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THE HACKING TRADITION

question or solve a problem, and 
the average answer will often be 
at least as good as the answer of 
the smartest member. With most 
things, the average is mediocrity. 
With decision making, it’s often 
excellence. It’s as if we’ve been 
programmed to be collectively 
smart.10

Music is not a 100-meter race but a 
series of decisions. And circuits, like 
people, seem to be inherently “collec-
tively smart,” even those that might 
individually be rather plodding. My 
workshops in hardware hacking end 
with an event I call A Turn in the 

Shrubbery. We fi ll a gallery, lobby, or 
bar with tables, each with its own small 
amplifier and speaker; then partici-
pants (as many as 25) set up in groups 
of two or three around the tables. Some 
“perform” on the instruments they’ve 
made in the course of the week, while 
others solder on until closing time, oc-
casionally testing their evolving circuit 
through their speakers (see Figure 4). 
Part installation, part performance, 
part social ritual—the resulting din 
is unlike anything else I’ve heard. Af-
ter fi ve days of hacking circuits, none 
of the participants can claim to be an 
engineer, but collectively they are very 
smart indeed.
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puting topic, please visit our Digital Library at 
www.computer.org/csdl.

Figure 4. A Turn in the Shrubbery: live 
performance/installation by members 
of my hardware hacking workshop in 
Bogotá, Colombia (Oct. 2007).
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