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Over the years, we've written a few times about Shiva Ayyadurai, a guy who's basically staked his
entire life on the misleading to false claim that he "invented” email. Every couple of years he pops
up again as he's able to fool some reporters into believing him. In 2012, he fooled the Washington
Post and, astoundingly, the Smithsonian. In 2014, he was somehow able to get the Huffington Post
to publish a multi-part series claiming he had "invented” email -- though after we called them
out on it (and after they stood by it) -- those stories were eventually deleted. Ayyadurai also
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ayyadurai threatened to sue us for calling out his false claims, but there's been no lawsuit yet.
Eﬂ:::nr‘?{::t In those previous stories, we've explained why his claims are false in fairly great detail. Here's the

quick version:

First off, no one denies that V.4, Shiva Ayyadurai -- an apparently very bright 14-
year-old at the time -- wrote an email software program for the University of
medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey (UMDMJ) in 1978. By all accounts, it was a
perfectly decent email system that allowed the UMDHNY staff to send electronic
messages. Further, no one doubts that, in 1981, Ayyadurai registered the copyright
on his program, which was called EMAIL. The problems are that (1) email was
invented long before 1978, (2) the copyright is merely on the specific software code,
not the idea of email, and (3) while &yyadurai may have independently recreated the
basics of email (and even added a nice feature), none of his work was even remotely
related to what later became the standards of email. What's most sickening about
this is that as part of this new PR campaign, Ayyadurai is ridiculously arguing that
the reason no one believes him isn't because he's simply wrong, but because they
can't stand to believe that "a dark-skinned immigrant kid, 14 years old,” invented
email, and that it was done in "one of the poorest cities in the US" rather than at a
famous university.

Again, that might make for a nice story line if there were some factual basis behind
it, but there isn't. The history of email is well-documented from multiple sources
and it began way, way before 1978, And while early versions were somewhat crude,
by 1978 they had basically everything that Ayyadurai claims to have invented (it is
entirely believable that Ayyadurai, as a bright kid, independently came up with the
same ideas, but he was hardly the first). There was a messaging system called
MAILBOX at MIT in 1965. You can read all the details of it here, including source
code. Ray Tomlinson is frequently credited with inventing the modern concept of
email for the internet by establishing the @ symbol (in 1572) as a way of
determining both the user and which computer te send the email to. By 1975, there
were things like email folders (invented by Larry Roberts) and some other basic
email apps. As is noted, by 1976 -- two years before Ayyadurai wrote his app -- email
was 75% of all ARPANET traffic.

There's also the fact that even if ayyadurai had done something different at that dental school
|and there's no evidence he really did), that had no impact at all on the growth and success of
email. Mo one else built out email systems because of what they saw Ayyadurai build, Email came
and grew out of all of that other work (most of which pre-dated Ayyadurai). Hell, just look at RFC
733 from 1977 (before Ayyadurai started working at the school), which basically lays out all of the
features of email.

Despite all of this, Ayyadurai refuses to give up his claims. Part of the way he's tried to get around
this is to redefine email to include an increasingly long list of features, most of which are not at
all necessary for email. The list changes over time and grows -- basically every time someone
points out that all of the things he had on earlier lists were found in programs pre-dating
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(and there’s no evidence he really did), that had no impact at all on the growth and success of
email. Mo one else built out email systems because of what they saw Ayyadurai build. Email came
and grew out of all of that other work (most of which pre-dated Ayyadurai). Hell, just look at RFC
733 from 1977 (before Ayyadurai started working at the school), which basically lays out all of the
features of email.

Despite all of this, Ayyadurai refuses to give up his claims. Part of the way he's tried to get around
this is to redefine email to include an increasingly long list of features, most of which are not at
all necessary for email. The list changes over time and grows -- basically every time someone
points out that all of the things he had on earlier lists were found in programs pre-dating
Ayyadurai’s own program. Ayyadurai also totally misrepresents what a copyright is, and insists that
his copyright is just like a patent, because you couldn’t patent software back then. That's basically
not true, It is true that most software was not considered patentable back then (even though some
was), but that still doesn't make the copyright the equivalent of a patent.

Throughout all of this, Ayyadurai and the weird collection of supporters he's built up -- bizarrely
including Moam Chomsky and PR guru Larry Weber -- seemed to keep targeting Ray Tomlinson as
some sort of evil mastermind behind the racist plot to take down Ayyadurai, because Tomlinson
waorked for Raytheon, and Weber, Chomsky and Ayyadurai could spin this bizarre and totally made
up story of a big American defense contractor wanting to rewrite history to write out someone
with "brown skin.”

Tomlinson, as you probably have heard already, passed away this weekend, and received
tremendous praise across the internet. Many referred to him as the "inventor of email” even though
Tomlinson himself had long insisted that was not true either. Instead, he (unlike Ayyaudurai) long
admitted that the growth and success of email involved many people working in pieces, building
on each other's work successfully to build out the tool that we all use today, Still, Tomlinson
actually does deserve tremendous credit for making email what it is today. The most notable claim
-- and the one that everyone rightly talks about -- is his decision to make use of the @ symbol as a
part of email addresses, in order to send email messages across networked computers, rather than
just on a single machine (as had been done previously).

But, much more importantly, Tomlinson was actively engaged in setting the standards for email,
such as in RFC 561 in 1972 (five years before Ayyadurai did anything), in which he and others laid
out the standards for email headers.

Given all this, you'd hope that Ayyadurai could let Tomlinson's passing go in peace, and let people
celebrate all of the work he did to actually bring email to the world. But, nope. That's not what's
happening. Instead, Ayyadurai has gone on a Twitter rampage, tweeting at basically every
journalist who has written about Tomlinson, and calling them liars. This is only a small snippet of
about 3 hours worth of his tweets.
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Most of those are pointing to his "correction” posted to his website, claiming that anyone claiming
Tomlinson invented email is wrong. He repeats the false claims about how it only qualifies as
email based on his totally arbitrary list of features and also that people who say he's wrong are
simply backing up Raytheon trying to deny him his rightful due because he's "not white.” And,
amazingly, he's actually convinced some publicatiens to write about his claim, with very little
fact checking. Meanwhile, when some point out that he's lying, Ayyadurai yells at them that

they're repeating "racist lies,” despite the fact that all of the evidence is well-documented.

Once again, to Shiva Ayyadurai: you were almost certainly a very bright kid, who created a nice
software program as a teenager at the school where you were employed. That's great. And you
should be proud of your accomplishments. But you did not invent email. You had nothing to do with
the invention of email. And to continue to claim otherwise makes you look petty and silly --
especially at a time when everyone is celebrating the very real accomplishment of Ray Tomlinson.
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