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Introduction 

The open source movement is a relatively silent revolution in today’s society. Big software 

companies have during the 1990s attracted much attention both on the stock exchange and on 

people’s computers. However, in the unnoticed slipstream behind spectacular multi-million dollars 

product launchings the more untraditional and unconventional open source movement is producing 

competitive and cutting-edge products that influence the society on a practical level. But also on a 

more philosophical and sociological level the open source movement is representing a 

contemporary change in society. As this change is becoming increasingly apparent, the open source 

movement is gaining broad support. 

 

The open source movement is built around a fundamental right for all to gain insight and to 

contribute to a software product. By securing open access to the source code of software, the 

software becomes the result of a collaborate effort. The ideal is described as following: “When 

programmers can read, redistribute, and modify the source code for a piece of software, the 

software evolves. People improve it, people adapt it, people fix bugs. And this can happen at a 

speed that, if one is used to the slow pace of conventional software development, seems 

astonishing.”1  

 

The idealism is on the practical level better software but on a more abstract level, the open source 

movement represents idealism concerning the rights and responsibilities for the individual, the 

organisation of people, and the development of society in general. This idealism is an integrated 

part of the recent development of society – the recognition of democracy as the fundament for a 

modern society, better and more liberate means of communication, and an accelerating information 

flow creating a higher degree of complexity in society. These three main issues is jointly shifting 

the balance of power in society – shifting the balance of power from a few key players on an 

international scene to a lot of independent players on the global scenes.2 

 

The purpose of this paper is to discus how the open source movement can be regarded as a civil 

society. Through an analysis and discussion of the recent development in society the context and to 

                                                   
1 http://www.opensource.org 
2 I use the term global scenes deliberately. There is no single global scene. As I will explain later in the paper, society 
can be seen as a complex abstract of several global scenes. 
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a certain extent the prerequisites surrounding the open source movement will be presented. The 

analysis and discussion of the open source movement will both derive advantage from this basis as 

well as throw new light back on the recent development in society. 

 

In the first part of this paper I will discus the recent development of the society and thereby present 

important issues and terms. In the second part of the paper these issues and terms will be applied to 

the open source movement with the intent to discus the movement and develop a broadened 

understanding of the movement and its implication for the society in general. The open source 

movement will be discussed in general terms and I will try to avoid the technical issues. Before 

concluding the paper, I will present a more general discussion on how the open source movement as 

a contemporary movement can throw new light on the development of society. 

Communication, democracy and a networked society 

The right to communicate 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 193: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold 

opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any 

media and regardless of frontiers. 

 

The information society, we are entering and to some extent already live in, is built upon efforts 

from the industrial society. Even though the two forms of society seem very different, some basic 

principles are inherited from the industrial society to the information society. These principles may 

be taken for granted today but they have paved the way for the information society and especially 

the infrastructure often referred to as the information superhighway. The purpose of this section is 

to outline the development leading up to today’ s contemporary issues. Often today’ s issues are very 

different from yesterday’ s issues but in order to gain perspective on the challenges ahead, it is often 

advisably to remember what has been leading up to these challenges. 

 

                                                   
3 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights can be read at http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html 
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The single most important infrastructural element in society is without a doubt mans ability to 

communicate. Without communication there would be no society only random gatherings of people. 

By being able to communicate, mankind is able to organize. In historical perspective the 

development of the nation state has therefore been parallel to the development of legislation for 

controlling the communication. Controlling the communication has been seen as vital for 

controlling the society. Of course the question is who should control it – the public or the state. In 

democratic nations the source for democracy has always been regarded as the individual freedom of 

speech and freedom of press, and hence any nation state not acknowledging these basic principles, 

has always been regarded as a totalitarian regime. Freedom of speech stems from the “Declaration 

of the Rights of Man and the citizens of France” during the French Revolution and the right was 

also adopted in the constitution of the United States of America. With the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights from 1948 the right was acknowledge by the General Assembly as an universal right 

and thus no nation or border could in principle limit this right of man. 

 

During the 20th century (mass) media became an important fourth power equal to Montesquieu’ s 

division of power of the government into three branches. Robert Sherwood, who later became the 

“father” of the international radio station “Voice of America", predicted the impact of international 

broadcasting in 1939: "We are living in an age when communication has achieved fabulous 

importance. There is a new decisive force in the human race, more powerful than all the tyrants. It 

is the force of massed thought-thought which has been provoked by words, strongly spoken."4 The 

United States of America was then the only nation to have a non-governmental international radio 

service. In retrospect, Sherwoods’  words seem ironic since they were spoken a few years after 

Hitler used communication to spread propaganda into Austria enabling him with the support of the 

Austrian public opinion to take Austria without a fight and to continue to spread tyranny throughout 

Europe and the rest of the world.5 In any case, the press and the media as a fourth power of 

government was then illuminated. 

 

What to some extent started the Second World War and subsequently the cold war also ended the 

cold war. Regardless of national governments’  attempts to make national laws and international 

agreements on how to control the communication, the developing communication technology was 

                                                   
4 http://www.ibb.gov/pubaff/history.html 
5 http://www.ibb.gov/pubaff/history.html and http://www.guardiancentury.co.uk/1930-
1939/Story/0,6051,127158,00.html 
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in its core borderless. During the cold war a nation’ s sovereignty of the communicational territory 

was an essential issue being challenged. The ability of the mass media to communicate to the public 

behind the iron curtain is acknowledged as a major part in bringing down the Berlin Wall and the 

Soviet regime. Radio stations such as Voice of America, RIAS BERLIN, Radio Free Europe and 

Radio Liberty broadcasted to the east-block and thereby communicated another story than the 

Soviet regime’ s story. Thus the totalitarian soviet regime was unable to control the communication 

due to the technological advances being made and the Berlin Wall was consequently brought down 

from the inside - not the outside. Lech Walesa puts it this way: "Without Western broadcasting, 

totalitarian regimes would have survived much longer. […] The struggle for freedom would have 

been more arduous and the road to democracy much longer. [...] From these broadcasting stations 

we gleaned our lessons of independent thinking and solidarity action."6 

 

Bringing down the Berlin Wall and the Soviet regime has since been accredited as a joint “ victory”  

for democracy and capitalism and the right to communicate freely through independent media as the 

right making this form of society possible. These principles are the principles inherited from the 

industrial society to the information society in which the right to communicate has a prominent role. 

In brief the downfall of the Soviet regime and the “ victory”  for democracy and capitalism marked 

the end of the industrial society and the beginning of the information society that is built upon 

democracy, the right to communicate and thus organize, and an independent media. 

Building the infrastructure for the information society 
The basic principles of the information society can be recognised in various aspects of society today 

and these principles will certainly be the core of the academic analysis and discussion presented in 

this paper. This section will discus how the development of the Internet as the infrastructure for the 

information society was built and prospered around these basic principles. Furthermore, I will 

discus how the infrastructure of the Internet has added to the development of the information 

society and our understanding of this form of society. 

 

Parallel to the political change behind the iron curtain during the 1980s, political and economic life 

was changing in the western part of the world. The political process of globalisation was spurred by 

a new economic reality. Castells puts it this way: “ Three interrelated policies created the foundation 

                                                   
6 http://www-hoover.stanford.edu/publications/digest/014/dorehill.html 
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for globalization: deregulation of domestic economic activity (starting with the financial markets); 

liberalization of international trade and investment; and privatisation of publicly controlled 

companies (often sold to foreign investors). These policies began in the United States in the mid-

1970s, and in Britain in the early 1980s, spread throughout the European Union in the 1980s, and 

became the dominant policy in most countries in the world, and the common standard in the 

international economic system, in the 1990s.” 7 The privatisation of the telecommunication networks 

combined with the liberalisation of international trade and investments opened up for capitalism and 

independency from governments in building the infrastructure for the information society. Most 

prominently it resulted in huge investments into the digitisation of the telenetworks thus preparing 

the global network of telecommunication for digital services and products. 

 

The Internet entered society as a new common platform for communication unexpectedly in the 

1990s. This “ lightning out of the blue”  was caused by a combination of years of technological 

research, the globalisation movement, and a general rise in the world economy. Before any 

government could legislate or initiate any form of taxation of the Internet, it entered the daily life of 

people around the developed world. Furthermore, there was no effective way for governments to 

limit the Internet once it was there. It is either online or offline and online is equivalent to having 

access to the entire cyberspace – not just e.g. a .dk domain. The privatised telecompanies also are 

not interested in any form of governmental interference since the governments’  interest and speed 

of operation is respectively different and much slower than the telecompanies that were riding the 

first wave of the information technology revolution.  

 

This development happened around the same time an international debate about regulation of 

communication was closed two years after the fall of the Berlin Wall without stating information 

sovereignty for the nation states: “ When the “ Windhoek Declaration”  of 1991 ended the NWICO 

debate, there was a global consensus that a regulatory system for international information and 

communications, based on the principle of state “ information sovereignty” , risked opening the door 

for governmental censorship and state suppression of individual freedoms.” 8 A general consensus 

was therefore that the Internet should stay independent based on the values of democracy and the 

experiences of the cold war. The Internet was then and is still regarded as one of the strongest 

                                                   
7 Castells, p. 137 
8 Kleinwächter, p. 11 
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elements in maintaining and developing a free democratic world and as such it is both pervasive and 

powerful. 

The Internet as a communication platform 
Not only do the principles that the Internet was built upon mark a new economical and political 

reality in the free democratic and capitalistic world. The Internet itself generates new ways of 

communicating that are essential to the new form of society. A new economical and political reality 

combined with the new technology, which in both cases are closely linked to the Internet, are 

fundamental elements of the information society. The purpose of this section is to discus how the 

new technology is changing the basic infrastructure of society. 

 

Three characteristics of the Internet are of outmost importance for the subject of this paper. First of 

all the Internet integrates all previous known communications platforms and media such as letter, 

telephony, TV, radio and newspaper. Secondly, it adds new services for communication and media 

such as newsgroups, storage of information in common databases, online meetings, music and video 

on-demand. Thirdly, the control of media and communication on the Internet is decentralised in 

contrast to what is often the case with offline communication and media. The integration of new 

and well-known forms of communication makes the Internet a universal media regardless of choice 

of medium, style of communication and as more and more people go online also the category of 

recipients. As for the control of the media, the Internet challenges traditional thinking. 

 

According to Jens F. Jensen, a Danish professor in Interactive Multimedia, the control over the 

technology, the control over the distribution channel, and the control over the content are no longer 

integrated into the media.9 A good and well-known example is online music. If you are offline and 

want to listen to a specific music title, you have to buy the CD. The music industry thus controls the 

content (music), the technology (the CD fabrication and the discs) and the distribution channels (the 

music shops that are selling the CD’ s they have bought the CD’ s from the record label). Online 

music is, much to the frustration of the music industry, not controllable through certain distribution 

channels because once the music is digital it can easily be copied and spread. The technology is not 

controlled by the music industry either since various open and widely available proprietary 

standards for digital music is available. The only thing the music industry really controls online is 

                                                   
9 http://www.komm.ruc.dk/netpub/mk/mk27.htm 
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the content since they are producing the music. Unfortunately for them there has been little respect 

for their copyright of the content and technologies like Fraunhofer Institutes mp3 (MPEG Audio 

layer 3 format) and the distribution channels like Napster has eroded the music industry’ s control 

over the media. The disrespect of others rights to material is of course a problem but it also 

challenges everyone to think different and perhaps leave old habits from the industrial society 

behind. For the musicians the record labels have previously been a necessary link to distribute 

music and in that process the record labels has secured themselves the right over the music. Today 

anyone can spread their own music and even start their own record label. There are no technical or 

economical barriers. 

 

The example with the music industry also highlights another feature of the Internet – namely 

people’ s ability to communicate directly to the public. This feature of the Internet is unparalleled in 

the offline world and it is certainly a feature that holds much potential and can be regarded as a key 

in establishing a civil society, which I will get back to later. For now it is sufficient to say that the 

Internet not only enables one-to-one communication (e.g. e-mail) and one-to-many communication 

(e.g. broadcast medias). It is also a communication platform for many-to-many communication and 

many-to-one communication. Where many-to-many communication is featured on Usenet and chats 

the many-to-one communication occurs when e.g. user groups more or less organized via the 

Internet are lobbying an organisation in a certain direction. The time-and-space issue is a second 

dimension to the Internet as a communication platform. Space is broken down to one universal all-

embracing place – the cyberspace – whereas the concept of time is changed compared to time in the 

offline world – you can communicate both synchronously and asynchronously and the selection is 

in the message not the medium.  

 

As a communication platform the Internet integrates various forms of communication, decentralises 

the control of the media and enables people to communicate and thus organize in new ways without 

technical, political or economical barriers once connection to the Internet has been established.10 

Umberto Eco puts it this way: “ This is one of the upsides of the anti-monopolistic nature of the Net: 

controlling the technology does not mean controlling the flow of information.” 11 In brief the 

Internet has changed the communication in society and thus the core infrastructure of society. 

                                                   
10 The challenge is therefore to make the Internet accessible for everyone in all parts of the world and show the potential 
for everyone. The failure to do so is referred to as the digital divide.  
11 http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/5.03/ff_eco_pr.html 
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Furthermore, as cheap mobile Internet access continues to develop the Internet will become an even 

more pervasive “ technology”  that can be accessed regardless of time and space.  

Towards a new understanding of society 
With the political and economic changes and the arrival of new technologies, most notably the 

Internet, our understanding of society and how it is organized is changing. The Internet offers an 

inexhaustible web of information – information created, collected, distributed and worked on by 

individuals, companies, governments and non-governmental organisations. This web of information 

is not only limited to the Internet. It is affecting the everyday life. As an information superhighway 

the Internet is becoming the most important technological infrastructure of the free (democratic and 

capitalistic) world. 

 

The information society is a general term for the new form of society we are entering and to some 

extent already have entered. So far I have used the term without giving any definition. I have done 

this deliberately in order to build up the preparation of a definition of the information society. Many 

definitions can be given and has been given the last few years, but on the basis of the previous 

sections I will now discus how the information society can be viewed as a network society. The 

term network society is borrowed from Manuel Castells who has given a thorough analysis of what 

constitutes the network society. I will limit myself to referring some of Castells key points and on 

the basis of these points present the metaphor of network society in relation to information, 

communication, organising people and power. 

 

The quote from Umberto Eco points out that the information flow on the Internet is practically 

uncontrollable. The network of servers is due to the decentralised and open construction of the 

Internet unable to control the communication. On the contrary, the flow of information is to some 

extent able to control the servers, which the so-called Denial-of-Service (DoS) attacks have 

shown.12  

 

Castells transfers the logic of networking to the society in general: “ […] I would argue that this 

networking logic induces a social determination of a higher level than that of the specific social 

                                                   
12 A DoS attack is created by a hacker that in a single moment launches a tremendous amount of requests for 
information to a single server thereby causing the server to break down. 
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interests expressed through the networks: the power of flows takes precedence over the flows of 

powers.”  According to Castells, the global society is intertwined in networks and networks of 

networks. In short terms, Castells views society as a network of people and organisations – or in 

network terms as nodes and supernodes. The network itself is constituted by the communication of 

information between the nodes, which also implies that in the case of no-communication there is no 

network.  

 

The nodes all contribute to the information flow but in order for the individual node to be up to date 

with the information flow it is important to be connected to the relevant network(s). The nodes live 

of the network and vice versa. This raises another issue; the information may seem to flow freely in 

a given network, but only if you have access to the network you will gain directly from the flow of 

information. The matter of importance of access to the networks is well known for e.g. newly 

unemployed and their struggle to get back on the labour market, developing countries trying to get 

access to the Internet and TV-stations in Denmark running campaigns in order to receive votes in 

the election of TV-stations for Tele Danmark’ s cable-network.13 Even though a given network is 

potentially an open, expanding and evolving structure it can be vital for the individual node to stay 

connected and thus the networking logic is also influencing nodes not directly linked to the 

network: “ The inclusion/exclusion in networks, and the architecture of relationships between 

networks, enacted by light-speed-operating information technologies, configure dominant processes 

and functions in our societies.” 14 

 

Applied to a new understanding of society the network metaphor is using the technical construction 

of networks of computers and most notably the technical infrastructure that constitutes the Internet. 

Therefore it is tempting to conclude that the technological development has transformed society. 

The Internet has certainly changed our view on society. However, the technology behind the 

Internet has been under development since 196915 without major attention until the 1990s. 

Therefore it is more justifiable to view the transformation of society as a process that has prepared 

the global society to adopt the Internet as a common communication platform. The so-called first 

wave of the IT-revolution, lasting until around the year 2000, resulted in lots of technological 

                                                   
13 The practice of electing the TV-stations for the cable network was requested by the government but due to various 
practical and political difficulties the elections have since then been aborted. 
14 Castells, p. 501 
15 ARPANET went online September 1 1969. Castells, p. 45  
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inventions, but only relatively few were widely integrated into society. As a response to the 

bursting/deflation of the bubble, focus in this second wave of the IT-revolution is according to Dan 

Case, a leading expert of investment in Silicon Valley and brother of AOL Time Warner’ s Steve 

Case, now on how to make use of all the inventions.16 As revolutionary as the Internet and the 

related inventions may seem, the technology itself has not determined our way of living. However, 

as society is changing the new technologies will be adopted accordingly. 

 

For now the Internet is changing society and has already changed our understanding of society. As I 

pointed out in a previous section, a joint victory of capitalism and democracy has transcended the 

borders in the free world thus raising a milestone in the ongoing globalisation. Castells sees 

capitalism as a meta-network enabling and prospering from the information flow in the networks 

that constitute society: “ Networks converge toward a meta-network of capital that integrates 

capitalist interests at a global level and across sectors and realms of activity: not without conflict, 

but under the same over-arching logic.” 17 The network society is thus a global information society 

built around networks of networks that are all linked together through the meta-network of capital, 

financial transactions, and the flow of information. 

Organising the network society 
As the global society is becoming a global network society of capital markets, communications and 

organisations the power of national governments is fading – specifically in the area of information 

technology, which from the outset has been a global movement thus both thriving from and pushing 

the globalisation. Initiated with the privatisation of the telenetworks the national governments took 

upon themselves a role of not to stand in the way of the IT-revolution. The fear among governments 

was that if the government tried to regulate or legislate on issues concerning the information 

technology IT-companies would avoid that nation thus leaving the nation behind during the IT-

revolution. Multinational companies, instead of national governments, are therefore increasingly 

dominating the global scenes – especially in the area of information technology.  

 

As the issues of society are becoming global issues, the national governments are gradually losing 

the ability to organise the society as democratic representatives on behalf of the public and the 

                                                   
16 Rachlin 
17 Castells, p. 506 
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public interest. The efforts to organise the development of the Internet have illustrated the shift of 

power. From both a political and practical standpoint the governments have “ voluntarily”  

disqualified their own ability to organise the Internet on a macro level. In the previous sections I 

have discussed why the governments from a political standpoint have been reluctant to mix politics 

with the development of the Internet. But also from a practical standpoint the development of the 

Internet has been out of reach for governmental interference. First of all, the Internet has been a 

moving target where focus has been shifting rapidly and only recently the political consequences of 

the Internet have become apparent. Secondly, technical issues have dominated the issues 

surrounding the organisation of the Internet. Thirdly, the development of the Internet has since it 

became mainstream operated at a speed which no government – and certainly no intergovernmental 

assembly – could operate. Instead of agreeing on how to organise and develop the Internet, the 

national governments have accepted to let a non-governmental organisation handle the development 

of the Internet. The Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), that has been 

given the right and responsibility for the development of the Internet, is not under direct 

governmental control. Instead, it is a self-organising organisation trying to establish its own raison 

d’ etre and corresponding internal organisation. One of the controversial issues at the latest ICANN 

meeting in November 2001 was to establish a mission statement, and closely related to that how 

ICANN should be organised to in order to carry out the mission effectively. 

 

The Danish professor Lars Qvortrup describes in the book “ Det hyperkomplekse samfund”  (The 

Hypercomplex Society) the self-reflection and the self-organising as a general tendency in society. 

With the use of Niklas Luhmann’ s systemic theory Qvortrup describes how the society has become 

polycentric because the complexity of society has transcended the limits of what a single system 

can comprehend. Instead, several minor sub-systems are acting in accordance to its own mission 

statement and values – as the centre of things for a specific issue. Therefore, the different sub-

systems are themselves not hyper complex but the society represents overall hyper complexity. 

Luhmann himself describes it as following: “ The world society has reached a higher level of 

complexity with higher structural contingencies, more unexpected and unpredictable changes (some 

people call this 'chaos') and, above all, more interlinked dependencies and interdependencies. This 

means that causal constructions, (calculations, plannings) are no longer possible from a central and 

therefore 'objective' point of view. They differ depending upon observing systems, that attribute 

effects to causes and causes to effects, and this destroys the ontological and the logical assumptions 
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of central guidance. We have to live with a polycentric, polycontextural society.”  18 With Luhmanns 

terms functional differentiation is a mechanism for reducing complexity of the sub-systems and 

thereby handling the overall complexity of society. 

 

The network metaphor for society and the hyper complex metaphor for society are therefore closely 

related. Where Castells views the society as a network of interacting nodes, Qvortrup views society 

as a system of interacting sub-systems. Using the network metaphor and Metcalfe’ s formula for the 

value of a network V=n(n-1) (n represents the number of nodes in the network) combined with 

Luhmann’ s systemic theory underlines how complexity and value of the system is increased for 

each additional sub-system in the network thus creating what Qvortrup calls the hyper complex 

society.19 Luhmann uses the term polycentric to underline that no system is omni potent, because 

the complexity of society is increasing in both width and depth. The globalisation has increased the 

width of the complexity and the accelerating information flow has increased the depth of the 

complexity. 

 

The society is thus organised around a network of nodes and supernodes each concerned with 

specific issues. The nation state is no longer the only representative of a common identity because 

the issues for today’ s society are increasingly global and complex. Therefore, the governments 

alone cannot handle the organisation of the network society. Instead, it is becoming a cooperation of 

collective effort from all the nodes in the network. For the nation states, and democracy in general, 

this increasing complexity has created a new political reality. 

 

The organising of the Internet clearly illustrates that the national governments has accepted their 

own inability to control major societal issues. Instead, a new self-referential and self-organising 

network of supernodes increasingly constitutes the global society. Still, however, the national 

governments both individually and collectively have to think of what is in the best interest of the 

public. The market itself is from a social liberalistic point of view not guaranteeing the welfare of 

the public but with the fall of the Soviet regime any interference from the state automatically raises 

concerns. With the fall of the Soviet regime one of the players in the classic ideological political 

debate featuring state vs. market has been disqualified. Therefore, the left wing of politics has had 

to reinvent itself to gain new ideological fuel and lose the pro-state image in the public. 
                                                   
18 http://www.libfl.ru/Luhmann/Luhmann2.html 
19 Castells, p. 71 
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The third Way, as Tony Blair and Anthony Giddens represent it, describes a post-Soviet left wing 

approach to the challenges of society and as such it has attracted much attention. One of the basic 

principles in The third Way is that the civil society should be supported and revitalised. The nation 

state should increasingly enable people to take responsible decisions concerning their own welfare 

themselves: “ The modern welfare state is not founded on a paternalistic government giving out 

more benefits but on an enabling government that through work and education helps people to help 

themselves.” 20 From a third way point of view the role of the nation state is thus to secure the 

citizen’ s inclusion in the society – to insure that the individual citizen is connected to the network.21 

 

In that sense democracy is democratised. Instead of a democracy built around periodically elections 

democracy becomes an everyday way of life. Instead of raising ones voice approximately every 

fourth year, raising ones voice becomes an everyday right and duty in the civil society that 

represents ones area of interests. Of course, a high degree of left wing idealism is connected to The 

third Way and the view on the possibilities for the civil society. However, the infrastructure of 

society has changed and people’ s possibilities for organising have improved. If the civil society 

manages to organise, the civil society can become an important factor for the structure of the 

network society; a supplement to the market and the state in the interplay of society. Instead of 

seeing the society as a network of nodes of only private companies and public authorities, the 

network society can be seen as a network of nodes of private companies, public authorities and civil 

societies. This trilateralism is presented here as an abstract macro level constitution, but due to the 

hyper complexity of society it will manifest itself in concrete issues of society. 

 

Returning to the example of ICANN, this trilateralism has become one of the fundamental 

challenges to governing the Internet – to insure that the complexity of the interests surrounding the 

Internet is represented in the organisation. A controversial issue in the debate of ICANN is how the 

users of the Internet (the civil society) should be represented in the organisation and what the 

balance of power should be between user representatives and private representatives.22 

                                                   
20 Blair, p. 302 
21 This description of the third way and the challenges for the civil society is based on Anthony Giddens’  ”The Third 
Way”  and mainly chapter three. 
22 Kleinwächter, p. 24 
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Summary 
Communication is the most important infrastructural element of society. Without communication 

there would be no organising and thus no society. The democratic way of organising, where the 

people controls society through elections, are interdependent on the right to communicate. Giving 

people the democratic right to communicate insures that the democracy is maintained. While the 

Soviet-regime struggled to control the communication of people, the capitalistic and democratic 

part of the world decided to privatise the telenetworks in order to secure independency from 

governments. The cold war, and the end of the cold war, manifested the importance of free 

communication in the democracies.  

 

During the cold war the hottest weapon for the free world was the broadcasting and mass media that 

sparked the will of freedom. In various ways the end of the cold war also marked the end of the 

industrial society as a term for describing the contemporary society. Most notably is it that where 

two different forms of society co-existed in the industrial society the information society is solely 

built on top of a democratic and capitalistic society. The Internet also revolutionised the means of 

communication. Where the most dominant form of communication in the industrial society was the 

mass (produced) media the information society is characterised by communication between peers 

thus creating new possibilities for organising.  

 

The Internet, and the technologies behind its invention, is a concrete manifestation of the beginning 

of a new society and a new understanding of society. This understanding is based on the network 

metaphor. The network metaphor for society highlights the accelerating information flow and the 

increasing complexity of society. Furthermore, the network metaphor makes the important issue of 

inclusion and exclusion in the network apparent.  

 

Securing inclusion in the network of society is one of the principles in The third Way and a 

prerequisite for an active civil society. The role of the nation state is changing fundamentally with 

the globalisation. New key players are entering the global scenes and the governments are no longer 

the common identity representing the public in every international matter. Therefore, the public has 

to organise themselves around the issues concerning their own welfare. Furthermore, the public has 

to organise across borders since the issues are more often global issues. 
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Open source and civil society 

A brief history of open source 
In recent years the open source movement has attracted more and more attention but so far it has 

been difficult to view open source programming as a homogenous movement. The analysis and 

discussion of today’ s society in the first part of the paper offers an analytical point of departure for 

the analysis and discussion of the open source movement. This point of departure is the civil society 

and how the open source movement can be regarded as a civil society surrounded by the context of 

society that has fostered active civil societies. The aim is not to show that a civil society such as the 

open source is homogenous. On the contrary by applying the term civil society to the open source 

movement the aim is to show the complexity of open source and to show how civil societies in 

general should be regarded as a very complex phenomenon. 

 

The development of the Internet and the development of the open source movement are two 

interconnected movements. The ideals and values that sparked the development of the decentralised 

and open standard Internet are also recognisable in the open source movement. However, the 

openness and uncontrollable information flow on the Internet is possible only by providing a 

common communication interface for all nodes in the network. When Defense Advanced Research 

Projects Agency (DARPA) was building the first network, they had to choose how a common 

communication interface should be supported. At the hardware level different requirements were 

present in the network and therefore DARPA opted for interoperability at the operating system 

level. DARPA selected UNIX and specifically the Berkeley Software Distribution (BSD) variant of 

UNIX since the people behind this distribution had proven the will and ability to support different 

hardware configurations. 23 The source code of BSD was distributed along with the software. As 

people made adjustments in order to optimise the software for their own specific hardware these 

adjustments were returned to the people behind BSD and maybe incorporated in later versions.24 

This spirit is the so-called original hacker mentality; hack the hardware or software to optimise 

performance and possibilities of the system to a new and unknown level.25 DARPA requested that 

                                                   
23 http://www.oreilly.com/catalog/opensources/book/kirkmck.html 
24 http://www.salon.com/tech/fsp/2000/05/16/chapter_2_part_one/print.html 
25 Today “ hacking”  has negative connotations due to high profile malicious hacking and a public stereotyping of 
hackers. 
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the TCP/IP protocol was integrated in the BSD and as it happened in 1983 the networking of the 

Internet was essentially done.26 

 

This illustrates how the roots of the Internet and the open source movement at a technical level are 

interconnected. Some of the most powerful software, related to the Internet, is indeed open source. 

At a sociological and ideological level both movements shared ideals such as freedom of speech, 

decentralisation and to a certain extent self-organising anarchy. 

 

However, BSD was not free. Users of the software still had to acquire a license even though the 

source code was distributed. There is a difference between open source and free software – open 

source software can be commercially licensed even though open source software is most often 

free.27 In 1984 Richard Stallman started the GNU Project with the aim of writing and providing 

open sourced free software. The term free refers to freedom not necessarily cost-free: “ When you 

say Free, think free speech, not free beer."28 The principles of free software are as following:29 

• You have the freedom to run the program, for any purpose. 
• You have the freedom to modify the program to suit your needs. (To make this freedom 

effective in practice, you must have access to the source code, since making changes in a 
program without having the source code is exceedingly difficult.) 

• You have the freedom to redistribute copies, either gratis or for a fee. 
• You have the freedom to distribute modified versions of the program, so that the community 

can benefit from your improvements. 
 

In order to secure that the software remained free and open sourced when used elsewhere, and in 

combination with other source code, the GNU General Public License (GPL) was stated.30 In 1985 

the Free Software Foundation was founded as donation applicable organisation and as an 

administration for GPL. 

 

In 1991 Linus Torvalds developed the first UNIX-compatible kernel with the name Linux under the 

GPL thus releasing the source code freely and later combined GNU with Linux thus creating the 

GNU/Linux operating system (in short Linux). But most importantly, and ironically, Linux did not 

                                                   
26 Castells, p. 48 
27 At http://www.gnu.org/philosophy/categories.html several categories of software are listed and compared.  
28 Quoting Richard Stallman from http://www.li.org/papers/1999-pracmgr/Manager's-Guide-to-Linux.html#History 
29 http://www.oreilly.com/catalog/opensources/book/stallman.html 
30 http://www.fsf.org/licenses/gpl.html 
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compile correctly. However, people in newsgroups were willing to help out.31 The development of 

Linux has of course continued and is today a part of fully featured distributions such as Red Hat, 

SuSE, Mandrake etc. 

 

Inspired by the success of Linux, companies as e.g. Netscape and SUN Microsystems have partly 

opened the source code for respectively Netscape Communicator and StarOffice. A community of 

both company employed and civil developers are developing the software. When a milestone has 

been reached in the software development, the companies then take the source code in-house and 

make modifications to insure internal quality assurance, add proprietary based components, design 

etc. Opening the source code has also resulted in so-called portings of the software for various 

hardware systems. 

 

Another important factor for the two companies’  decision to go open source has been the 

dominance of Microsoft. Where Linux has grown despite or because of Microsoft’ s de facto 

monopoly, Netscape’ s browser-suite and any Office-suite has been struggling to say the least. By 

going open source the two companies have appealed to the public. In a sort of nothing-to-lose 

manoeuvre the two companies are building on the idealism that is present in the open source 

movement. 

Goal-setting and self-organising in open source 
Ironically, Microsoft that has been a force in joining the software development on today’ s 

computers to their platform can also be regarded as a force in joining the open source movement. 

Microsoft has been a common enemy since it represents ideals that are not present in the open 

source movement. Even though the idealism connected with open source may be free speech and 

free use of software leading to decentralisation and the fall of proprietary based software 

monopolies, the individuals participating in the open source movement may have different goals 

and motives for their participation. 

 

The overall goal of a project can be to make an anti-proprietary alternative or to make 

complementary software.32 But often this distinction is not clear. For some e.g. Linux is about 

                                                   
31 http://www.linuxgram.com/article.pl?sid=00/03/13/0853139&section=PH_108 
32 http://firstmonday.org/issues/issue6_12/lancashire 
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fighting Microsoft, but for others Linux is about Linux. Motives for participating in a project can be 

diverse; a hobby, a way to participate in a joint collaborative learning process, a fight for freedom, 

opening the software before a patent or court prohibits spreading it33, a way to get that piece of code 

that is important in other contexts etc. On the surface the ideal of free software may cover internal 

discrepancies in each project. 

 

The challenge in an open source project is how to bind the participants together in a common goal. 

Gathering different suggestions and contributions is easy with the Internet and without online 

communities it is hard to imagine the open source movement as an effective civil society. In fact 

Linux’  advantage on the server-market is partly due to its superior support for networking, and this 

is rooted in the networked community that develops Linux because many hardware configurations 

and contexts are present. In effective online open source communities support, discussions, feature 

requests are flowing freely from users to users but the challenge is to implement some of the 

contributions in the software.34 

 

An open source project thus represents the hyper complexity of all individuals’  goals and skills 

combined. This has proven to be the double-edged sword of the open source movement. With the 

complexity many skills are present, but how do you organise the skills – the network of 

participants. Overall open source movement seems to be self-organising around common goals that 

have been emerging in a bazaar35 like environment but in the case of e.g. Linux, Linus Torvalds 

decides whether to include code in a kernel release.  

 

The ideas in an open source project are exchanged democratically with respect of free 

communication but decisions may not be democratic. However, the non-democratic decision 

process is accepted due to the fact that the result is open for anyone to change. The saying is that, 

“ If you don’ t like it, do it yourself” . Sometimes clashes of opinions result in so-called forking, 

where a project is splitting. This has happened with BSD that has forked into FreeBSD, OpenBSD, 

NetBSD etc. But in order to retain momentum an attitude of sticking-together is often present. Also 

charismatic leadership is important. E.g. Linus Torvalds is holding Linux together. This leadership 

                                                   
33 An interesting example is the source code for decrypting DVDs. This code was printed on t-shirts, in artistic ways, 
and sometimes even slightly encrypted in ways easy to decrypt. The DeCSS was originally developed in order to write 
software to play DVDs on Linux. See also http://web.lemuria.org/DeCSS 
34 www.sourceforge.net is one of the premier open source communities. 
35 http://tuxedo.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar 
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is often emerging out of recognised skills important to the project. Personal parameters such 

creativity, pure programming skills, dedication, record of “ good-decisions”  etc. are determining 

leadership in a project.36 Open source projects’  ability to self-organise is partly because of the open 

source code as a medium but it is not just about source code; it is mainly about participation in a 

community in joint development. The code is interlinked with the environment just as academic 

papers are interlinked with their academic environment. 

A trilateral overview 
The common goal in open source is free and better software but who determines what better 

software is? In a capitalistic sense the response would be the paying users but when individuals 

participate in an open source project, they are not “ guided”  by the market (not directly at least). 

Instead, the participants have to decide collectively what path the development should take. In an 

open source project the developing community is a network of users, developers and dominantly 

user/developers. All individuals participating in an open source project are peers from the starting-

point. An open source project is most often a civil community network, but this does not rule out 

the participation of private companies and state institutions. However, as no direct exchange of 

capital or state regulation is present there is no possibility to control the community – control is 

explicitly or inexplicitly agreed internally in an open source project. 

 

The third Way views an active civil society as a self-organising supplemental power structure to the 

capitalistic and the nation state power structure. The open source movement has proven to be an 

alternative to the commercial software development and today there is almost any type of open 

source software available as an alternative to corporate software products. The interconnected 

development of the Internet and the open source movement has given open source software a strong 

momentum in Internet related software, which has kept the infrastructure on the Internet free and 

thus the Internet as a media free for everyone. This is becoming increasingly important as 

commercialisation increases and big corporations converge into media giants: “ Total number of 

companies that control 60 percent of all minutes spent online in the US dwindled 87 percent, from 

110 in March 1999 to 14 in March 2001. […] Myth: Severe market dominance is impossible on the 

Internet because the number of potential online channels is infinite. Reality: Online media 

                                                   
36 www.sourceforge.net has a peer rating system where participants can rate each other in teamwork attitude, coding 
ability, ability to design software architecture, reliability and leadership/management. See e.g. 
http://sourceforge.net/users/fonin 
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consolidation is occurring rapidly, especially when considering control of people's time online.” 37 

The commercial battle of the Internet can quickly become a battle of competing proprietary 

technologies that forces the users to choose side. In order to secure the Internet as the primary 

common channel for people to communicate and organise freely the importance of the open source 

movement is predominant. 

 

As I have described in the first part of this paper, the Internet is seen as an important part of a 

modern democratic society. However, the role of the government in securing a free and democratic 

Internet is mostly indirect. Still, issues such as software patents underline that the governments still 

have an important role to play for the open source movement. They have to set the playing field so 

to speak. State institutions also have an interest in endorsing open source. As power for the biggest 

software grows parallel with the importance of software in all parts of society, the nation states’  

independence from commercial interests is threatened. With an open source code there is no 

dependency, adjustments can be made and security threats such as backdoors and spyware38 ruled 

out, and information can be stored in open standards to insure interoperability. Especially European 

governments have stated intention of using open source software in state institutions instead of 

relying on the dominating American software companies. EU-commissioner Erkki Liikanen made 

the following statement in conjunction with a symposium on open source software in Brussels 

February 2001: ” As e-democracy becomes an issue, so does the transparency of the technology 

used to promote public participation in policy formulation. The way this technology works must be 

open for verification. This is key to safeguarding public confidence. Citizens must have a right to 

know how their votes are counted or their opinions registered.” 39 

 

However, open source software is not solely about code and software. The movements ability to 

organise itself around democratic ideals and develop a product in a joint learning experience is an 

invaluable source of inspiration for the whole society. Nikolai Bezroukov compares open source 

development with academic research: “ The open source model is a close relative to the scientific 

development model, with code treated as research results, and published for peer review and for the 

benefit of mankind.” 40 Using this comparison the open source movement is neither a state nor a 

                                                   
37 http://www.jmm.com/xp/jmm/press/2001/pr_060401.xml and 
http://apnews.excite.com/article/20011225/D7GK5OKG0.html  
38 Spyware is software that sends information via the Internet without the user is aware of it. 
39 http://147.29.81.19/Indis35Prod/fileattachments/614.pdf 
40 http://firstmonday.org/issues/issue4_10/bezroukov 
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private funded research and development institution and as such a self-organising civil society 

contributing to both the network and the nodes of the networked information society. 

Summary 
The immense value of the Internet as the infrastructure for the network society is created out of the 

ideals that were and still is present in the open source movement. Open source software has been 

and still is an important part of the spreading of the technologies behind the Internet thus creating a 

global Internet built on open and decentralised technologies. This has made the Internet a free and 

democratic media for all individuals and organisations. The open source movement, and its ability 

to create competitive software, have recently inspired private companies to try the open source 

development model. 

 

The open source movement is using the Internet as platform for organising the network of 

developers. In this hyper complex bazaar like environment a self-organising of the individual skills 

emerges out of parameters important for the individual project. Even though the decision-making is 

not built on traditional representative democracy, the democratic values are represented in the idea 

that everyone can contribute with ideas and change the source code to suit their own needs. 

 

The competitive products being produced, the openness of the software, and the fact that private 

companies nor state institutions have no direct control over the open source movement lends 

support to the understanding of the open source movement as a civil society – a civil society doing 

civil research and development benefiting the entire information society. 

Discussion 
Much idealism is surrounding the open source movement. But only because of competitive open 

source software, are the open source movement and the overall ideals interesting and present in the 

public debate. Linux is of course the well-known example but thousands of open source projects are 

working on various different goals. Regarding the open source movement as a civil society should 

therefore be understood as an academic abstract that brings new understanding to the open source 

movement and the contemporary ideas of civil society. The open source movement is not a single 

homogenous movement. Even though all projects share much the same ideals the goals and means 
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may be different. Therefore, each open source project should be analysed on its own terms – as 

small civil communities. 

 

One of the principles for the third way is that no authority shall exist without democracy. 

Microsoft’ s dominance started in the operating system software, but has now spread to the Internet 

also. Microsoft’ s dominance in the browser market has made it an authority on the Internet as well 

as the desktop computers but no democratic system is backing this authority. However, the open 

source movement is not a traditional representative democracy either. The democratic values are 

constituted of the principles that everyone can get insight, everyone can give their contribution, and 

everyone can change the result of decisions (by adjusting the code). The open source movement 

represents a civil society that is a self-organised as a form of pragmatic technocracy built on the 

same democratic values that created the Internet and with an open result. EU-commissioner Erkki 

Liikanen draws this interesting conclusion: “ The OSS [open source software] development model 

combines independence of individual actors with strong coordination and management processes. 

The similarity to how we are building Europe is clear. Beyond the very important practical 

questions to be addressed today there is perhaps also something for European policy makers to learn 

from the world of open source.” 41 As a civil society the open source movement offers new ways of 

understanding democracy that are different from the well-known representative democracy. With 

Giddens’  terms democracy has been democratised. 

 

The success of the open source movement is highly parallel to the success of the Internet. For the 

open source movement the Internet has proven to be an invaluable platform for communication and 

establishing the network of individuals. Open source development is centred on a digital media – 

the source code – but still the community building in open source projects can be an inspiration for 

organising any form of civil society. By using the comparison of open source development to 

scientific development the open source movement can be regarded as a civil research and 

development institution interacting with the private sector and the public sector. This civil research 

and development institution is only possible because of the nation states’  ability to support and 

endorse such a playing field where enabled citizens can organize freely. 

 

                                                   
41 http://147.29.81.19/Indis35Prod/fileattachments/614.pdf 
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Finally, open source software can play a major role in bridging the digital divide. By using open 

source software the technical and economical barriers can be lowered and inclusion to the network 

society can thus be easier secured for everyone. Open source software also has one distinct feature – 

everyone can participate. Instead of being a passive recipient of software products and the 

possibilities in the products, users of open source products can get an insight into the software and 

become an active and creative part of the knowledge creation in the network of developers. 

However, if no supporting education is given to the citizens and the importance of access to the 

network remains neglected, citizens may still be excluded from the networked society.   

Conclusion 
The open source movement is a complex phenomenon that is difficult to understand by using 

traditional thinking. With an analysis of today’ s society and the major events leading up this 

contemporary form of society, I have tried to build an analytical framework for understanding the 

open source movement. 

 

The development of the democratic and capitalistic world has led to a new form of society. The new 

economical and political reality causing and caused by the globalisation has led to a restructuring of 

power in the society. National governments are no longer the only global key players as private 

companies and non-governmental organisation organise across the borders of the nation states. 

Meanwhile the Internet has brought a new global infrastructure for society – a network 

infrastructure free for all individuals and organisations to use once connection is established.  

 

The Internet can therefore be regarded as a platform for organising civil society. The interconnected 

development of the Internet and the open source movement has indeed proven the value of open 

source in insuring a free and democratic Internet as well as the Internet has proved to give 

individuals a platform for organising their networks. However, the form of organising is not 

traditional representative democracy, but a more pragmatic driven form of self-organising through 

democratic values. The values and ideals in the open source movement are noteworthy because of 

the successful open source software products that have managed to become an alternative to the 

commercial products. Without the success of projects such as Linux open source could be neglected 

as a utopian movement. 
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As private companies try to make use of open source communities and national governments try to 

explore the practical and democratic possibilities of open source products, the understanding of the 

open source movement as a civil society is strengthened. Understanding the open source movement 

as civil research and development provides a framework for understanding the interplay between 

the open source movement and the private and public sector. 
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