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The Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) was organized in 1947 as the world’s first scientific and educational computer society.  The association is headquartered in the City, County, and State of New York, U.S.A.  The association is composed of 170 local chapters, 34 special interest groups, and more than 500 college and university chapters.  The first student chapter was organized in 1961 at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette.  Total membership in 2007 was approximately 83,000 people.

The ACM Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct was adopted by the ACM Council on October 16, 1992.  The code itself consists of a Preamble, Content and Guidelines, and four major sections addressing general moral imperatives, specific professional responsibilities, leadership imperatives, and a “compliance” section which deals with enforcement.  All told, there are 24 specific imperatives enumerated in the code intended to emphasize that the principles that apply to computer ethics are derived from more general ethical principles.
I trust the reader will bear with me for a moment, because I’ve already exhausted the suggested essay length of 150 words; while brevity might be the soul of wit, I fear that the recent emphasis on ethics requires a somewhat more detailed examination.
The first question that occurs to me is “Why does the ACM feel the need to publish a code of ethics and professional conduct?”  Perhaps a greater question is “Why can’t the members of the ACM apply general ethical principles to the matter and arrive at the same basic rule set without appointing a committee to do their ethical thinking for them?”
The “smart-ass” answer that immediately comes to mind is that the good folks at the ACM didn’t have anything better to do, so they made up a bunch of rules that could be used to exclude members that didn’t agree with them.  I have seen no evidence of this; it’s merely my own cynical view of human behavior that leads me to question the motives of those who chose to try and dictate my personal morality.

No, I’m not an advocate of moral (or ethical) relativism.  I do have a pretty good idea of what is right and wrong, but I’m suspicious of those who claim the divine prerogative of judging another’s conduct from afar – indeed, this particular group has made some specific judgments about hot-button issues like software patents, intellectual property, and the right of privacy.  I’m not sure we’re all on the same page with regard to these matters, and the ACM code seems to be quashing debate by claiming that the questions have already been answered!

Any discussion of meta-ethics requires that we digress into issues of philosophy, politics, and religion, issues that I’m hardly qualified to discuss in any case.  Instead, I’ll simply direct the casual reader to look at the Utilitarianism philosophy of Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill – their philosophy lacks the aesthetic appeal of classical altruism, but is probably better suited to our post-modern angst with regard to the moral and ethical implications of computer science.
I’ll confess that I feel far more comfortable with the hacker ethos than the code published by the ACM – this is a personal choice and it reflects an inborn distrust of both the recognized “authorities” and their motives.  With apologies to both Steve Levy (whom I am quoting) and the first generation of computer hackers at MIT, I’ll summarize that particular ethical system here for the edification of the reader:
1. Access to computers—and anything which might teach you something about the way the world works—should be unlimited and total. Always yield to the Hands-On Imperative! 
2. All information should be free. (Definitely not a tenet of the ACM !)
3. Mistrust authority—promote decentralization.
4. Hackers should be judged by their hacking, not criteria such as degrees, age, race, or position.
5. You can create art and beauty on a computer.
6. Computers can change your life for the better.
While this short list doesn’t address all of the 24 points enumerated in the ACM code of ethics, it’s a functional set of heuristics that can (along with pre-existing ethical systems) help maintain the chaotic process of creativity upon which future progress depends.
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