions of our political, technical and entrepreneurial 
entanglements. To some extent, this was antiCipated, but we 
ove r estimated our ability to man a ge the contradictions. Years 
after we began technical development, we have only barely managed 
to get a functioning Community Memory System out tile door. 

For the collective, 
almost fatal force . 

commercial 
Nor did our 

pressure became a mutagenic, 
friends do well as capitalists. 

We, for our part, seriously underestimated tile market pressures 
which would keep us from making a fortUne and quickly exiting . 
Pacific Software, for its part, made the situation ~orse by 
proving incapable of proper planning and scheduling. There were 
alway s changes to be made to the code, always more features that 
the market demanded. And providing them remained, for far to 
long, the responsibility ot reluctant Community Nemory 
pfogrammers. Meanwhile, Pacific Software ~Ient b,'oke. 

"In retrospect, our collective was organizationally inadequate to 
the tasks It set itself. Power relations, and with them lines of 
responsibll ity, "'Jere too informal to adequately replace the 
managerial mecharlisms b y which traditional capitalist firms 
djrect operoations. Not that the y ~, e re entirly informal: the 
small ~junta~ of Ions-term and ideologically committed members 
could not pass ~Iithout notic e ; beSides, they paid the bills. But 
since their authority ~J a s neitll e r embodied ~ithin formal 
or ganiz a tional r e lations nor con s idered legitima t e , it could 
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nev e r be decisively exerc i sed . 

We eventually adopted a ccmrnitt ee structure, with a "co­
ordinating committee" empo~lered to ma n age but not set polic y , but 
by then it was fairly late in the game. Our formative years were 
spent toiling und er "tl,e tyranny of structurel,essness," a t yran llY 
that obscured crucial r ea lities within a haze 0+ emotionally 
cllarged and even arbitrary authority. 

Personnel disputes could consume tremendous blocks 0+ meeting 
time, and yet remain unresolved.. Technical revie\~s of code were 
constrained b y til e impossibility of staff changes. 
Accountability was vauge, with all decisions s ubject to perpetu a l 
renesotiation. Lons term plannins was simply impossible. 

And day by d ay , market pressures grew. 

South Africa and the Naval Surface Weapons Laboratory 

We a nti ci pated th a t capitalist relations would pr ~ss against our 
democratic ideals. Yet our anticipation was vauge, and not 
real l y to the paint.. When reality cau.gl1t up \'-lith us, we were 
s tartled by its brazenness. 

'1'bout three years ago, X.Dot \'I as fin a lly rea.dy to sell. PaCific 
Soft~Jare was tryi'lg to establi s h it in the telecommu'lic a tion s 
market, and we all Ilad 9reat hope s . (At tile time we were aski ng 
about $300.000.00 per cop y .) But when Pa~lfi~ finally landed a 
customer it ~as a company in Jol1annesber9 -- they were buildin g a 
airline reservation system and n eeded an X.25. 

We refused the sale, then went on to a complex and d ·i+flcult 
debate that led to our prohibit~on of saJes to S outh Africa. 
(Sales to Eastern Bloc countries were a lr eady prohibited by the 
government.) We also d eve lop ed a method of restricting sales to 
the military by limiting Pacific S oftware's sub lic e n s ing I ~ i g llts 

to "commercial and non - pl' oprietary " applications. 

Though none among u s I~anted to make a sa le to S ou th Africa, tile 
discussions were comple x and tense; the beginning of the E nd of 
Ollr naivete. Only one person, wllo telt that I~e needed the sa le 
to establ ish X.Dot in the mar"ket, wa.s ~Ii I I in g to argue for it. 
The argument was raised that I s rael was as bad as Sou th Afl'ica 
(indee d the two countries have joi'ltly developed a va'~iety of 
"ucl ear arms ), but wa s defeated in th~ narn e of politi c al realism. 
After all, the~e i s a'1 internatio'lal technology b o ycott agai'lst 
South Africa, but not aga inst other unsavory s tat ~s like 
Israel. We eve 'l consldel'ed al lowin g Pacific S oftware to make the 
sale an d donating our s ll are to the liberation movement itl Sout h 
Africa. Bll t vJ h e n contacted, a f l' C,'lt g "oup fOI~ the A-f,~ican 

N~tional C o ng~ e ss refus e d tIle suppor t, preferring to +o~eso the 
iunds and d e ny Sout ll Af l' ica tile t ec h'lology. 
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!, a1cn9 tool! th others, oppos\? d the sa le on the grounds of its 
unique benefit to South Africa. X.Dot, designed to be easily 
tr a ll ~ portabl e amoung a va l' iety at ma chines, ~Iould have be&n 
~specially useful to Soutll Afric a , suffering as it does a 
tec l,nologi=al boycott ot some significance. This same criteria 
Of ulliqueness led me to support sales of Se quitur to the 
military, wilen not much l~ter tll ey b~came an is sue . 

( 
It was t ile disagreement over tfle se sales that 
open conflict. In th e absenc~ of the clearcut 
imperative provided b y a pre-ex istin9 boycott, 

first emerged as 
ethi~al/politi~al 

una" imi ty broke 
dOI"n. Th er~ ~,as reas~n to doubt, whatever sales we denied oUr­
selves , t.hat our denial ~;ould have all effect. Sequitur was of no 
uniclue benefit to anyon~; ther e were dozens 0+ systems that could 
do th e job equally \-olell (perhap s b e tte,, ) .. Further' more, there was 
a str ang feeling that, wllatever military sales policy we were 
E'vE'n tu a ll y to adopt, it ",ould be ne~essary to keep it quiE't. The 
logic of th e- market, many fe! t, dictated that ~Ie nat endanger 
P ac ific Soft ware b y making it appear politic a l or con s trained in 
undef i n e d ~Iays. 

Our shared underst a nding s were breaking down. Just what was so 
different betwE'E'n doin9 business with thE' military and doin9 
bu si ness with the banks, between fast death and slow death? In 
th e absence of a willingness to make a public . statement, and 
considering the on~rous u ses t o which information managem?nt 
systems like Sequitur were put in the commerci a l world, such 
distinctions as could be made fail ed to win easy consensus. 
I'l stead , the militar y d e bate bec ame th e locus of expressio'l for 
mor e generalized antagonisms rooted in the political and 
interperson a l ambiguit es of th e larger venture. 

With the sys tem it se lf s o t ar from r ea lization, it could only 
enter our calculations as an abstraction . Anti - milit ary 
initiatives, in contrast, ~,ere very much part of th e political 
envirO'lment. The military debate was fertile ground for an 
organi~ati~nal crisis tor exac tl y this r easo n; it forced an end 
t o th e easy assumption of political effica~y. The value of the 
project now h ad to be weigh ed against more concrete realities . 

Just ~11' y was Community Memory a valuable political project 
an>'\~ay? Was it because it ,~ould try to demon s trat e that high 
technology could be used to counter social alienation? Was it 
because b y doing something we would be taken seriously even in 
th e pragmatist nightm a re of modern America? Wa s it our institu ­
tional existence itself tllat was important -- tllat a f~w lest 
souls of tile comput e r sta t e would h ear 0+ us and know they were 
not alone? Was it b ecause ~Ie were struggling with radical 
collectivism? Or \~Duld the sys t e m it se lf justify our small 
contribution to capitali st moder'li%atlon? 

It ,~ ~S a l ong debate and many claims wer e made . Of them all, one 
g eem s , in retrospect, particulDrly problematiC th e claim tl,al 
"all Tnor l p. y is dll' ty mon ey . II 1 s u pport e d thi s po s ition my ~ e lf, 

i3.nd r.\r9l.!ed th at t he ma rt-:: e t vJou ld s qu eeze u . <.k~ a l" l y f o r o ur S 1 l e n t 
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protest. In the end 1 was over-ruled, and have come to be glad 
40r it. The abst~act consistency that I wanted had no place in 
the contradictory reality we had stumb l ed into. I remember it 
now as determined as mucfl by frustration as by political 
considerations tll emselves , 

Labor-Process , Work Identity, Democracy 

Programmin9 l abor always held a spec ial status at Community 
Memor y . Despit e occas ional conscious and semi-conscious attempts 
to value ncn-technical ~~ork more fli g ill y, the logic of the project 
Itself Imposed t!.e centrality of programming labor. In the last 
instance, it was the success or failure 0+ the programmers that 
would determine the success or failure of the venture as a wllole. 

AS tectlnical development became absurdly protracted, the socia l 
con~eql,ences 0+ th~ situation emerged more clearly . We fought 
the te"dency for nOll-programming staff to become mere support 
staft for th e programmers; such a situation would have been 
intolel~ ab l e, especially since only one of tile women was a 
prog,.·alnmer. But \.ole l-Ier' e never able to breal< the hegemony of 
te c hllical ~,ork o ver the project as a whole. Wor se, the larger 
9r· ou~ n~ver managed to get control 0+ the design process. It was 
"tecl) ', ical decisions" made b y programmers, decisions about 
arcana like program capabilitie s and sottware development 
s t ra tegies, th"~ l ed us iJ.II Into the l abyr inth. 

And the programmers group was not without its' problems; we had 
cur C\~n meetings, our own work-process , and our OW" struggle with 
the old guard . During tile . early days we estab li shed a design 
process bas e d in an odd mix of e x treme heirarchy and 
participatory democracy. On e of the founders, ~Ir X~, playe d til e 
role of "ch ie f programmer" in OUI' democratic appropriation of the 
tr adi tional "chief progranHner team" ( 7 ). The rest of us, 
progt'ammers of various SKi 11 l eve l s, played indians. Nr. X . came 
up with bas ic designs; \19 di sc u ssed, criticized, redesigned , and 
coded them. 

To a l arge degr ee it worl<e d: \.ole \.o~ere a ble to appropriate the 
broadly varied skills a nd predilection s of Individual 
programmers within a design/implementation 
preserved the thematic unity of design (Mr. 

process that 
X . did most of 

both 
it> 

and a llowed tor genuine partiCipatio n and l earning on tJle part of 
tl10 s e not pl aying the role of "chief programmer." 

( 7 ) In a traditional "chief programming team" the work 
pl·oce ss Is organized to ma x imize the productivit y of one 
supe.-r- pro g rammer, b y + a c:toring of+ as muc:h of his ( s ic) 
wo r l : as possible. Til e cillef-prog l·ammer will do al l th e 
desi9n, and most 0+ th e pr-ogr a rnming, but he l""ill h ave 
H code r~ sH to \~hlcll h e call ass i g n fully s pecified sub-modules. 
-rh e t ea m ",ill a l so c o ntain a lib rar' i a n, a ser: ret arY I Ll. 

I ,a f · dl ·,~re s uppor t perS OI', a backup c',i eF p r o gralnl · r , e tc _ 



But as time we nt on and pr essu r e mou"ted, the tenuou s ness of OUt~ 

accornadation b e came mor' e manifest . t'lr. X. lo s t hi s cornmitment to 
p ~dA90 9 Y and hi s willingness to 'l ave others challeng~ his 
d~·5 i9n~ . Fur tll e r, he bec ame inc reas in g l y unwilling to stop 
desi9!li~3, a n d to ~I or l< toward s a final artifac t. Others, myself 
lnclud ~ d, found our se lves inc reasi ngl y in th ~ role of t echnica l 
~al,age l' s : tr y i~9 to impose sclledu l es and accou nt ab ilit y , mainta in 
a functiona l p rogramming environment , and continue to integrate 
a nd debug the system as a ~jh o l e. Oth ers re f used r espollsibility 
a. l to '; so the r . 

1 mentio n all thi s to underscore th e fragilit y at our democracy. 
We ~Iel'e ~b l e to to subsume skill differences within co-oper a tive 
re l at ion5, but th e unders t a nding s within which we did so were not 
robust e n ou9h to surv i ve the lon g campaign . Here too, as in the 
lBY"3er 9rouP, th e insuf fi cienc y 0+ o ur worl e d e mocroacy manifested 
i t se J4 ill tf,e break down in per so na! re l a tionships. Some of u s 
w e~ e , 0+ course, mor ~ troubl e than ot h ers, but th ese 
co ntill ge nci es of p erso tla lit y were the means b y whicl, tll ~ 

in a d e qu a ci es of our process ma nif es te d itself, not th e cau ses 
t !' emse l ves . 

In the e nd, t'tIr. X. and t"jO of hi s closest compatr' iots lett th e 
g,-cup. Those of us who remained we re l a r ge l y in a9 1~eemet't about 
wh a t 11a d happened an d wh y , so i t 's no surpri se th a t we we re able 
to conti nu e to ~,ork together. Indeed, with the d e parture of our 
mo s t design orjented 
011 th e more pro sa ic, 
th e- p rogr-ams . 

membe r, we were fin a ll y ab'e to conCEntra te 
but n ow absolutely crucial task of fini s J,ing 

It' s tak e n me some time to achieve a reas on a bl e p ersp ec ti ve on 
tlles e events . I rem a in unsure of th e r e l a tionship b e tween our 
programm e r t eam/ wo r k co ll ective a nd more the typica l forms of 
t ec llnic a l WOI' k or ga ni zat ion. Many assur e me that there is no 
djff e renc e a t a ll , a nd that ma n y , l ot not most, programming 
project s are run as loose l y as wa s curs. I r ema in unsure. 

C ~ rt ai nl y our articu l ated commitme nt to particip a tory democracy 
made for s i gnificant ideolo g ical diff e r e nces, and certa inl y too 
ou r prog rammer/manager relation s were som~wh a t a typical. Eut are 
tll e re deep er simi l arities? Non-Taylorist forms of organiz a tion 
have often b ~e n +oUl1d n ecessary 1n sk ill ed t e chr1ic a l work, so we 
c al1 claim no uniqueness h e re. And ~jl1at of the " f a mily fe e lillg" 
so man y Sil ic o n Va ll ey firm s str iv e to cultiva te amoung the ir 
staffs? Wa s n't our "coll e ct ive " analo30us h e r e as we ll ? 

A roea ) 1 Y seve f' e 
~I OU 1 d revea l e V 1;? 1"I 

i nterpret a tion 0+ Communit y Me mor y ' s history 
more disturbi n g para ll e l s wi th t yp ical hlgh -

t e c~, paternalism . 
manag e~el1t they 
d a n th ey d e tln &d 

Instea d of managemen t ~j e h ad "the Junta." 
kep t org a r1i za tl ona l goa l s f i,·m l y in mind, 
t h e n o~rn s b y ~Ihic l l th e c l'ild r e n we re judged. 

A ~HI 1 i l~ e t YI i ea l prof es!:: iD n ~ l ~j o r · l :e )'''s , 

L il<e 
like 



Jdet,tities as for our a rticul a te d goa l s . Lik e a po s ition in the 
t ~pica l corporate famil y , a job at Communit y Me mor y came complete 
W!tll a se nse of place. Onl y in this c ase that se n se was defined 
not in th? terms of fa s t-lane achievement culture, but against 
th em. We were radical engineers, communit y d es igners, peoples 
prosramrners . 

III) WHO CARES ABOUT DEMOCRATIC COMMUNICATIONS ANYWAYS 

Tod ay, f ive years after th e reincarnation 0+ Communit y ~lemory, 

it' s obvious th a t ou r fundraising s trategy didn't work out quite 
as planned . But it did mal<'!:' se n se at the time , and our lack of 
lucl: wit h it d oesn 't mean other gro ups elsewl,ere couldn't do 
b~tt~r . But enG ~J ar ni,)g is c erta inl y appropriate: we though t 
ourselves ve ,~y sophisticated, but ~Je fail e d to be sophisticated 
enoll3h to msnag2 th e pressu r es 0+ the market. Given enough time, 
~l e wiil see form s of wo,· k democracy f ar in adVance of any 
e x isting tO day. But ~~ill th ey ex i st and pro s p er under the regime 
o f Capita ! ? Our exper i e nc e i nd icates that th ey will not . 

We have accomp li s ll ed something 0+ our or i ginal goals. We've done 
a !ot of ~'r f t i Ii9, afld 9~tten a lot of publicit y . P e ,"haps we 'v e 
eve n h~d s om e sma ll effect on tIl e no rms b y which computer 
=cmmunica tion s systems will be judged . The +irst ver si on of the 
system 1s work i ng fin e 1n our s hop, an d by the time this article 
sees publication - the terminals ~,ill be ou t ; one in a community 
center , one in a genera l st or e, on e in th e Berkeley Co-op . 
Be yolld that our future is unw r it ten . 

Conc::lusi on 

Comm 'Jnity Memory's stated and most obvious goal i s to demonstrate 
t ll at computer information systems can b e b uilt that will 
h e lp people to meet oth e r people with similar i nterests, in 
effect to create an e l ec tronic pu b lic space . This mode s t intent 
i s not a nti - capit a li st , except in that ma nn e r that a ll "u sef ul 
utopl as ll are, 
thus making 
imaginable. 

b y invokin g concrete 
tha end of thi s 

im ages o f 
miserabl e 

a lt er n a tive futul· es , 
world more easily 

T~e i~tention of th i s essay has been to a r g ue fo r the imparlance 
of an alternativist aspect wit llin the l arger t ech nology movem e nt, 

'and to . trac e th e h i stor y ot one benl3hted attempt to mak e t hat · 
argument in pr ac tic e . I t s hould tlo t be react as a n o v e rs tat e d 
plea for an "alt e rn a ti v i st" politiCS, for s u c h a pol1tics will 
c~rtil.i ll i y fai l 1f left on it s own . 

WJthin the present ideological c l imate , it ' s very difficult to 
proj e ct a concept of technolo9 Y that is both v i siona,· y and 
c r itical. Community Me mor y is jrn pol~ tant becau se it tries to do 
ju~\ t l,at . It i s Vi5 i o fla l-Y b~cau 5 c jt d e mo" st l·alc~ ~ in a 
con r e t e? I-UlY , th at \-H:- c8n des i ,:!11 n e l-' t ec h no l o91es to ::e rv£'":, all '" 



own chosel' ends. 
th~ productions 
cha ll enges th eir 

It is critical because it contrasts itself 
of the telecommunications ccrporations , 
r~duction 0+ ) ~ uman social interaction to 

passive consumption of information commodities. 

with 
and 
th~ 

This is a n odd moment in human ),istory . It is difficult to 
imagine a ,·e v oluti cn without hope, and today hope requires the 
h~a !!n 9 0+ not on l y n3ture, but technics as well. Someho~ the 
refusal of capitalist technology must simultaneously affirm the 
possibility of shaping tools to ol),er purposes. 


