It's All About Community

Open Source Software just might change the world. 

That's a pretty tall order, even if qualified with might, but still - how could such a thing possibly be? How could software save anything? And of course, what the hell is Open Source Software anyway?

When I was a lad, I yearned to play with computers. They had left the confines of big business and labs and found their way into homes – the first generation of 8-bit “home computers”. They went by different names like “TRS 80” and “VIC-20” and “Apple II”, each with its own quirks. Each battled its rivals to be the platform of choice. Each user became entrenched in their vendor's philosophy and business boomed. IBM became Big Blue.  XEROX invented everything - and gave it away. A couple of college dropouts started a little company to give IBM a run for its money called Microsoft. The Internet grew from the embers of a government project designed to survive a nuclear attack.

Software companies tended to be quite secretive and as the industry grew, software grew in complexity, requiring more people to code it, bigger companies to support it, and a larger price tag for the consumer. They would pay. After all, they didn't really have a choice; the copy protection, CD Keys and End User License Agreements helped ensure that.

But during this same time the world changed. People started thinking  they should not have to pay every year or so for the “privilege” of using buggy software. And yesterday's technology had found its way to far flung corners of the world, being industriously used by exceedingly intelligent people who could never afford the latest and greatest software and equipment being sold. They started working on their own projects. 

One can single out luminaries, such as Richard Stallman founding the Free Software Foundation and writing the GNU Public License – a whole new way to license software by giving it to the world, or Linus Torvalds' grass-roots Linux operating system, built upon the shoulders of giants. But behind the big names is something far more impressive: community. 

Around the world, in dozens of countries, there are tens of thousands of people industriously working on operating systems and software which is made freely available. Free to use, change and redistribute. Free to look at and protected from enfranchisement. Free of secrets, open to change.  

This is a global community that puts more than lines of code together. They share a belief anyone can participate in, which is that people and individual contributions matter. It is a philosophy to share ideas, talent and to contribute, not a gimmick to make the next Internet million. This philosophy crosses borders at the speed of light, speaks all languages, is immune to religious and political ideology and is not owned by anyone, but by everyone. 

These ideas run in the lines of code in devices from cell phones and music players, to the heart of the largest Super Computers on the planet, each running a spark of the same free thought, changing our lives with the push of a button. Welcome to the new world.

