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Chapter 5

Free software by any other name would give you the 
same freedom,” notes the Free Software Foundation’s 
Richard Stallman, but free software isn’t a matter of 

price (see figure 1).2 Think “free speech,” not “free beer.”
Still, in 1998, Eric Raymond was among those look-

ing for ways to promote free software. Based in part 
on Raymond’s article “The Cathedral and the Bazaar,” 
Netscape’s CEO Jim Barksdale had recently made the 
decision to open up the source code to the Netscape 
Communicator Web browser, a sign that free software 
might be gaining a toehold in commercial businesses. 
Raymond writes:

The real conceptual breakthrough, though, was 
admitting to ourselves that what we needed to 
mount was in effect a marketing campaign—and 
that it would require marketing techniques 
(spin, image-building, and rebranding) to make 
it work.3

And so “open source,” a term proposed by Christine 
Peterson of the Foresight Institute, was born.4 VA Linux 
founder Larry Augustin explained, “We wanted to empha-
size that the software was open and that the source code 
was available.”5

But, as Open Source Definition author Bruce Perens 
notes, “Open source doesn’t just mean access to the 
source code,” though that is a necessary condition.6 And 
OSS does not necessarily need to be free to download, 
nor is all freely downloadable software open source.

And open source certainly doesn’t mean the software 
is in the public domain.

Indeed, the GNU General Public License (GPL) that 
is used for a majority of open-source software projects 
specifically uses copyright protections to guarantee the 

freedoms set forth by the Free Software Foundation: the 
right to “run, copy, distribute, study, change, and improve 
the software.”7

An especially effective provision of the GPL is 
“copyleft.” Copyleft protects the property rights of those 
who contribute to GPL software by requiring that all mod-
ifications and derivatives of the software also be released 
under a GPL.8 

The effect of this can be seen in larger scale in the 
progress of Web development. Most Web pages are not 
licensed under the GPL, but the source code that forms 
those pages is nonetheless available using the “view 
source” command in almost every Web browser. Writer 
and NYU professor Clay Shirky explains:

“Free,” “Free,” and  
“Open Source?”
 
In the 70s, computer users lost the freedoms to redistribute and change software because they didn’t value their 
freedom. Computer users regained these freedoms in the 80s and 90s because a group of idealists, the GNU Project, 
believed that freedom is what makes a program better, and were willing to work for what we believed in. 

—Richard M Stallman1

Figure 1: 
Not all software that can be downloaded for free is Free 
software.
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Credits: 
Diagram by Chao-Kuei, this version downloaded from Wikipedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:GPL_and_open-source.svg 
 
Copyright: 
The FSF and Wikipedia pages on which the diagram appear assert that the work is copy-
righted and the copyright holder allows anyone to use it for any purpose, provided that the 
following copyright notice is preserved: 
 
Copyright (C) 1996, 1997, 1998, 2001 Free Software Foundation, Inc., 51 Franklin St, Fifth 
Floor, Boston, MA 02110,  USA 
Verbatim copying and distribution of this entire article is permitted in any medium without 
royalty provided this notice is preserved. 
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The single factor most responsible for [the] riot 
of experimentation [seen on the Web] is trans-
parency—the ability of any user to render into 
source code the choices made by any other 
designer. Once someone has worked out some 
design challenge, anyone else should be able to 
adopt, modify it, and make that modified version 
available, and so on.

Consider how effortless it would have been for 
Tim Berners-Lee or Marc Andreeson to treat the 
browser’s “View Source . . .” as a kind of debug-
ging option which could have been disabled in 
any public release of their respective browsers, 
and imagine how much such a ‘hidden source’ 
choice would have hampered this feedback loop 
between designers. Instead, with this unprece-
dented transparency of the HTML itself, we got 
an enormous increase in the speed of design de-
velopment. When faced with a Web page whose 
layout or technique seems particularly worth 
emulating or even copying outright, the ques-
tion “How did they do that?” can be answered 
in seconds.9

In this, Web designers share much with fashion de-
signers. “For most of the fashion industry copying is a 
way of life, and it’s legal, sort of,” notes NPR’s Rick Karr.10 

Laurie Racine, cofounder of Public Knowledge, describes 
fashion as a $335 billion industry “built on a copyright-
free model.”11

But there is really no legal protection for borrow-
ing big collars and lapels from 1970s jackets, and while 
Shirky’s point stands as a historical fact of the technol-
ogy, there’s no legal protection for that either. And that’s 
one of the concerns the Free Software Foundation’s Peter 
Brown wants to point out: “It’s not just about access, it’s 
about learning.”12

“Open source” adherents seek to emphasize the eco-
nomic benefits, while “free software” advocates promote 
its rights and freedoms, but both groups point to the 
same basic tenets:13

● the right to make copies of the program, and distrib-
ute those copies

● the right to have access to the software's source code, 
a necessary preliminary before you can change it

● the right to make improvements to the program

 “Nearly all open source software is free software; 
the two terms describe almost the same category of  
software,” explains the Free Software Foundation’s 
Richard Stallman, who goes on to say that “open source 
is a development methodology; free software is a social 
movement.”14

Not to be deterred, “Cathedral and the Bazaar” author 
Eric Raymond suggests that “an entirely sufficient case for 
open-source development rests on its engineering and eco-
nomic outcomes—better quality, higher reliability, lower 
costs, and increased choice.”15 And both groups agree they 
represent two sides of the same coin: the Free Software 
Foundation’s Peter Brown is quick to point out the positive 
economic outcomes of free software, and the Open Source 
Definition itself acknowledges the importance of freedom 
in achieving the benefits of open source.16
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