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Abstract 
 
Ornstein and Gould discuss the creation and expansion of Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility (CPSR).  
Ornstein recalls beginning a listserve at Xerox PARC for those concerned with the threat of nuclear war.  Ornstein 
and Gould describe the movement of listserve participants from e-mail discussions to meetings and forming a group 
concerned with computer use in military systems.  The bulk of the interview traces CPSR's organizational growth, 
fundraising, and activities educating the public about computer-dependent weapons systems such as proposed in 



the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). 



SEVERO ORNSTEIN AND LAURA GOULD INTERVIEW 
 

DATE:  November 17, 1994 INTERVIEWER:  Bruce H. Bruemmer 
LOCATION:  Woodside, CA 

 
 

BRUEMMER:  As I was going through your oral history interview I began to wonder about your political 

background and political background of the people who had started the organization.  Can you characterize that?  

You had mentioned in your interview that you had done some antiwar demonstrations and that type of thing which is 

all very interesting given also your connection with DARPA. 

 

ORNSTEIN:  Yes, most of the people at DARPA knew this.  DARPA was not actually making bombs, you 

understand, and I think in the interview I talked about my feelings about DARPA at the time.  I was strongly against 

the Vietnam War and never hid it from anyone.  I wore my "Resist" button right into the Pentagon and if they didn't 

like it they could throw me out.  So I didn't see any particular problem with that and working on the network.  I 

refused to work on classified projects.  I had back at Lincoln Lab when I first got into the computer field and then 

happily left there and never did again work on classified projects.  I left BBN in part because they were being pushed 

more and more into the kind of work that I didn't want to do and came to PARC accordingly. 

 

BRUEMMER:  You mentioned also that you were one of the few people who didn't go to Mitre from Lincoln Labs at 

one point. 

 

ORNSTEIN:  At that stage of the game it may have had that slight flavor, but I thought of myself more as an academic 

and the other was clearly building systems for the Air Force whereas I thought of Lincoln as doing something closer 

to research, being more closely coupled to MIT, and that was why I did that.  So there was, perhaps, some small 

ingredient of not wanting to do military work, but when I stayed on at Lincoln I did what amounted to military work, 

working on missiles as a matter of fact.  So in those days I was just developing slowly, I suppose, my own political 

feelings and stance. 

 

BRUEMMER:  So you say as time went on you were having greater questions? 



 

ORNSTEIN:  Well, as the Cold War proceeded.  I grew up after all during the second world war when the military was, 

after all, what saved us from God knows what.  So I didn't come with the kind of knee-jerk bias against the military.  It 

developed only as I thought as being considered misused over the years. 

 

BRUEMMER:  And yours? 

 

GOULD:  Well, I'm a Berkeley person.  My grandfather was a professor at Berkeley.  My father was a professor at 

Berkeley.  I taught at Berkeley.  One comes infused with that kind of ambiance, but I don=t think that one can 

characterize the founders of CPSR as having a particular political bent, just a general social awareness concern about, 

certainly, the bomb, and the cold war, and real knowledge about the use of computers in that regard. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, I think my own feelings when I sent out the initial message were, ΑI=m scared.  I think these 

crackpots are going to do us all in if they=re not careful.  They don=t know what they=re doing.≅  That was part A, 

and part B was a general feeling that military solutions were not, which seemed to be what was more and more being 

proposed, the right approach.  I also had for a long time been concerned that the whole profession seemed nerdish in 

the sense that it had its head down narrowly in what it was doing and playing games with it and exploring -- I was in 

the research community -- and was not paying, seemingly, very much attention to what the social consequences of 

what it was doing were, weren=t even thinking about it at some level.  They were just playing games and that seemed 

it was clear to me all along that the computers were going to change the way the world worked and it seemed to me 

that the people who were making these changes should at least be thinking about that and there seemed to be very, 

very little consciousness of any sort.  I had come out of the background that thought about not only the thing itself 

but the context, the world, and here were people who seemed to be paying attention only to the thing itself and not 

very much to the context, and the context was clearly going to be the real world.  That had been pushing me for many 

years.  The primary thing that actually pushed me over the edge however was the real concern about an atomic war. 

 

BRUEMMER: Right.  Were there things that you could identify prior to SDI?  



 

ORNSTEIN: Oh, yes.  SDI was actually a later thing.  That was Reagan a couple years later.  No, the thing I think I 

had watched with horror as the politics in this country had gone further and further right with someone like Nixon 

and then someone like Reagan . . . Nixon at least had some smarts.  Reagan I thought was not very smart . . .  I was 

afraid that between him and his buddies there and the heads of the Russian . . . I forget, I guess it was Brezhnev and 

Andropov.  There was this sequence of these people there.  They all seemed absolutely ignorant of the kinds of 

consequences that could come about and so it just seemed as though things had been getting much, much worse.  

Sure, Haig announced, I remember about that time, there was some problem in the Middle East.  I guess it was the 

hostages in Iran, I don=t remember exactly what it was, but basically Haig said, ΑOh, we should just drop a bomb 

somewhere and we=ll show them what it=s like.  That=ll scare them and they=ll come around.≅  That kind of thinking 

and talk just struck me as absolutely childish and, you know, we were going to be the victims. 

 

GOULD: I think people would ask about the origins of CPSR, what caused it to come into being, we would sometimes 

say, ΑFear of Haig.≅  So it was just bad. 

 

BRUEMMER: So as things start forming you=re still at Xerox PARC. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes. 

 

BRUEMMER: It seems to me just from the chronology here that CPSR is getting started.  

 

ORNSTEIN: Well, really what happened was in fact the thing must have been in a lot of peoples= heads, but one day 

I sat down at my machine and I composed a short message saying, ΑI am forming a following distribution list.  I am 

concerned about the question of nuclear war.≅  I don=t know exactly what the message said.  Probably somebody=s 

got a copy of it somewhere.  I sent that out.  At PARC when one formed a new distribution list, one gave an 

announcement of it to everybody on all distribution lists basically.  That was sort of the first key happening of a real 

event, I guess, and, I mean, they got a lot of people signing on. 



 

GOULD: You happened to name it.  It had to have a name, of course, this discussion group, and you happened to 

name it ΑAntiwar,≅ which was not terribly accurate, but an easy thing to write and it produced a certain amount of 

flak from people who . . .  

 

ORNSTEIN: . . . said they were against war, too, but they think they way you=re against war is to have lots of 

weapons.  I mean, you know, there was a lot of discussion of that.  There was no discussion of an organization at the 

outset.  There was no thought that what I was doing was making a distribution, a discussion group, which there were 

lots of, talking about all sorts of topics. 

 

BRUEMMER: This was as prevalent as they are today in the Internet? 

 

ORNSTEIN: No, nothing novel about it.  There were discussion groups on hundreds of topics. 

 

GOULD: But this one was popular.  There was a lot of mail. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, there was a fair amount of mail.  Of course, I had tweaked a lot of people and I don=t remember how 

long it was from the time that I sent that message until people started saying, ΑMaybe we ought to have some sort of 

an organization.≅  What happened was there was discussion on the net and then the key people who were the most 

involved in these discussions decided that they would get together and start meeting actually and talking.  We did 

that for quite a long while. 

 

GOULD: Six to nine months I think, but that=s documented. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, and then as we were discussing, people started talking about -- and it wasn=t I who in fact initially 

talked about-- forming an organization.  In fact I would have probably been against it with my nature initially because 

I just didn=t know what the organization was going to do.   So we spent a lot of time discussing what an organization 



of computer people might do and might be, and finally Terry Winograd, I think, actually took the bull by the horns 

and said, ΑEnough discussion.  We=re going to have a meeting,≅ and he basically caused to happen at Stanford an 

initial meeting of people who had similar concerns and the grapevine was activated outside of Xerox. 

 

BRUEMMER: Now, at that meeting, was it a definite bend towards computing concerns or was it still sort of the 

antiwar general concerns?  

 

ORNSTEIN:     The question I kept asking was why us?  What have we got to contribute that=s special?  Aura and I 

had been going for a while to meetings of the Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) because they welcomed 

people who were non-physicians as well.  At that time a lot of similar groups were brewing up, Shoemakers for Social 

Responsibility, and so forth.  There were lots of such groups.  And the question was, why form another one.  

Forming an organization seemed like a silly way to spend time unless there was something special with the computer 

people, and we finally decided that there were these few things that computer people had to offer.  I guess one was 

that we were generally a respected group in the country and we were thought of as wizards.  Maybe nerds, but also 

as wizards.  Also we did have special understanding of what computers were capable of, which most people in the 

street had--remember we=re talking many years ago, now-- no concept of how computers might be involved in missile 

systems and so forth.  We were very concerned about the reliability of computer systems because there=s been a 

continual set of problems with people over-trusting computer systems and getting into trouble thereby. 

 

GOULD: We were also heavily implicated because many of our members worked for the military, directly or indirectly, 

or in academic surroundings supported by federal money, often military money. 

 

ORNSTEIN: We thought that because of the fact that we had been actually directly involved and were nonetheless 

critical.  I mean, for a doctor to tell you you=re going to die is, you know, if you had any sense you would have 

recognized that anyway.  For computer people to tell you that something that you maybe don=t understand might 

happen was a slightly different thing.  These are conclusions that we arrived at over a period of weeks, I would 

guess, maybe a month, that led us to think that we should have some sort of an organization.  Then it became clear as 



time went on that there was enough grist for us, at least a group meeting regularly in this area. 

 

BRUEMMER: So what happened at that first meeting at Stanford? 

 

ORNSTEIN: There were questions about what such a group would be named.  We still thought of it, at that point, as 

strictly a local discussion group basically.  When we finally actually got together with a lawyer some time later and 

sat down to draw up a set up specifications for this organization--bill of rights, articles of incorporation, whatever the 

hell it was--someone used the phrase ΑNational Treasury≅ which broke us all up because the lawyer of course 

understood what organizations can grow into.  None of us had the faintest idea, and so we thought of it as a joke, 

that it would be anything more than a little local discussion group.  Indeed when we met we met for a long time 

regularly in Palo Alto.  We eventually formed a local group here that got together.  

 

GOULD: Excuse me, but that was not Αeventually,≅ and the thing I remember most about the meeting at Stanford was 

that people wanted to arrange a meeting date and a place and the suggestion was made that the meeting be held once 

a month and almost everyone there said that wasn=t often enough.  We had to meet every two weeks, and so almost 

immediately, probably within two weeks or month of the initial meeting, a meeting was arranged in a Palo Alto church. 

 Meetings still take place in this same church. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Is it every two weeks still? 

 

GOULD: No, it=s once a month, but for a very long time it did meet every two weeks. 

 

ORNSTEIN: I remember one rainy night when there were three of us who gathered there at the church for the meeting, 

but we persisted through that and gradually the group then grew.  We felt that it was important.  That=s why the 

three of us sat there and argued and made plans, and eventually the group grew into where there were typically 25-30 

people, maybe more sometimes, who would come to meetings.  It=s still there.  For a long time then it was just a local 

group here.  Then I guess because of the network, I don=t remember at what point, word got to us that there were 



people in Boston who were maybe also interested in it.  At just about that time Aura was giving a talk at MIT and so 

we announced that after the talk . . .  

 

GOULD: I announced . . . I was a little hesitant about it because, of course, MIT is heavily implicated and I don=t like 

to mix political things with professional things, but I did announce that after I was through speaking I would still be 

there and if anyone was interested in discussing this other topic they could stay.  Six or eight people stayed and that 

was the genesis of the Boston chapter which became quite large and powerful. 

 

ORNSTEIN: We at that time still were not thinking of a national organization, or if we were it was only somewhere 

remotely in the back of our heads.  We simply telling that we viewed that as another center of such possible interest 

and concern and we figured that they would be autonomous.  We said, ΑHere=s what we=re doing.  This is the kind 

of stuff that we=re talking about, and we=ll share with you whatever it is that topics that we gather.  If we have a 

speaker that we have think is particularly good that you might like to have, we=ll tell you that, too, and we=ll just 

work an exchange.≅  Another one of the people who was very active at that time -- he has since pretty much dropped 

out of it -- Brian Smith went and gave a lecture in Madison and did a similar thing there.  Then we began to start 

thinking more that maybe there was enough -- I was skeptical as I always am--centers.  I knew that Silicon Valley was 

a place where there were a lot of computer people and MIT around Boston, but where else I asked.  This was, 

remember, 1980 and things have changed a lot since then. 

 

GOULD: Excuse me, but this would be already 1982.  The initial message as I recall,  was sent in the fall of 1981, but 

you can look this up.  I know that we weren=t incorporated until March of 1983, so we=re talking a year and a half. 

 

ORNSTEIN: So it gradually grew.  About that time we began to realize that there ought to be an organization.  That=s 

when we ended up in a lawyer=s office.  At about that time, I don=t remember whether before or after, Aura and I 

took a trip around the country, but mostly in Washington and Boston and Pittsburgh and so forth, and we talked to 

people at CMU then and we visited a lot of other organizations in Washington--the headquarters of a number of 

other organizations, SANE , FREEZE--what the heck, I don=t remember what they all were.  We went and talked to the 



heads of these things, basically to try and get some handle on how they were organized, how they worked, because 

we were totally naive about making an organization of any kind.  Actually a very funny thing happened.  When we 

came back, we talked , of course, a lot on the plane on the way back and I reached the conclusion that it was crazy to 

have an organization, that we were just doing the wrong kind of thing. 

 

GOULD: We had been talking with Kostik Sikus (?) at MIT which was what caused that to happen.  He was running 

sort of a think tank and clearly had a lot of contacts in Washington and was doing his thing by getting graduate 

students to do some useful piece of research and come to some results that he could then use to squeak and moan 

about whatever was bothering him.   We thought that was much more productive and elegant. 

 

ORNSTEIN: It seemed like our style and so we got off the airplane and went directly from the airport to a meeting of 

this new foundling organization in Palo Alto.  We were just ready to say, probably did say, ΑThis is a crazy idea.  We 

ought to disband the organization.  We=ll get all tied up in politics of one sort or another.  We should just work on 

the issues and never mind breeding an organization,≅ where upon someone else stood up and announced that two 

new chapters had formed while we had been gone.  It was very clear that it was too late to recant at that point and 

retract, although I continue to feel and my instincts are not to make a big organization.  However, it was clear at that 

point that I was cast and so we went along with it. 

 

GOULD: There were a number of different kinds of organizations, of course, and CPSR is a member organization with 

a lot of  grassroots level and local chapters and people actually working.  It isn=t just something where you send 

money and support like EDF or NRDC or something like that. 

 

ORNSTEIN: There were many problems and a lot of people in the remotes and some of the other chapters said to us, 

ΑWell, you know you=ve got Terry Winograd, you=ve got people who have had a lot of experience, as I had, with 

working with the military one way or another and who had some voice therefore that when they write a paper 

someone will read it.  Who are we?  We=re just a bunch of computer people out here in the middle of nowhere that 

are concerned about these social issues but we don=t have any clout.  What should we do?  You guys are writing 



papers and they=re getting published in various places.  You=re able to call people and be effective.  We=re just 

plain old everyday folks and what do we do?≅  So there were questions like that and I was worried that our energies 

and attention were going to get all given over to try and figure out what to do with all these people who were very 

good-hearted and wanted to help.  In the long run I think what happened is that each group eventually found its own 

voice.  There=s a group in Portland for example that=s all it=s concerned about is elections and computer 

involvement in elections and there are other groups that took on other kinds of issues.  Each one developed basically 

a kind of agenda for itself within the general framework, and especially, as time went on, one of the questions that 

was debated early was whether we should focus down singly on the whole issue of nuclear war and I was strongly in 

favor of that because I did not want to get into women=s lib, all the pollution in the bay, and all these other 

worthwhile, but nonetheless diverting topics.  I thought that we should focus our attention very narrowly and for a 

long time that held sway because I was really doing a lot of the work.  Aura and I were basically running the thing 

and we could, in fact, direct it.  It was a good argument when things were young.  As the groups grew, the interests 

gradually began to spread and, of course, eventually what happened was, many years later the issue that we 

originally started with went underground.  As far as I=m concerned it hasn=t disappeared at all.  It=s just gone 

underground and it=s changed character to a certain extent, but the kind of war talk that Haig and Reagan were both 

at has diminished and disappeared.  Things are going on, as I say, underground that I think are very serious still, that 

whole question of spreading of these materials around the world.   The U.S. has been guilty in that as well as other 

people. 

 

BRUEMMER: As these groups are forming are they fairly similar in character?   I look at this and I think more of my 

generation, baby boomers,  are involved in this.  You look at where it started up -- Madison, Boston, and in the 

Valley.  It suggests that this is yet another liberal cause,  although I know and have talked to many people working 

on computer systems a bit older than that who were involved in defense stuff and getting increasingly bothered by it. 

 Some people would deal with it one way and keep on working, others would not.  Did you have a real mix of people 

or were they pretty much of a liberal persuasion? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Well, I don=t know.  I think we had something of a mix.  The more sophisticated the people were the 



wider the mix I would generally say. 

 

GOULD: I think we don=t know very much about the people in the small chapters.  We weren=t able to visit every 

chapter.   

 

ORNSTEIN: It=s not a matter of the chapters, of course the best people in the field, the best minds, have gravitated 

either probably to the West Coast or the East Coast, but there are a lot of bright people in other places, too.  A lot of 

people with very good ideas, but I would say the more sophisticated people in any place tended to have a broader 

view of things and not to be the sort of hippie peacenik type.  I use the phrase peacenik somewhat derogatorily and, 

of course, I offended a lot of people by doing that.  I also argued strenuously that if we made ourselves basically a 

bunch of leftist radicals that we would have no impact whatsoever and that our only hope was to be largely 

mainstream.  Whenever I used the word leftist or peacenik or anything in that kind, I raised a lot of hackles and I 

knew that that would and I felt that it was important to do that.  Now, how has it come down?  I think people are all 

over the map now.  And they were then too, but I mean there were, of course in general it was a sort of a liberal cause. 

 You did not find the heavy duty militarists out there certainly joining CPSR. 

 

GOULD: In fact we might mention that some people were afraid to join CPSR, especially in the beginning.  I did have 

one man come to me in the halls of PARC and hand me $100 and say, ΑI really admire what you=re doing and I want 

to support your efforts, but this is an anonymous gift and I am afraid to have it associated with my name in any 

fashion.  Do not let anyone know.≅  That was the only incident of that sort, a person who gave anonymous money 

like that, but I know that many people were afraid to have anything to do with it because they had security clearance 

problems. 

 

ORNSTEIN: It wasn=t only security clearance, but I think they were concerned they didn=t know where the jobs were 

going to be and what they might want to someday do and they didn=t want to put themselves out of business.  I 

never had that problem. 

 



GOULD: My feeling would be that that would not be such a problem now.  When the organization was very new, it 

was hard to tell where it would turn into or be perceived as. 

 

BRUEMMER: Was there any attempt to, while you were visiting other organizations, consider trying to work within 

the established big computer organizations -- AFIPS, ACM? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, but they didn=t want to have anything to do with us in general at first. 

 

GOULD: It took us awhile to get through to ACM. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Now I guess if you read the ACM journals, you now find that they=re all involved in this sort of thing. 

 

GOULD: We get ACM support for our meetings and so on. 

 

ORNSTEIN: But it took a long while.  Those outfits are after all--AFIPS was a very conservative kind of organization-- 

business people for the most part. 

 

BRUEMMER: ACM had a committee on public policy which at that time in the early 1980s seemed to be very 

interested -- and I think Dan McCracken was president then -- in the human rights of Soviet scientists. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes.  McCracken was an early person who outside CPSR was interested in similar kinds of things, and 

this was not the first.  I realized that this was the first sort of successful attempt but there had been other individuals 

who had gone out of their way to be concerned about the social impact.  There were a few.  It was when I said before 

that I was concerned that the field was not paying much attention to the implications in general, that was true.  There 

were a few individuals, some of whom I only became aware of later -- McCracken, for example, is one -- who had for a 

long time before we came along been interested and concerned about these issues. 

 



BRUEMMER: He was one of the award recipients? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes. 

 

GOULD: And there was in the late 1960s a Boston-based Scientists for Peace--that may not be the right word--

organization.   

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, well Jerry Latvin (?).  I don=t whether you know him.  He=s really under a physiologist, but he was 

very outspoken.  During the Vietnam War he was active, and of course Noam Chomsky. 

 

GOULD: This is the first attempt to organize, if you will, the computer professional to think about these things.  

 

ORNSTEIN: No, I think McCracken perhaps or someone else, I don=t recall who, had actually tried to make a small 

little thing, but I don=t think it lasted very long, of just computer people.  I=m not dead certain about that, but I=m 

pretty sure that someone did try. 

 

BRUEMMER: There was a Computer People for Peace.  

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, something like that. 

 

TAPE 1/SIDE 2 

 

BRUEMMER: You=ve gotten beyond the "meeting in the church" stage.  There are all these regional groups that are 

trying to associate.  I guess the next benchmark would be thinking about money and I notice from the annuals reports 

not only you very quickly get into individual dues but you are successful in a number of different foundations.  Can 

you tell me something about that? 

 



GOULD: It was easy the first year. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, I think that=s the basic answer.   We were a new group.  I mean we were viewed by I think some of 

these foundations as coming from the enemy camp.  Nothing is more welcome in war than someone moving over from 

the enemy camp and becoming an ally.  Now they came to realize sooner rather than later that we actually weren=t 

from the enemy camp and it was their thinking which had placed us there.  Their sort of view, ΑComputer people are 

militants,≅ because the military had made heavy duty use of computers for a long time. 

 

GOULD: Also, "computer people have no social concerns" was an image that was reflected back to us which was 

very startling. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Which was correct.  I mean it just simply supports my image of the field.  It was that.  That=s how the 

field really was characterized.  To be looked at from the outside you didn=t see people with social concerns on the 

inside. 

 

GOULD: They were amazed to discover what we were like. 

 

ORNSTEIN: So it was relatively easy.  Also we had a real program.  We had specific things that we wanted to work 

on.  You asked about the SDI.  Long before the SDI there was the Strategic Computing Initiative which has long since 

been forgotten I guess.  But that went along with--what was, God--the name of the report.  I=ve even forgotten all 

these names that were so important to us at the time.  But there was a Strategic Computing Initiative which was 

basically designed, or at least a major piece of it, to be supportive of a nuclear capability and there was all sorts of 

innuendo in there about control of missiles, and computer decision making, and so on, that would raise your hair 

actually.  The fellow who put that together was Bob Kahn.  In fact, as it turns out, he was not the final author. 

Conway was really busy because Kahn was actually off having an operation.  When it came out I sat down with 

Kahn with whom I had worked on the beginnings of the ARPANET long before and said, ΑBob, do you realize what 

this report you=ve written says?≅  He was a little bit stunned at viewing the thing from our vantage point as what it 



was.  I=ve always managed to stay friends with Bob Kahn which wasn=t easy through things like that, and some 

other friendships have been sacrificed basically to this cause because there were other people who worked on the 

SDI committee, what they called the such-and-such report, you remember that Parness was part of... 

 

GOULD: The SDIO ? 

 

ORNSTEIN: No, but there was an Eastgate . . .  

 

BRUEMMER: . . . or an Eastport group. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Eastport group.  Right, some of the members of that group. 

 

GOULD: We=ve come far afield from his question which was about raising money. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes.  Well, in the early days as Aura said, the high order bit was that it was relatively easy.  We went 

around to these organizations and they were willing to support us because we had a new, different kind of message 

and we looked as though we were experts at a piece of it that they didn=t know anything about. 

 

GOULD: We truly cared about it and we were clearly ignorant about organizations and how you do these things.  We 

were for real.  We weren=t some P.R.  

 

ORNSTEIN: Well that and we had another thing going for us which was that Aura and I were both reasonably well 

known in the field and were retired and were prepared to . . .  

 

GOULD: No, no, no.  Certainly not.  We were not retired.  We didn=t retire for several years.  We=re talking 1982, 

1983, starting to raise money. 

 



ORNSTEIN: I think by that time it was in fact known that I was going to retire.  We were able to put a lot of time and 

effort into this thing, and had.  In fact the first money that came to us was money that we didn=t even ask for and we 

knew some people who said, ΑWe know this source of money.  You need an office.  You need to get started.  You 

need to do so-and-so,≅ and we said, ΑWhat do you mean?  We can=t do that,≅ and they said, ΑWe=ll get you some 

money,≅ and so $5,000 was laid in front of us basically without really our asking for it.  The next thing I knew we=d 

gotten a little tiny one room office and we were sort of starting to be in business. 

 

GOULD: Before that time the office had run out of my office at Xerox PARC.  I had two big filing cabinets -- one had 

CPSR stuff in it and the other had my work in it.  I used my office phone and it all just was run from there, what there 

was to run. 

 

ORNSTEIN: One of the other people started the newsletter actually and developed the original inside PARC, done on 

PARC systems.  It became fairly quickly clear that we needed to have the blessing of PARC because we were using 

their buildings and we were using some of the facilities, and it was okay within the week.  I don=t remember exactly 

what happened, but they knew -- the management of the place, George Pake at that time -- what was going on and it 

was done with his blessing.  Eventually the distribution list expanded outside of PARC and became all Xerox and, of 

course, then eventually the network got tied together in a number of these other places as well.  Within Xerox I sent a 

message around about this concern and the idea occurred to me that Xerox was sponsoring white papers on the 

television.  There were a series of programs that were considerate of social issues and so we got a bunch of the 

senior people from around Xerox and various other parts of Xerox to sign a letter that I wrote to the then president of 

Xerox saying, ΑWe think you ought to devote one of your programs to the issue of nuclear war.  This is a serious 

problem.≅  Sure enough came back an answer from Kearns saying, ΑWe=re going to look into that.  I think we=ll do 

that.≅  And sure enough they did.  They put on an hour long special on the telly.  There were a number of things that 

you may remember -- a movie called The Day After, and there was a lot of publicity about that same time.  But there 

was a Xerox special which came about as a result of the so-called ΑThe Kearns Letter≅ which a bunch of us had 

signed. 

 



BRUEMMER: Were there any connections between CPSR and some of the more popular things that were delivered 

on the same message? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Like what? 

 

BRUEMMER: Like some of the movies that came out roughly around that time? 

 

ORNSTEIN: No, I don=t think so.  There was The Last Epidemic which was certainly shown by a number of people.  

That was a PSR thing which was sort of the first thing, and later on that was one of the things I think that spawned 

PSR--does get credit for really raising a lot of peoples= attention with that film--to the whole issue.  It certainly raised 

our concerns and attention. 

 

GOULD: I think those were made at some slide show in 1984, 1985. 

 

BRUEMMER: This was the Boston group? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes. 

 

BRUEMMER: That was a $25,000 grant, which is pretty nice for a slide show. 

 

ORNSTEIN: By the end of the first year or by the end of some time when we went on this trip.  We collected $100,000 

in that first year.  That was really stunning.  The way the organization was running, it was no way we were going to 

spend that.  Then we started looking for a director.  It was clear that we didn=t even know how to do it or didn=t want 

to devote our lives entirely to this. 

 

BRUEMMER: Did your work with the group have any relation to your retirement at that time? 

 



ORNSTEIN: No it didn=t actually.  My retirement was a bit of a fluke.  I had intended to retire maybe at the age of 55 

or something like that.  Xerox made a sequence of mistakes which actually made it possible for me to retire a couple of 

years earlier than that.  I hadn=t really intended to, but when we thought about it we decided that, sure, we=d like to 

have the option basically and so we did.  And then, of course, that made it possible.  I would have done that anyway 

had there been no CPSR, the way things worked out. 

 

BRUEMMER: Did you retire at the same time? 

 

GOULD: I wasn=t able to retire, but I did leave about six months later when the project I was engaged in was finished. 

 

ORNSTEIN: At the time we had thought that we would sell up and go and live in Europe for awhile. 

 

GOULD: CPSR prevented us from doing that. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes.  By the time we really were able to do that a year or so later, we were heavily into CPSR and just 

waiting to be able to spend more time on it because, being retired, there was just no way we were going to be able to 

move. 

 

BRUEMMER: The early strategy seems to be pretty much going around and sort of like a public information function, 

planting articles, and getting discussion groups going.  After some point you end up with some cash.  How did the 

strategy get formulated from that point? 

 

ORNSTEIN: The day came when we sat down in the lawyer=s office -- had come and gone by the time we=re talking 

now -- and we had actually an organizational plan and we divided the country up into regions and so forth.  We had a 

board of directors. 

 

GOULD: We used the PSR bylaws which was probably a very stupid thing to do since we weren=t very smart about 



these things.   Since we admired PSR , especially in those days, we just got a copy of their articles and bylaws and we 

didn=t copy them, but we used them as a model.  In retrospect I think we should have done something different. 

 

ORNSTEIN: There are, for example, other organizations that work very differently.  The PSR, the physicians, were a 

membership organization in which the members actually did the work.  The chapters did the work.  Another 

organization worked entirely differently.  All the members contributed money but they didn=t do any of the work.  

The work was done by the central office.  There were various kinds of organizations and, actually in retrospect, I 

thought the latter model where the central office did most of the work and the other people just contributed was 

better, but anyway that=s not what happened and we only really sort of understood these other alternatives later.  

This was being glued together in a big hurry, you understand, really without too much long range thought and 

consulting.  So we modeled ourselves very much on PSR and probably that way was right, but who knows.   I mean I 

think you can work things either way.  Anyway, when serious money came around then we started looking for other 

people who were serious for employees.  We could now finally hire something more than just a little secretarial help.  

We started looking for a director.  We looked and looked and looked and looked and looked and couldn=t find 

anybody--we couldn=t afford a lot--and we finally found one guy who looked pretty good.  I don=t want to give you 

his name or any great detail about him, but he=d run a number of other things and he looked as though he was 

sensible.  He didn=t know beans about computers, however.  We were pretty much set on hiring him when suddenly 

another fellow appeared.  Gary Chapman actually walked in.  

 

GOULD: A graduate student asking my help in use of our library for some research that he was doing -- the CPSR 

library. 

 

ORNSTEIN: When he walked away he took away a newsletter which said we=re looking for a director and within 

days he was back saying, ΑI=d like to apply for the job,≅ and we basically said, ΑWhat job?"  We had pretty much 

decided.  He said, ΑI want it.  I want it.≅  ΑApply.≅  So we somewhat reluctantly gathered together.  Anyway, it 

became clear that he was the most suitable person for the job. 

 



GOULD: Actually when we started and were asking for money among the organizations and they wanted to know 

what kind of help we needed and how we were going to proceed, you know, if we had a real plan.  We said, ΑYes, we 

needed two full time people.  We needed somebody who had organizational skills and experience and was going to 

run the organization and we needed a director of research who was going to be a computer professional who would 

understand the issues and direct whatever we could get the members to work on.≅  And they just laughed.  They 

said, ΑWho do you think you are?≅  We also explained to them how this director of research was going to need real 

money because, of course, computer people are going to expect to be paid and they just wouldn=t have anything to 

do with it.  They said, ΑWho do you think you are?  The rest of us manage with one person who gets 25K a year or 

less.  You=re going to have to make do with that.≅ 

 

ORNSTEIN: We had said very loud and clear that no computer person who knows anything about computers has 

any organizational ability whatsoever, by definition.  

 

GOULD: No, not that kind of organizational ability. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Right.  Exactly.  And knows and understands how to build and run an organization. 

GOULD: So we did end up, in effect, compromising.  Gary was a good compromise.  He knew a fair amount of 

computing stuff although he was no real computer professional, and he knew and cared about social structures 

although he didn=t have a lot of real experience.  The other guy had quite a lot of real organizational experience, but 

no computer experience.  So Gary was a much better compromise if you had to compromise, but the truth of the matter 

was we needed two people and it was still true. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Gary was lacking a little bit in each area.  On the other hand he had some extraordinary talents which we 

had no right to expect from anyone.  He was a remarkable public speaker and an excellent writer.  I mean he had other 

talents that we hadn=t even counted on having and he knew enough about the computer field so that that was never 

a problem.  He was sensational with the press, and he was also sort of terrific with publicity and public image and so 

forth.  He was not so good at the grunge of running the organization.  He was bad about budgets.  He overspent, in 



my terms --I=m very thrifty-- and I had a lot of trouble with the whole organization and the rest of the membership 

which was more yuppie than I.  They were generally younger, most of the people, had other ideas about spending 

money to grow and so forth.  I came from out of the 1930s and I had a different view of the world.  Also Gary did not, 

I think, sufficiently attend to the nitty gritty of cultivating the membership.  So there were some problems there that 

eventually led to his leaving CPSR, but many years later.  During the years that he was there I think the things that he 

was good at and did helped very much to make CPSR what it is now -- a successful organization.  There were 

problems, certainly, but I think by and large he was not only a positive thing, but it might be that without someone 

like Gary, his particular set of dedication and talents, that CPSR might not have survived as it has.  By the time Gary 

left we had talked Eric Roberts into helping out.  At the time I had retired as chairman, after I forget how many years, 3 

or 4 or 5 years, and Aura was eventually going to retire as national secretary, too.  Nobody wanted the job.  We 

couldn=t find anybody who was willing to do that and we finally beat Eric Roberts into it.  I knew that he was 

interested, but he had not actually participated as an officer in the thing, and he finally reluctantly agreed.  He had 

been thinking that he was going to leave this part of the country, but he agreed, and he has just put in an 

unbelievable piece of his life since then. 

 

GOULD: Have you spoken with him at all? 

 

BRUEMMER: Not yet, no. 

 

ORNSTEIN: He is now head of the computer science department at Stanford and he has just dedicated his life in large 

part to this organization and to the whole topic and has done a smashing job as far as I=m concerned.  Now other 

people also put in a lot of blood, sweat and tears, but certainly by now I think Eric is outstanding in terms of just the 

sheer dedication to making it all hang together and making it all work, and Gary did that certainly for a long time, too. 

 

GOULD: But again we=ve come very far afield from your question which was, ΑNow that you have money, how have 

your directions changed?≅ 

 



BRUEMMER: I was going to reel you back in because one of the things I saw is there was the emphasis on the 

military and indeed in the second annual report you say, ΑI=ve gotten a lot of criticisms or concern that we=re too 

narrowly focused on military issues,≅ so you can already see some signs of people wanting to go one way or the 

other.  At that time I think Boston=s into the slide tape program ? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, but that was also about the reliability issue of computers in the military, so that was very narrow. 

 

BRUEMMER: And it=s clear that SDI which would have been around that time, yes? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, 1983. 

 

BRUEMMER: Right, is very much the focal point and rallying cry for the organization?  Is that true and how did it 

change? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes.  I think it really didn=t change for quite a long time.  There were other people who were interested in 

other things, but I don=t think that the focus changed until some time after that and I don=t know exactly when it 

was. 

 

GOULD: But some of the materials changed in the sense of what you did and one of the things that happened was 

this large debate in Boston.  The Boston chapter got the SDI people to participate in a real debate about the merits of 

the proposal and that produced a lot of press.  Then there were several other debates that were organized here where 

you had real formal debates between the SDI office and computer scientists who said, ΑYou just can=t make this 

work.  It doesn=t make any sense.  Why would you spend money doing that.≅ 

 

ORNSTEIN: If I would have stopped debating, the SDI people finally actually would no longer come to the debates. 

 

BRUEMMER: Did you see any evidence of people who may have been less enthusiastic about the organization 



buying into it at the point of that debate?  From the stuff that I read it=s a very compelling argument. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes.  I think so. 

 

GOULD: I think so.  Our membership started to grow and new chapters formed, but in terms of sort of different kinds 

of product.  The other thing that started to happen was people going to Washington to testify or being invited to by 

various congressional committees so that the organization, especially after those debates I think, had enough 

visibility and enough viability and enough professional quality in its image that it was invited to participate in 

congressional hearings and that helped quite a bit. 

 

ORNSTEIN: But those were still topically concerned . . .  

 

GOULD: Some of them were on civil liberties. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Later, but topically the first hearings that were still focused on the military issue and on the SDI and so 

on.  Then over time other people had other interests and they started to make more noise about them.  I think that one 

of the things that kept it on track was that Gary had this very strong interest in the military issues.  He had been a G.I. 

in Vietnam, you know, a Green Beret as a matter of fact, and he was very concerned about the military issues.  People 

were quite surprised when we hired a Green Beret to head this peacenik organization, as they saw it, and there was 

quite an interesting meeting in which Gary said, explaining to people, these somewhat black and whiteish kind of 

people that there is no real conflict between believing in a sensible strong military.  It=s just you mustn=t misuse it.  

Anyway, his interest in the military issues I think probably kept CPSR focused in that arena a little longer than it 

might have otherwise, but the other interests in the issues in the workplace, privacy issues, other topics that people . 

. .  

 

GOULD: National Crime Information Center where we also testified. 

 



ORNSTEIN: Right.  These other things gradually started to come about and other little work groups got together and 

people started discussing other issues.  It all came to a head, as a matter of fact, about when did Gary finally leave.  

Two years ago, three years ago, there was a big meeting here in Palo Alto.  The question of identity was continually 

being reviewed by the organization.  Of course, by the time we=re now talking, there had been annual meetings, we=d 

actually run several conferences, and published a book, and so forth.  Then there was finally a meeting here in Palo 

Alto that was attended by sort of not only the officialdom of the organization of the various chapters, but sort of the 

senior people.  We had not been participants officially for a long time, but we went to that meeting.  That was a 

meeting to consider what was the organization about.  There were long discussions, two-day meeting, and eventually 

there were basically votes taken on what of these various topics that we might put our attention on and what we are 

we really interested in doing.  In the last analysis after those votes were in, it was clear that the prior focus on military 

issues was no longer of absorbing interest to the membership.  By that time the NII was in the news and was in 

everybody=s head and there was a considerable interest in CPSR in that forthcoming large thing and trying to keep it 

on track in some sense of making universal access available and making sure that privacy was respected, all of the 

issues that one might be concerned about.  Those clearly dominated at that point the military issues, and after that 

meeting Gary decided to leave because he could see that the things that were really absorbing to him and that he 

thought the organization -- and I had felt still -- were no longer really uppermost in enough peoples= minds to really 

warrant his being there.  So he left. 

 

GOULD: I want to say a word about Gary here because what Gary was interested in at that time was not military 

issues but his so-called Αtwenty first century project.≅  You can get a flyer about it from the CPSR office, and that is 

what he wanted the organization to be interested in. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Right.  Basically, although you=d certainly have to get Gary to explain it in detail, but basically what he 

was saying was that, ΑLook, the history of computing has been sponsored and funded heavily by the government in 

the early days and through the period in which it grew a lot and the  reason that they were putting money into it was 

for military purposes.  There have been offshoots and there=s been a lot of stuff that=s been developed that then got 

out into the rest of the world, but the big heavy duty funding came through ARPA and it was designed for military 



uses.  Times have changed and we should now be thinking what the computers can do for the society in other ways 

other than defend it militarily.  That=s what should be happening in the next century and we should be figuring out 

ways to make that happen so that the funding structure should get changed so that the money does not flow only 

primarily through the military.  That, of course, at some level is happening now.  IBM and Apple and a lot of people 

are putting money in, but still there is a fair amount of the sort of the most far out research is still funded by the 

government money because who can afford to do that sort of thing other than the government.  A lot of it takes 

many, many years of research.  So that=s what Gary was interested in and there just wasn=t enough interest in the 

other members.  I don=t know why they didn=t know and understand how to work on that problem.  Gary was getting 

funding, giving talks, trying to popularize it and publicize it, but he went off to do that on his own basically.  He 

really, by that time, wasn=t really running the organization, and the other lacks of his attending to the membership 

and so forth were becoming clear, and the budget was in bad shape.  CPSR almost went broke.  So all those things 

combined plus the fact that there was not enough interest among the membership in what he was interested in, so 

that=s when he left. 

 

BRUEMMER: What was the Eastport group? 

 

ORNSTEIN: The Eastport group was a group of computer scientists that were put together to work on the computer 

aspects of the SDI report.  I knew a fair number of the people in that group, of course.  It became well known to CPSR 

because one of the members of the group was a feisty little guy from Canada who was at Victoria at the time.  He=s 

now in eastern Canada.  I think he=s originally an American.  Dave Parness is his name.  Very well known and very 

highly respected engineer, computer scientist.  Very highly.  I mean he would have been welcome at PARC for 

example.  He was a serious guy -- a theoretician as well as a practical guy.  He signed onto the Eastport commission 

or group or whatever it was called and after the first day or so he wrote a letter to the head of the commission and 

quit.  I=m not sure exactly what he said.  He wrote a very, very carefully reasoned letter saying that the things they 

were trying to do were clearly defending a thing which he didn=t believe in and he could not work on something he 

didn=t believe in.  It was a very, very carefully constructed letter.  He discovered CPSR somewhat by chance. 
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ORNSTEIN: So he became associated with CPSR and the other members of the Eastport group came around in 

debates for awhile and then they stopped debating because Parness and others would make basically fools of them 

in the course of it.  He had basically an irrefutable argument.  So they stopped debating.  But there were a series of 

debates about that, and he=s not an imposing looking person.  On the other hand his speech was so clear, so lucid, 

and so compelling that even those who looked at this funny little guy standing up there were just absolutely 

couldn=t but be convinced.  We haven=t seen or heard of Parness for quite awhile, but he=s back at work now.  This 

was a piece of his life that he took off basically to dedicate himself to a cause that he really genuinely deeply believed 

in. 

 

BRUEMMER: As you=re progressing, is there any other relationship with other either concerned groups or 

professional groups that go beyond this? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Not that I can think of, no. 

 

GOULD: I=m sorry.  What was the question? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Were there other professional groups, other organizations, other things like Parness or that CPSR was 

tied to,  connected to, or that we joined forces with?  

 

BRUEMMER: Or would ACM have asked you to get involved in human rights issues? 

 

ORNSTEIN: No.  We had a somewhat arm=s length relationship with much of the rest of the profession.  Peter 

Denning, who was at the ACM, would come to our meetings, but basically be hostile, initially.  Gradually he changed. 

 I don=t know really what happened.  I guess he saw eventually that perhaps he felt that he persuaded us to be more 

rational.  I don=t know.  But I think eventually we came together on things and I think Dorothy, his wife who was at 



one time some official in ACM, too, later, I think.  I=ve really forgotten.  The ACM also changed, you understand, 

considerably and Adelle Goldberg who eventually took over running it was sympathetic.  She had been at PARC and 

she had enough sympathy so that it was a benign relationship.  It just changed over time.  I think probably what 

happened there, our connection to the ACM improved, and they got interested in some of these same topics partly 

because history was moving along and it was becoming clear that social concerns about what was happening, that 

computers really were affecting the world and it did matter.  These issues were important and also CPSR probably 

began to seem a little less radical to these people as they got more familiar with it over time. 

 

BRUEMMER: Is that, in part, the reason you recruited an advisory board?  The early names I=ve got are Backus and 

Admiral Gayler. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Gayler=s a funny case.  There was a T.V. special that was put together that involved Gayler and who 

were the other people?  Gosh, I don=t remember much about it.  But it was one of the films about the threat of nuclear 

war and he was one of the people who was on the film. 

 

GOULD: He went around the country giving talks about it.  He was one of several military people who were 

concerned enough.  The famous examples are, of course, Gene Larock (?) at the Center for Defense Information which 

is a huge, terribly well funded organization that=s always talking about cutting the military and various things.  We 

wanted Gayler because  he was, at the time that we put him on the advisory board, on the circuit going around giving 

lectures of that sort. 

 

ORNSTEIN: He was involved in another organization that he signed me up for.  Not on the advisory board, but he 

signed me up.  There was some sort of scientists for something or other, concerned about some large issues, and he 

had me inculcated into that at one point. 

 

GOULD: Every organization puts out a list of names down the lefthand side of the paper and that=s what  we did.  

 



ORNSTEIN: Well, these particular people we knew.  I mean these people all, of course, agreed to this and they 

understood.  We chose some people and we knew some of these people personally.  I knew Perlis and I don=t 

remember who all the names are.  

 

BRUEMMER: Simon and Markey?  

 

GOULD: We tried to chose people who had been recipients of the Turing Award which is the most prestigious 

computing award. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Well, Simon, of course, had the Nobel Prize.  I knew Simon and Perlis from other contexts.  Markey was 

someone who had taken a considerable interest in the whole issue of computer reliability and he still talks about 

technical things. 

 

GOULD: Representing Massachusetts, of course. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Right, and he in fact came and was a speaker at one of our annual meetings.  As a matter of fact we just 

heard him again in Boston at the Internet thing at BBN.  He either was there and gave a short talk or sent a supportive 

letter that was read.  I think that=s what happened at the Internet follies at BBN.  So he=s been interested in these 

issues for some time.  Anyway, we assembled the most prestigious names we could who were interested in the things 

we were doing. 

 

GOULD: These people never did anything that I know of. 

 

ORNSTEIN: No, but they allowed their names to be used which that was really the primary thing that they asked for, 

and they also got the materials, got the annual report, so they could see whether they still wanted their name to be 

associated with the organization. 

 



GOULD: Right, and they would some times come and speak at a meeting or something. 

 

BRUEMMER: Were the regionals, did they involve political problems or had maybe swayed the organization one way 

or the other?  I notice there was some restructuring of the regional groups. 

 

GOULD: Restructuring?  I don=t think there=s been a restructuring.  I mean we initially carved the nation into four or 

five regions.  I don=t think that=s been restructured. 

 

BRUEMMER: And there were the smaller, the city organizations.  

 

ORNSTEIN: There were chapters and chapters could form anywhere there were groups.  There=s been some chapters 

tried to get started.  They=d have a group of people that they thought they could hold together, but there weren=t 

really enough, so there wasn=t critical mass.  Those would come and go, and then new chapters would form in new 

places. 

 

GOULD: There would be regional representative for the chapters in that region, but I=m not aware of any 

restructuring. 

 

ORNSTEIN: I don=t think that there=s been any real structural change.  I think there is in instances have come and 

gone but I think the structure has stayed pretty much the same.  There, of course, were differences of opinion.  I 

mean you can=t get people together like that who wouldn=t have strong differences of opinion.  I had differences of 

opinion with a lot of the rest of the board.  I was much more conservative fiscally than most of the rest of them, but 

those were all pretty much resolved. 

 

GOULD: It=s interesting the question about regional things because for certain kinds of organizations the fact that 

you live in a particular region of the country would make you particularly interested in some issue, but I think where 

computing is concerned, except for the fact that you have these hot spots of research around MIT and Palo Alto and 



so on, and because computer people are so connected by Internet and so on and have been forever, I don=t know 

that the regions had particular local issues that they took up. 

 

ORNSTEIN: They did because they met also and they knew one another.  

 

GOULD: Right, but I mean the fact that Portland was interested in elections didn=t have anything to do with Portland. 

 

ORNSTEIN: No.  I don=t think there was contention, if that=s what you were talking about, or things that tried to 

bend.  The only place where there was real question was Boston, because Boston clearly had a very strong group.  

The rest of the groups  there was never any question as to whether the tail was going to wag the dog.  They certainly 

tried to influence things when they had a particular point of view or concern, but with Boston there was real 

contention at one time or another because the super powers of the CPSR were in Palo Alto and Boston basically, and 

the slide show was a terrible point of contention because it was just very difficult to get that to come off on time and 

that was partly due to particular individuals who were involved, and we had taken the money from here and they=d 

gotten some money but we had basically responsibilities for it and it was costing more and taking a lot of time. 

 

GOULD: Not an unusual situation. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, but it was not life threatening or anything. 

 

BRUEMMER: Ultimately was it a success? 

 

GOULD: It won an award.  It won a gold prize. 

 

ORNSTEIN: I think it was a success.  It took longer and was much more expensive.  The primary problem was just 

simply perfectionism.  The product was good but people were not willing to let it go.  Just getting it finished, getting 

people to say, Αthis is good enough,≅ was the problem. 



 

GOULD: The issues are so timely that although you could make something that=s very good, if it=s two years out the 

issue will have long since have gone by. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Well, as we had promised to deliver, I mean it was deliverable with the money that came for that.  So it 

worked out and there were some unpleasant feelings and some of the people in Boston that had to do with it went 

away.  But the Boston chapter has remained a strong chapter and that was way in the past.  That was just a particular 

local problem because of the way things were done.  I think the organization may have changed -- now you would 

really have to ask Eric about that because we really haven=t had much to do with it since -- but I think that it may 

have changed in the sense that the autonomy of the chapters has increased as the topic has become more diversified 

so I think that that=s probably a natural result of that. 

 

BRUEMMER: During the time that you were both active, what would you gauge as being the top successes or, in 

fact, how did you measure success? 

 

ORNSTEIN: [Laughs] Oh, my.  If we had a squib two lines in some remote San Jose paper, at one point that was a 

tremendous success and we bragged all about it. 

 

GOULD: You can see when you go to the CPSR office, I hope, I kept an old flip book from the beginning of press 

clippings and you will find these little two lines in some paper but then pretty soon, really remarkably soon, there 

would be front page stories in the New York Times and I stopped keeping this little flip book.  I brought it to the first 

annual meeting so that people could -- which was very small, we had 40 or 50 people attending -- see who was writing 

what about CPSR.  But very soon, especially because of the SCI and the SDI and the debates, there was just a lot of 

coverage all the time.  We didn=t know what the coverage was.  We have a clipping service. 

 

ORNSTEIN: We were concerned, of course, about getting known, and so that=s why we were concerned about 

articles that mentioned us and that referred to us.  After awhile we got pretty blasé about it because it became really 



clear that it was a going thing and it even started to be recognized and people would call in and say, ΑWhat do you 

think about this and that and the other thing,≅ and after awhile we accepted that, but at first in the early times every 

article, every call, every indication that we were recognized and noticed was very important to us.  That was one of 

our successes. 

 

GOULD: You never knew, of course, what really produces an effect.  As history goes by and you=ve worked hard on 

this problem you don=t really know whether your work caused this or it=s just that that idea ran its course.  With the 

SDI stuff I think it must be that those debates and especially Parness= defection and Parness= writings did have 

some effect, but there was still money in the budget for the SDI as recently as last year or something, so it=s very 

hard to measure when you=ve been successful. 

 

BRUEMMER: And who knows what=s going to happen with the new head of the Foreign Relations. 

 

GOULD: Indeed.  Who can tell what will happen. 

 

BRUEMMER: Well, I=m getting ahead but I=ll pose that question right now that given your interest in the SDI and 

such and even the annual reports note, ΑOkay, the cold war is over,≅ what=s your feeling about that as an issue that 

we really should be latched to? 

 

ORNSTEIN: The SDI? 

 

BRUEMMER: Well, the SDI and really, more military involvement in computing. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Well, you=re now asking a personal question.  This has nothing to do with CPSR because we are really 

so far detached from CPSR at this point.  We really burned out.  We put a number of years into it.   We don=t go to 

the meetings any longer.  It=s not that we are not friendly or anything, sympathetic, it=s just that we are not able to 

dedicate ourselves in the way we did before. 



 

BRUEMMER: Did your involvement fall off pretty rapidly after you left being chairman? 

 

ORNSTEIN: Well, over the next year or so I would say yes, but we=ve continued to be supportive and are interested 

but these issues are less keen to us.  Partly the issues seem less immediately urgent. 

 

GOULD: Or the issues that you=re not personally so interested in, in civil liberties and computing or the national 

information infrastructure or whatever, doesn=t have such a compelling force.  

 

ORNSTEIN: I gave a talk at a CPSR meeting about probably two years ago in which I said that my concerns about our 

society are so much broader at this point and that the problems that I see don=t have a lot to do with computers.  I 

mean they are questions about the whole tone of this society in the sense of social responsibility that all citizens feel 

and the tremendous emphasis on crime and the tremendous dispersion of this society into the haves and the have 

nots, and those are the things -- sort of lack of a social fabric -- that I feel and I think as a democracy we are failing 

utterly because people don=t know what they=re voting for.  The media has taken over completely.  I think there are 

very, very serious problems with this society and frankly, this is just a personal thing now even though we live in 

this glorious place and have a life which should be the envy of almost everyone, I often feel as though I want to 

leave the country just simply because I don=t want to be associated with a collapsing society, and I feel threatened 

by it personally also.  I mean they=re taking peoples= cars away from them with guns in their ribs down in Menlo 

Park.  It=s getting to be a dangerous place to be.  But more than that -- I don=t mind danger,  I=m a rock climber, or I 

used to be -- but what I really don=t like is the feel of the society and this recent election just simply confirms my 

belief.  I think als o that eventually if we don=t start doing things better than we have that there will be real blood in 

the streets here, more than there is already, and I would hate to see that.  I grew up with a sense of patriotism during 

the second world war and like this country.  I think it=s a terrific place in many ways, but I certainly don=t like the feel 

the society has at the moment, and Washington is clearly heading in just exactly, as far as I=m concerned, the wrong 

direction.  It=s a very bad world. 

 



BRUEMMER: You gave me Eric=s name and I=ll try to follow up.  Are there other people?  

 

GOULD: I haven=t heard the top level description of what your goal is. 

 

BRUEMMER: Right now it was just to follow up on an initial contact that we had made from the network part of it, 

but again we have a lot of records that cover the whole milieu of computing from the 1930s on and the social 

responsibility part, we have some documentation.  I=ve been aggressively trying to save anything that ACM has 

saved largely through the past presidents and such, and there=s the Edmund Berkeley papers which are almost 

prompting that type of thing. 

 

GOULD: So you should have a collection of CPSR documents.  That should be easy, but I mean are you going to go 

and interview Gary Chapman, for example? 

 

BRUEMMER: I don=t know how far I=m going to go with the interview but I just saw right now a very basic lack of 

information for an organization that is not that old and it is always apparent to me that these things fall through the 

cracks quickly.  The documentation that you spoke of which would have provided gobs . . .  

 

GOULD: Somebody should have made a copy of that initial message, for sure. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Yes, it=s too bad that that=s gotten lost.  Norbert Weiner was very much concerned about these same 

issues, and in fact I hadn=t been aware of it.  I had read years ago his computer use of, now human use of human 

beings and I=d heard him talk, but I hadn=t realized the extent of his concern about social issues in computing.  In 

fact the organization a few years ago, a number of years ago now, set up a prize to be given out to various individuals 

over the years and dubbed it the Weiner Prize.  At the time that was set up, quotations were dug out of his work, and 

it really stunned me how prescient the man was not only technically, but also in terms of foreseeing socially what the 

concerns would be.   So it=s very appropriate that this prize is actually named after him although at first I thought it 

was a bit sort of cutesy, you know, but not at all.  He was very, very forward thinking. 



 

GOULD: To answer your question, there is, of course, Terry Winograd.  If you mean here.  Do you mean in general? 

 

BRUEMMER: Anyone, any place.  Boston or . . . 

 

ORNSTEIN: Well, of course, if you can get through to Noam Chomsky who was involved.  Jerry Latvin in Boston 

although I don=t know what=s happened to him.  He may be dead by now. 

 

GOULD: These people weren=t involved with us. 

 

ORNSTEIN: No, they weren=t involved with us, but you=re talking about the whole area of social responsibility. 

 

BRUEMMER: Both areas. 

 

ORNSTEIN: Well Noam of course is absolutely classic and I knew him back even in the early days.  He was always 

very politically alert and aware. 

 

GOULD: David Parness for sure.  He=s very interesting to talk to.  He=s in Canada. 

 

ORNSTEIN: He=s technically perhaps one of the most competent --  within the profession he=s recognized -- he=s a 

software engineer and he=s very highly thought of. 

 

GOULD: His thinking is extremely clear and his writing is very beautiful.  So he=s a good person to articulate.  

 

ORNSTEIN: But he had never had any public presence.  He, like me for many years, just had it bottled up inside 

himself and he suddenly found himself cast in the public forum and took advantage of it. 

 



GOULD: Certainly try to talk to Eric while you are here because he has a very broad base of knowledge and he also 

has a lot of contacts in Boston because he used to teach at Wellesley and was very involved with the Boston 

chapter people. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


