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This   paper   continues   the   debate   raised   in   the   Next   5  Minutes  media   conference 

FLOSS Culture 

 In 1985 Richard Stallman formulated an alternative to, some might say resistance against, the practice 
of locking away computer source code through the use of copyright: The GNU Manifesto (1985). In The 
GNU Manifesto Stallman advocates four major freedoms for anyone engaging with Free Software: 

  

0) The freedom to run the program for any purpose. 

1) The freedom to study how the program works and adapt it to your needs. 

2) The freedom to redistribute copies so you can help your neighbour. 

3) The freedom to improve the program and release your improvements to the public, so that 
the whole community benefits (1985) 

  

Stallman went on to write the first 'copyleft' license, the General Public License (GPL), arguing for access 
to source code as a basic “human right”, by paraphrasing the Bill of Rights of the United States stating 
that “the ethical response to this situation is to proclaim freedom for each user, just as the Bill of Rights 
was supposed to exercise government power by guaranteeing each citizen’s freedoms” (2001). The GPL 
as well as the Open Source Definition (DiBona et al. 1999, p.171) are often referred as the roots of the 
'copyleft' attitude, also applicable to non-software information, which in the hacker lexicon the jargon 
file (Raymond & Steele 2003) is defined as: 

copyleft /kop’ee-left/ /n./ [play on ‘copyright’] 

1. The copyright notice (‘General Public License’) carried by GNU EMACS and other Free Software Foun-
dation software, granting reuse and reproduction rights to all comers (but see also General Public Virus) 

2. By extension, any copyright notice intended to achieve similar aims (Raymond & Steele 2003) 

  

http://isea2011.sabanciuniv.edu/-410.html


Copyright asserts ownership and attribution to the author. Copyright protects the attribution to the au-
thor in relation to his/her work. It also protects the work from being altered by others without the au-
thor’s consent and restricts the reproduction of the work. Copyleft is not an anti-copyright but rather an 
extension of copyright: it includes copyright through its regulations for attribution and ownership refer-
ence to the author. Nevertheless, it also extends copyright by allowing for free re-distribution of the work 
and, more controversially, the right to change the work if the altered version attributes the original au-
thor and is re-distributed under the same terms. A user can exercise those freedoms provided that s/he 
complies with the conditions of this license. I would argue that applying such copyleft licenses to media 
productions is a possible strategy for enabling media and arts practitioners to engage in collaborative 
production processes. 

For the copy-paste generation, copyleft is already the natural propagation of digital information in a so-
ciety which provides the possibility of interacting through digital networks. In doing so one naturally uses 
content generated by others, remixing, altering or redistributing it. At the same time the Debian project, 
an independent decentralised organisation of mainly computer coders, argues for 'copyleft' over 'public 
domain' as the latter is not a good alternative to copyright, “because some will try to abuse this for profit 
by depriving others of freedom; as long as we live in a world with a legal system where legal abstractions 
such as copyright are necessary, as responsible artists or scientists we will need the formal legal abstrac-
tions of copyleft that ensure our freedom and the freedom of others” (1997). 

It is not only corporate companies who strongly enforce copyrights, but also established artists and writ-
ers who are afraid of losing their position: “Plagiarism and piracy, after all, are the monsters we working 
artists are taught to dread, as they roam the woods surrounding our tiny preserves of regard and remu-
neration” (Lethem 2007). The fear of copyright infringement often derives, not only from producers 
and publishers who are making most of the profits from sales of intellectual property, but also from 
writers and artists fearing their 'bread and butter' will vanish if shared freely. Linda Smith even argues 
that copyright is an extension of colonialism. Smith explains that the 'project modernity' ended the ab-
solutist society (feudalism), and it signaled the beginning of the 'modern' state. This new state system, 
being born out of the industrial revolution, had to fulfil the requirements of the ruling economic forces. 
According to Smith, a system of ideas started to focus on self-interest and on a state system that had to 
regulate a “public sphere of life” (2006, p.59). With this system being accepted, liberalism and the ide-
ology of individual autonomy and self-interest ideas could be discussed in academia, especially the 'sci-
entific exploration' of the rest of the world by Europeans. The 'modernist project' was born with the sys-
tematic exploitation of indigenous people in the 18th and 19th centuries. “The production of knowl-
edge, new knowledge and transformed 'old' knowledge, ideas about the nature of knowledge and the 
validity of specific forms of knowledge, became as much commodities of colonial exploitation as other 
natural resources“ (Goonatilake 1982). In The Contestation of Code Berry argues for an analogy be-
tween code and law: 

  

As technology increasingly colonizes and structures more aspects of our lives it is becoming increasingly 
important that the constitutive nature of technology as socially shaped is recognized (Kesan & Shah 
2002). If computer code is analogous to law (Kesan & Shah 2002), then it is clear that without some 
form of democratic accountability the code-based regulation of human behaviour will continue to lack 
legitimacy (Habermas 1988). It is ... an important challenge for wider society to recognize that values 
are being instantiated within technological forms that can and should be contested before they become 
sedimented. (2004, p.83) 



  

In that regard intellectual property (IP) law seems to be a romantic idea for authors of computer code, 
but more and more also for authors of texts, as well as media and art productions, because most au-
thors have become nothing other than employees, the profits go to the software and media moguls, and 
the big moguls lobby for the extension of intellectual property laws. Proprietary software is an exercise 
in power politics because the IP laws grant firms power and control over the programmers and the 
users, and only a “few make the basic software decisions for everyone” (Stallman & Kuhn 2001). A possi-
ble alternative to this exploitation of authors might be through the principles of attribution and share-
alike, meaning “that while creative work may always be copied, modified and synthesised into new 
works, previous creative work is valued and recognised by the community for its contribution to creativ-
ity as a whole” (Berry 2005, p.4). Furthermore the FLOSS movement could regain control over projects 
through the use of componentisation which “is the process of atomising (breaking down) resources into 
separate reusable packages that can be easily recombined” (Walsh 2008). More and more technology 
shapes our social lives, therefore the discussion around the constitutive nature of technology becomes 
an issue. “Introducing democratic accountability to code may well be the democratic challenge of the 
twenty-first century and steering the implementation of technological artefacts will increasingly con-
tribute to our ability to keep our future open and democratic” (Berry 2004). 

  

This could signify a Culture Without Commodities (Stalder 2002). To a certain degree this is already being 
practised within the fields of music and software programming and some forms of cultural production 
(such as avant-garde, underground, DIY-movements, parts of academia and Open Source movements) 
that are not selling objects. The motivation of those groups is not the commerce, but the recognition, 
often by limited numbers of people, that the exchange between peers is the vital part of a culture with-
out commodities. FLOSS culture, which extends into net culture, is more than about what happens be-
tween people and networks. In Free Software as Collaborative Text Florian Cramer argues that FLOSS is a 
“rare example of electronic literature which does not confuse the Internet with web browsers” (2000). 
As FLOSS is a non-rival, non-excludable good it cannot be sustained according to conventional market 
logic. Paradoxically it is being sustained, exceeding often “the capabilities of conventional proprietary, 
binary-only software” (J. Boyle 2003, p.44). But for Chris Atton it “seems that the dominant regimes of 
copyright and intellectual property relations are unlikely to be replaced by a new model based on social 
authorship. At best, these practices of file sharing on the Internet appear as marginal interventions that 
can do little more than chip away at the enduring and limiting logic of capital” (2004, p.110). In that 
sense we might soon be witnessing a disappearance of public spaces in cyberspace, as happened with 
urban public spaces. Urban public spaces were planned in the form of parks, squares, and promenades. 
These spaces served for people to meet, communicate, exchange ideas, and expose themselves to diver-
sity. But today urban public spaces frequently do not support this freedom any more because often they 
are privately owned places, like shopping malls, which can prohibit any action that hinders the consump-
tion of commodities, such as demonstrations. 

  

Remember that a 'boulevard' was originally a walk planted with trees which circled the town and usually 
occupied the space where the old ramparts had been. (Perec 1974) 



On the other hand, digital networks provide new possibilities for participatory media practices, especially 
through the use of Free Software. Since art and ideas never develop within an art-historical vacuum but 
always feed on the past, Free Culture promises to make our cultural heritage accessible to everybody to 
re-read, re-use and re-mix as they like, “without open access to the achievements of the past there would 
be no culture at all” (Medosch 2003). Participatory culture often ignores or violates copyright restric-
tions that might apply to media artefacts or software employed; this form of 'piracy' and sharing can be 
perceived as a cultural statement. 

  

But one ought have a critical stance towards the notion of the 'free', because 'free' is included within the 
economic system and, as such, file-sharing is part of the economy. Free production, as well as sharing, 
should be an option, allowing for experimentation, and “producing culture with other economic models, 
on a global scale” (Lovink & Rossiter 2006). An example is the academic AAAARG file-sharing network: an 
effective distribution system in terms of its scalability, openness and durability – only made possible, 
however, as a conglomerate of both human and non-human agency. In fact, file-sharing can not only be 
used for distribution, but for actual collaboration and production. In that sense a legal system, social con-
tracts, aiming to control the data spheres, needs to be tailored carefully because “sharing” a file is not 
equal to “sharing” in the physical world, it is rather facilitating the copying of that file (Logie 2006, p.85). 
In his research on file-sharing, Jonas Andersson refers to the situation as being controlled by the most 
driven producers and consumers, and further states that the old distribution model is so impoverished 
that it chooses the safest route, “the most bland of bets” (2009b). Boyle warns in Guerilla Television Re-
visited (1997) of the pitfalls of participatory media. For Boyle historically such cultural statements, com-
ing from media and arts collectives and their participatory media practices, have often been absorbed 
and used by mainstream media, paradoxically the very institutions these collectives resisted and tried to 
change. 

  

I further argue that the windows of opportunity emergent digital networks are currently offering might 
be short lived, especially the potential of decentralised distribution technologies such as file-sharing. Due 
to current changes in legislation we see the first examples of digital networks being formatted and regu-
lated, for example the blocking, and many argue the censorship, of websites offering access to decen-
tralised distribution technologies. FLOSS culture therefore might allow for a new legislation, as well as 
alternative licensing schemes and open contracts offering participatory media producers a possible legal 
framework. Thus applying the notion of 'social contracts,' the notion of open and distributed sharing can 
be reinforced as an overall heuristic and social ethos. 

  

Seen in the light of media moralities media production for the welfare of others challenges the ideologi-
cal belief in the 'individual' having to succeed. When sharing code (Himanen 2001), media, art and cul-
ture in general, it is ultimately a challenge to one's own ego, and it is also a subversion of selfishness. Ar-
guably our drive to own property, or in the context of FLOSSTV 'intellectual' property, makes us under-
estimate the difficulty of engendering a greater compassion in ourselves for those we live with and 
share our lives with– basically the society we are part of: 



The purpose of property is to ensure a propertyless class exists to produce the wealth enjoyed by a prop-
ertied class. Property is no friend of labour. This is not to say that individual workers cannot become 
property owners, but rather that to do so means to escape their class. Individual success stories do not 
change the general case. As Gerald Cohen quipped, ‘I want to rise with my class, not above my class!’. 
(Kleiner 2007) 

Everything we consider we own is always dependent on others. Any intellectual property (and indeed all 
cultural production) is based on others' efforts, dependent on others' labor, dependent on audiences 
supporting one's own production. Intellectual property becomes interdependent. If we accept that the 
welfare of others is as or even more important than our own welfare, if we accept that we all have equal 
rights, we can decide that intellectual property is unjust, or, to paraphrase Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 
(1840), that intellectual property is theft. 

Without becoming aware of and challenging one's own greed and selfishness there is no progress to-
wards 'social' media. The novelist Norman Mailer stated that “the only way socialism can work is if there 
is … some larger sense of things. [Otherwise] you just getthe play of egos” (Quoted in Bellos 1997). My 
view is that any FLOSS practice needs to analyse its motivation in order to overcome ignorance of greed, 
and that ”it is not enough to address ignorance with political argument, because anger and greed are an 
active form of ignorance - they repel counter-arguments. If we are to open minds, we must also open 
hearts” (Edwards & Cromwell 2009, p.251). Engaging with FLOSS practices then becomes a virtuous ac-
tion, an ethical practice. A spiritual master, Śāntideva, once wrote in the 8th century: “All those who are 
unhappy in the world are so as a result of their desire for their own happiness. All those who are happy in 
the world are so as a result of their desire for the happiness of others. … Note the difference between the 
fool who seeks his own benefit and the sage who works for the benefit of others” (1997). 
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