
Hacker
E. Gabriella Coleman

Hackers—they seem to be everywhere, landing headlines in the news, 
founding companies in Silicon Valley and hacker spaces around the world, and, at times, 
facing years in jail. Despite this presence, they are everywhere misunderstood. Gener-
ally, a hacker is a technologist with a penchant for computing, and a hack is a clever 
technical solution arrived at through nonobvious means (Levy 1984; Turkle 2005). It is 
telling that a hack, as defined by The Hacker Jargon File, can mean the complete opposite 
of an ingenious intervention: a clunky, ugly fix, which nevertheless completes the job at 
hand. Among hackers, the term is often worn as a badge of honor. In the pop u lar press, 
however, the connotations of hacker are often negative, or at minimum refer to illegal 
intrusion of computer systems. These differences point to the various meanings and 
multiple histories associated with the terms hacker and hacking.

Hackers, especially in the West, tend to uphold a cluster of values: freedom, privacy, 
and access. They adore computers and networks. They are trained in the specialized— 
and eco nom ical ly lucrative— technical arts of programming, system/network adminis-
tration, and security research. Some gain unauthorized access to technologies (though 
much of hacking is legal). Foremost, hacking, in its distinct incarnations, embodies an 
aesthetic where craftsmanship and craftiness converge; hackers value playfulness, prank-
ing, and cleverness and will frequently display their wit through source code, humor, or 
both. But once one confronts hacking historically and so cio log i cally, this shared plane 
melts into a sea of differences that have, until recently, been overlooked (with a few ex-
ceptions) in the literature on hacking (Coleman and Golub 2008; Jordan 2008).

The term hacker was first used consistently in the 1960s among technologists at 
MIT whose lives maniacally revolved around making, using, and improving computer 
software— a preoccupation that Steven Levy dubbed “a daring symbiosis between man 
and machine” in his engaging and exhaustive account Hackers: Heroes of the Computer 
Revolution (1984, 39). Levy unbundled the groups’ unstated ethical codes from their pas-
sionate, everyday collective pursuits and conceptualized them as “the hacker ethic,” short-
hand for a mix of aesthetic and pragmatic imperatives that included commitment to in-
formation freedom, mistrust of authority, heightened dedication to meritocracy, and the 
firm belief that computers can be the basis for beauty and a better world (1984, 39– 46). 
Levy’s book not only represented what had been, at the time, an esoteric community but 
also inspired others to identify with the moniker “hacker” and its ethical principles.
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By the 1980s, many other technologists routinely deployed the term hacker, individu-
als enthralled with tinkering and technical spelunking but whose history and politics 
 were distinct from those chronicled by Levy. Sometimes referred to as the “hacker 
 underground,” the story goes that they arose in the 1980s, sullying what had been a pris-
tine and legal tradition. What is often overlooked is their history: their heirs are the 
phone phreaks who existed at the same time as the first crop of university hackers in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s. These phreaks, as they  were eventually known, tapped into 
the phone system to make free phone calls, explored “The System,” and found each other 
on phone conferences, also known as party lines (Sterling 1992; Rosenbaum 1971; 
Thomas 2002; Lapsley 2013).

The end of the analog phone network after the divestiture of “Ma Bell” heralded the 
end of the golden age of phreaking, which was largely replaced with the exploration of 
computer networks. The marriage between phreaking and computer hacking was repre-
sented in the pop u lar e-zine Phrack, first published in 1985 on bulletin board systems, 
where hackers of all kinds congregated (Scott 2005; Sterling 1992; Thomas 2002). Hack-
ers published prolifically in diverse genres, including manifestos (most famously “The 
Conscience of a Hacker”), textfiles (written in sparse ASCII text but often filled with 
ASCII art and audaciously worded content), and zines (such as Hack- Tic in the Nether-
lands and 2600 in the United States). Although many of these underground hackers en-
gaged in technical exploration, often scouting for security vulnerabilities, they also sought 
forbidden fruit, and their actions included mockery, spectacle, and transgression— a 
politics and ethics distinct from the university hackers of MIT, Carnegie Mellon, and 
Stanford (although there was plenty of pranking and irreverence among these hackers as 
well, and some individuals participated in both domains).

The canonical narrative identifying MIT as hacking’s first homeland— a place where 
the hacker ethic was born— is complicated when we account for other traditions such as 
phreaking, which existed in de pen dently of university- based hacker communities, shaped 
a subversive tradition that went as far back as the 1960s, and flourished more publicly in 
the 1980s and 1990s, only to change with the rise of the security industry and new laws 
criminalizing computer break- ins. Instead of locating a single point of origin for hack-
ing, we should be attentive to multiple origins, distinct lineages, and variable ethics.

By the late 1980s, although various instances of hacking existed, this more subver-
sive tradition became the public face of hacking, cemented, and sometimes distorted by, 
media accounts. Laws, such as the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act, enacted in the United 
States in 1986, became the weapon of choice to prosecute hackers. Since then, the U.S. 
government has tended to criminalize hacking under all circumstances, unwilling to 
differentiate between criminal activities, playful pursuits, and po liti cal causes.

Some hackers, concerned by the illicit actions of other hackers and negative, sensa-
tionalist media portrayals, started to call those who hacked for illegal or malicious pur-
poses “crackers” (Nissenbaum 2004). The use of “cracker” was a linguistic attempt to 
reclaim and sanitize “hacker.” Unsurprisingly, many hackers also questioned the term. 
As more automation tools became available, many also started to use the derogatory terms 
“script kiddies” to designate those who use scripts to circumvent computer security or 
deface websites, rather than finding a unique compromise. It is a scornful term (no 
one would elect to self- designate as such) that demarcates boundaries, signals inap-
propriate behavior, and gives voice to the value placed on ingenuity, inventiveness, and 
self- sufficiency.
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To this day, debate rages among technologists: who deserves the title of “hacker”? 
What constitutes its pa ram e ters? Some readily accept variability, while others starkly de-
marcate borders. When asked, most can fire off precise definitions. When interviewed, 
two hackers distinguished between builders— often found in free and open- source com-
munities, whose lineage goes back to the university communities explored in Levy— and 
breakers with whom these hackers identify. They define breakers as follows:

di. I call myself a hacker, what I mean is that I apply creativity and technical knowledge to 

bypassing defenses.

da. Yeah I’ve heard “obtaining lower level understanding of a system to bypass systems” . . .  

which is a reasonable definition.

As this example demonstrates, to hackers themselves, “to hack” can thus mean dis-
tinct activities, from improving the open- source Linux operating system to finding vul-
nerabilities and “fuzzing” for exploits. Some distinctions are subtle, while others are 
profound enough to warrant thinking about hacking in terms of genres with distinct 
aesthetics and histories (Coleman and Golub 2008). Free and open- source hackers— 
those who have used legal means to guarantee perpetual access to source code— tend to 
uphold po liti cal structures of transparency (Coleman 2012a). In contrast, the hacker un-
derground is more opaque in its social or ga ni za tion (Thomas 2002). These hackers have 
made secrecy and spectacle into a high art form (Coleman 2012c). For de cades in Eu-
rope, artistic practice has been marshaled for the sake of hackings (Bazzichelli 2008; 
Deseriis and Marano 2008). Hardware hacking has also been part of hacking for a long 
time. Historically, its most notable manifestation was among the Homebrew hackers of 
the Bay Area who hacked one of the first personal computer kits, the MITS Altair 8800, 
and helped fuel a nascent personal computer industry. Today, hardware hacking is ex-
ploding, buoyed by the spread of hack spaces— physical workshops filled with tools and 
computers— across North America and Eu rope but also in Latin America and China. 
Though in its infancy, biohacking is on the rise, with physical labs being a key locus of 
activity (Delfanti 2013).

Some hackers run vibrant po liti cal collectives whose names, such as Riseup and May-
first, unabashedly broadcast their technical crusade to make this world a better one 
(Juris 2008; Milberry 2012). Other po liti cally minded hackers have gravitated toward 
Anonymous— an umbrella term for a range of distinct and often- unconnected digital 
operations— to engage in hacking for the sake of leaking sensitive corporate and govern-
ment information (Coleman 2012b), extending a longer tradition in hacktivism (Jordan 
and Taylor 2004). Others— for example, many “infosec” (information security) hackers— 
are first and foremost committed to security and tend to steer clear of defining their ac-
tions in such overtly po liti cal terms, even if hacking tends to creep into po liti cal territory. 
Among those in the infosec community there are differences as to whether one should 
release a security vulnerability (often called full disclosure) or announce its existence 
without revealing details (referred to as antidisclosure). A smaller, more extreme move-
ment known as anti- sec is vehemently against any disclosure, claiming that it is their 
“goal that, through mayhem and the destruction of all exploitative and detrimental com-
munities, companies, and individuals, full- disclosure will be abandoned and the secu-
rity industry will be forced to reform” (Anti- sec_manifesto.png, n.d.).

National and regional differences also make their mark. Southern Eu ro pe an hackers 
have articulated a more leftist, anarchist commitment than their northern Eu ro pe an 
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counterparts. Recently, nationalistic hacking— though virtually unexplored by scholars— 
has spread (Karatzogianni [2006] is an important exception). Pakistani hackers are rou-
tinely at war with their Indian neighbors. Chinese hackers are quite nationalistic in their 
aims and aspirations (Henderson 2007), in contrast to those in North America, Latin 
America, and Eu rope, whose antiauthoritarian stance makes many— though certainly 
not all— wary of joining government endeavors.

It would be a mistake to treat different types of hacking as cultural cocoons. By the 
1990s, hackers of all stripes met during annual hacker “cons” (Coleman 2010), and the 
number of conferences multiplies each year. Technical architectures, the language of 
codes, and protocols bring together different types of hackers and activities. For instance, 
as it was developed over the past four de cades, the Unix Operating System has worked to 
bind thousands of hackers together as part of what Chris Kelty calls a “recursive public” 
(2008). While we can say that hacker action and ethical principles share a common core 
or general ethos, inquiry demonstrates that we can identify variance and even serious 
points of contention. Given the multifaceted, rich, and often- controversial po liti cal ef-
fects engendered by hackers, from the creation of new licensing regimes to exposing the 
abuses of the surveillance state (Himanen 2001; Söderberg 2008; Wark 2004) and its 
historical dynamism, it is imperative to keep the variations and full diversity of hacking 
at the forefront of our inquiries.

■  See also cyberpunk, free and open- source software, glitch aesthetics, 
history of computers, hoaxes, mashup, politics and new media,  
viral aesthetics
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History of Computers
Jussi Parikka

In a way, there is no history of computers, but multiple histories of com-
puter technologies, components, and practices. Any single historian of the “universal ma-
chine” would easily get stuck even with histories and archives of single institutions. A 
case in point is a glimpse at, for instance, the National Physical Laboratory in the United 
Kingdom or the 1970s American Xerox Parc research center that produced through its 
collective work perhaps the most significant technological ideas and software platforms 
for our graphical user interface culture. One research and development institute can it-
self reveal a plethora of ideas, clues, blueprints, successful products, but also mistakes, 
sidetracks, alternatives, and things that never  were even realized. In short, there is just 
too much for a single history of the computer. Any history of computing becomes sud-
denly a metaquestion of how to write a history of such complexity.

Obviously, one can track histories of software and hardware and map some develop-
ments specific to the idea that we could think of computing machinery as separate from its 
instructions. Furthermore, we should complement technology- centered ideas with the 
wider imaginary and discursive histories and recognize how computers share elements 
with other media. Computers participate in histories of the typewriter, screen, and stor-
age media, as well as technologies of transmission. In the words of Friedrich Kittler, 
“Without modern algebra there would be no encoding; without Gutenberg’s printing 
press, no modern cryptology” (2008, 42). What if we can trace pretty much any specific 
feature of the computer to some other earlier or parallel media historical invention? 
Paradoxically, if we are too per sis tent, a history of computing becomes a generalized his-
tory of almost any media.
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