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FOSS Studies at the Center for AT & DWR

• Research group: Innovation and Organization of Research Work. 
Subgroup for FOSS and the Open Development Model

• FOSS adoption and development in Finnish business. Linux 
User Groups

• “Hybrid” studies
– OpenOffice.org, community building, motivation
– GNOME, commercial FOSS, organization of large Free Software 

projects
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“Linux Community ?”

• Linus: “Largest collaborative 
project in history”

• Network of communities
– kernel: 100 active lkml 

authors
– operating system 

distributions. Debian: 1000 
developers

– user interfaces. GNOME: 
400 Foundation members

– applications
– users
– businesses



04/10/05 © 2002 Center for Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research 4

Linux is NOT a typical FOSS project!

• Linux as the Open Source cover-boy project
• Most FOSS projects are nothing like Linux

– some projects are less “open”: BSD
– most projects are tiny in size and uninteresting in ways of 

organization
– democracies (Debian)
– Leader-centered (Linux, Perl)

– Company-driven (OpenOffice.org, MySQL)
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FOSS Communities

• Distributed work (Moon & Sproull) 
• Virtual community (Castells)
• Bazaar, noosphere (Raymond)
• Hacker ethic (Himanen)
• Communities of practice (Wenger)
• Social movement (Stallman)

• Activity systems based on common objects
• Historical emergence of FOSS communities
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Real-Life FOSS Communities

• Essential features of FOSS
– Open Source
– Open development model

• Contingent features of FOSS
– Ideology
– Organizational features, copyright arrangements

• Commercial FOSS

– The Linux kernel and hardware manufacturers
– GNU/Linux distribution vendors and service providers
– Corporate GNOME
– Sun and OpenOffice.org
– Community-originated startup businesses
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Why Hack on FOSS?

• Free Software activism
• Learning, experimenting, fun
• “Scratching an itch”
• Money
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Commercial FOSS

• The Linux kernel and hardware manufacturers
• GNU/Linux distribution vendors and service providers
• Corporate GNOME
• Sun and OpenOffice.org
• Community-originated startup businesses

• Governmental FOSS: Brazil, Peru, Germany...
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FOSS and the Homesteading of Intellectual Commons

• Information society and knowledge as commodity
• Defense of innovation and free movement of knowledge

– Intellectual property rights and the public domain
– Distributed development model, the scientific ideal and 

Enlightenment
• Free software and the liberation of users and developers
• Open Source, the Open Development Model, and better software
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Linux Kernel Community

• “The GNU Emacs of terminal emulators”
• The Minix problem
• GPL, Internet, and the open development model
• Proprietary drivers and Linux

NOTE: this copyright does not cover user programs that use 
kernel services by normal sysem calls (...) does not fall 
under the heading of “derived work”

• BitKeeper
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GNU/Linux Distributions

• Operating systems for end-users
• Compilations of software, installation and configuration tools, 

branding
• “People don't drive cars. They drive Hondas and Fords”
• Debian and Debian derivatives
• Red Hat, SuSE
• Acrobat, Flash, Java and the woes of free alternatives
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Userland, the Final Frontier

• Systems software, network infrastructure
– generic technologies, platforms for end-user products
– basic system software and servers are often liberally licensed for 

maximum distribution of development efforts
– typical licenses: academic licenses (BSD, Artistic, Apache)

• Special purpose programs, end-user applications
– less incentive for collaboration, competitive market

– typical licenses: Mozilla-style, specific to a project/company
• Multimedia codecs, games

– codecs often proprietary and patented, games with short lifetimes 
almost never Open Source
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1997: “Configurability is always preferrable”: 
the Unix way

2002: “Make it Just Work”: 
Eazel, Helix, Ximian, Sun, Novell
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FOSS for Everyone

• The Ubuntu Manifesto

– software should be free of charge

– tools should be usable by people in their local language

– tools should be usable by people despite any disabilities

– people should have the freedom to customise and alter their 
software

• GNOME: 92 translation projects

• OpenOffice.org: 42 languages in Debian
• Mozilla Firefox: 35 languages in Debian
• Accessibility
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GNOME Hackers map



04/10/05 © 2002 Center for Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research 21

Debian Hackers Map
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Internet Connectivity

World Regions

900,465,411 13,468,600 1.5 % 1.5 %
3,612,363,165 302,257,003 8.4 % 34.0 %

730,991,138 259,653,144 35.5 % 29.2 %
259,499,772 19,370,700 7.5 % 2.2 %
328,387,059 221,437,647 67.4 % 24.9 %
546,917,192 56,224,957 10.3 % 6.3 %
33,443,448 16,269,080 48.6 % 1.8 %

WORLD TOTAL 6,412,067,185 888,681,131 13.9 % 100.0 %

Population
( 2005 Est.)

Internet 
Usage,

Latest Data

Penetration
(% 

Population )

World
Users %

Africa
Asia
Europe
Middle East
North America
Latin America/Caribbean
Oceania / Australia
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Problems of Commercial GNOME

• Ximian Connector
There is no simple business model for free software 

(...) Novell has a big channel and a support and 
services organization that can bring in revenue for 

the free software that Ximian and SUSE provide

• The Desktop Integration Bounty Hunt
“Who decides what features are important? The one with 

money! How do we get hackers to do something? Offer 
them money!”



04/10/05 © 2002 Center for Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research 24

GNOME Organization

Maintainers

Everybody Else
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Building a FOSS Community: OpenOffice.org

• Netscape and Freeing the Lizard
• Sun, StarOffice and OpenOffice.org
• StarOffice release cycle and the frustration of hackers
• Monolithic design of proprietary software
• Java
• Failure of the Groupware project



04/10/05 © 2002 Center for Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research 26

The Last Slide

• There is no FOSS community: there exists a network of 
numerous communities

• Rising from systems software to userland applications, there is a 
trend towards “hybrid” communities with volunteer and 
corporate involvement

• Hybridization of FOSS reveals internal problems of information 
capitalism and the open development model

• Geographically, FOSS resembles any other information 
technology and is dominantly European and North American

• FOSS has potential for accessibility and internationalization 
work that would not be interesting for companies whose main 
revenue comes from software licenses


