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The hacker’s utopia is a diffuse thing. This in itself is not bad. A community which relies heavily on the freedom of thought and knowledge should be flexible towards a multitude of utopias. Yet one problem exists. Hackers’ utopias have never been systematic. There are some vague ideas of a society changed in certain aspects, largely stemming from the principles of the hacker ethic. Free knowledge, less authorities, computers for everyone, respect for private data. But these were never developed into a full-fledged picture of a “golden age”, where every aspect of human life has been considered in its connection with the other aspects.
 And as you can imagine: that is a different story. Free information – but what is to be counted as information? And what will the producers of information live on? Who should pay them and by which measure? Less authorities – absolutely no authority at all? What if someone attacks me? Or what if someone doesn’t pay me for my programming? Is it “good luck” then? Computers for everyone – who pays for that? Should it be equally good computers? And what about the inherent dangers of electronic surveillance in many countries? These have not been solved yet. It is reasonable, then, to enforce computers on the world? Respect for private data – what does that actually involve and how can it be enforced without authority? 
A lot of difficult questions emerge. For long, these problems have been rather academic as the utopian ideas still were exactly this: utopian. Whatever the hackers’ vision of the world was, it was nothing more than a distant possibility. But this has changed. The reason: computers. The very medium around which hackish utopian thoughts were founded. Computers evolved into a major societal tool and in the wake of this, the realization of certain utopian ideas on a societal scale became a real possibility. Computers for everyone, the freedom of information, art and beauty by computers, decentralization and deauthorization – the emergence of the personal computer and of the internet made these wants feasible.
How can this be the case? Societal processes which are hooked to the computer can be altered now through the determination of rules by which to use the computer. Take censorship. Computers and the internet can be used to circumvent censorship, but only if rules are formulated which socially determine a certain use rather than another. This determination also involves technical design. Some rules can only be instantiated when an appropriate technological routine is set in place. And a curious thing has developed around this possibility. Politics can be partially determined by technology. If one political fraction wants to rule some inherently computerized social process in one way, the other can frequently undercut their ruling simply by programming a subversive alternative. This is the case in the circumvention of censorship when for instance anonymizers are used. And – the actor categories changed – it is the case with surveillance when a state designs technologies to spy on its citizens without their full consent. A kind of “technopolitics” develops this way.
 With good and with bad consequences. One good thing: in a way, many processes are more democratic. People can actually use technologies to “vote” for things they like. The downside: by the very same token, many processes can become quite undemocratic. The reason is that of course not everybody is capable of doing technopolitics. It’s a lot more people than previously to be sure. During the cold war era, technopolitics were made with nuclear bombs which were not exactly easy to produce. Only major state actors could engage in that kind of activity. These days, with the computer being a major tool for political action, anybody who can do a decent bit of programming is principally able to join the respective political battlefields. And yet: some people can do more programming than others. Either they have more resources, like the state when it pursues information-technological surveillance. Or they have more options by being more capable at programming than others. And when these latter unite, they can enforce politics on a community which are probably not in the general interest. In sum: lay people are clearly handicapped when it comes to technopolitics. I have elaborated on other dimensions of this problem elsewhere.

Computer-based technopolitics are a clear option these days. And this is why the hacker utopia suddenly turns into an ideology. It is more and more considered as a guideline for actual societal development. It even spills over from a mere application around computers into general political ideas. Freedom of information for instance these days involves a lot more than just – as initially planned – free access to knowledge about programming. Patents of all sorts are addressed and even artists are forced to reconsider their products as knowledge and give them away freely. The latter is neither very consistent, nor very nice, from my point of view. But we’ll get to that.
However, now that the hacker community is actually capable of reformulating their utopian ideas as actual demands, the academic problems stemming from the fragmentariness of the old hacker utopia turn into consistency problems for the political agenda. As many of the demands are actually made, the questions mentioned before actually have to be solved.

The community has been very inventive to come up with innovative solutions. The Free Software movement for instance had to realize the freedom of information about programming on a large scale and it was really, really effective. And the GNU GPL was a great idea to provide free information, even against market mechanisms, by using the tool of a license. The One Laptop Per Child initiative runs along the same line. But these debates are rather limited to the realm of programming and computerization as such. They do face problems whenever they collide with other societal factors. But as they do not require a substantial, a revolutionary change in these factors, they can thrive politically. The OLPC project for instance ran into trouble with issues like financing and electricity, but solved both eloquently and in line with societal conditions. The project produced laptops far cheaper than average to tackle the financing problem. And they came up with ideas for an autarkic provision of electricity. They did not demand that all countries in the world change their plans on domestic spending to pay for highly expensive, standard laptops. Nor did they arrogate highly usable power and networking infrastructures.

So these are two “success stories” of transitions of hacker principles from a utopian version into usable ideology.  But some other political quarrels are not going that well. Which ones? Basically any which is aiming at a more revolutionary societal change. The reason is precisely the one implied above. Hackers’ utopian ideas were never meant to constitute a full-fledged social utopia. They were a naturally grown thing from simple working conditions at the MIT and clearly restricted to the use of computers.
 If these ideas are blown up now to address any kind of “information-like situation” in the world, they just have to run into trouble. Many ideas will just not be realizable, not even wished for by the majority. Thus many technopolitical actions will collide with conflicting ideas and structures. The interesting thing about this is how the apparent holes in the fragmentary political agenda have mostly been filled. Most activists simply applied ideas from what must be considered the roots of most hackers. In the US: hippie ideology. In Europe: socialist and anarchist ideology. Often accompanied by a fair deal of conspiracy theories and landslide arguments.

This, again, is not bad in itself. But it has to be acknowledged that this is a different thing altogether. In particular, as these background ideologies tend to mix a lot with the pure hacker agenda lately. And in some cases, the ensuing technopolitics finally revolve 90% around the background ideologies, with only superficial connections to hacker topics. If this is the case, they should be labeled as belonging to that particular sphere and not to the hacker agenda.
A case in point is the filesharing debate, as far as it is revolving around the illegal downloads of music and movies. Considering this debate from the hacker ethics only, it is entirely unclear how this thing ever got onto the agenda. The paragraph “information wants to be free” clearly addresses knowledge. Not just anything that is or can be coded. And many (not all, just wait for a bit) entertainment products, despite belonging to the realm of culture, are definitely not knowledge. At least I am unable to witness any knowledge in the movie “Saw 6” or on the new “Rammstein”-CD. Those are clearly just products. They do not educate me. They entertain me. And why should the production of entertainment be nationalized and the production of butter not? This is a plain inconsistency. Of course there is other music and there are other movies which are considered as important for our cultural education. They should be known as they deliver important ideas or cultural impressions. But these can all be rented for free in the public libraries. Public TV and radio (running on a cultural flatrate) even air those educationally important cultural items every day. No problem there. So what is the point, from a hacker perspective? Culturally packaged knowledge is free and thriving, running on a cultural flatrate. Cultural entertainment products (= no knowledge) are to be paid, allowing artists to live. Why all the noise? This is where the leftwing background ideology comes in. Demanding a substantial change of copyright laws regarding movies and music is politicized as a revolution against capitalism. And to be perfectly honest: even as that, it is rather lame. Again, it is not clear why entertainment products should be free and food or cars or whatever shouldn’t. Also, if a revolution against capitalism is the point, it would be more meaningful to simply boycott the commercial products and only go to the library instead of consuming them in large numbers without paying. And finally, if the filesharing-community is so keen on abandoning capitalism, why not be fair and start with their own products instead of the products of other people. Presumably, most of them are programmers and IT-consultants. Work for free! Or aim at a nationalization of software and anything IT-related, work for a meager stately salary to promote your ideals.

But I’m getting carried away now. I just think the whole debate around legalizing illegal downloads of music and movies is heavily misled. It is severely unjust towards a lot of hard-working, badly paid people. The vast majority of the people in that industry are not filthy rich movie stars. I know a lot of middle-sized bands with small labels who suffer a lot from filesharing. And I haven’t seen a single convincing argument in favor of illegal filesharing. There is not even a viable argument for an alternative way of payment. Actually, from the hacker ethic, you could even make a strong point against it. Because the industry is not able to protect itself technically, it is forced to seek the legal way. And the legal way necessarily has to involve an intimate surveillance of the internet. How else will you prove legally that somebody stole something? If this is to be considered as the only feasible (and just
) move, the practice of illegal filesharing – itself not an item on the hacker agenda – severely promotes surveillance. And this is something which is quite contrary to the hacker ethic. So to be honest, if you really want information and the internet to be free, stop illegal filesharing. This is a classical starting point of politics. If you want to enjoy certain liberties in a stable way (like earning your own money in quite), you have to be willing to renounce certain natural rights (like stealing when you’re able to). This applies very much to the filesharing debate. We’re at a point here where we have to stop taking and start giving something if we want our ideals to become reality. At least, that’s my point of view.
Another strange streak can be witnessed as a dynamic factor in the design of utopias and dystopias: technological determinism. The idea that the technology automatically enforces whatever its conditions are onto society. This has been very dominant in the censorship-debate for instance. Hackers have been bewildered how any country could even propose the idea of censorship on the internet. Not even media harmful to youths should have been restricted. But of course the technology as such – even though it is a tool for the distribution of information – does not prescribe how it has to be used and implemented. And of course it is entirely unclear just why a new technology for the distribution of information should – all by itself – bring about a change in the form of statehood. It would have been very desirable, to be sure. But the technology as such just wasn’t enough. It should have been accompanied more substantially by coherent social utopian ideas. This didn’t happen, thus it got adapted. In other words: the technology alone does not suffice to produce a utopian outcome. A suitable and consistent social utopian concept is needed as well. At the very least.

Technological determinism also meddles with other discussions as well, where normative demands in the shape of the technological imperative play a role. The technological imperative says: what can be done (technically), must be done. Now basically, it is always meaningful to oppose this view. It’s just not true and technopolitics exist precisely because it is not true. In the surveillance debates, the technological imperative of the security industry is opposed heavily and successfully. Yet in other debates, certain activists suddenly seem to embrace the very same technological imperative they oppose so lively in other discussions. Again, the filesharing is sticking out. A recent position of the club stated that now that the technology is there to share music and movies, music and movies have to be shared.
 The metaphor used was that of a storm (an unstoppable, natural force = determinism), within which one could decide to build either a bunker (the bad guys) or a windmill (the good guys). This way, it was suggested that despite the fact that we should be able to oppose surveillance technologies, we cannot possibly be able to oppose illegal filesharing techniques. Why the one, but not the other is – again – entirely unclear. So what is the hacker’s position towards technological determinism and the technological imperative? Can the world be made into a beautiful place by the use of computers? Yes, when it’s useful for our agenda, but no, when it’s not? That’s not very convincing and again, the transition from hacker utopian thoughts to hacker ideology is faulty.
Lets’s come to an end. What’s the message? We’re at a point where utopian ideas solidify into an ideology. But the old utopian ideas do not suffice for fully satisfying answers on all the questions coming up now. I mentioned a few. Thus the overarching question is: how do we answer those questions? How do we fill the holes our fragmentary utopian picture left us? There should not be a single answer to this. That would be contrary to hacker spirit. But as a friend recently said: “with great power comes great responsibility, young jedi”. That’s very true. Thus everyone who engages in political work should consider this for her- or himself. Which society do I want? Which kind of technopolitics can I responsibly enforce on the public? Where do I have to cut back?

My personal taste is to stick close to the hacker ethics. In our times, hacker utopian ideas are extremely important and valuable. They are a first line of defense for a democratic and liberal information society. And the general public needs the hacker community to do politics for them as they are not able to engage in this kind of activity. This assigns a huge responsibility. Thus all actions should be transparent and discussion should be a constant option. And a good way to be transparent is to be in line with the hacker ethics. If that is a primary framework for action, expectations know what they can count on.
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