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Free (Libre) Software
Practices and Politics



I’ve provided these slides for people who attended my 
workshop at the ELO Conference, July 14, 2023, so they can 
look back over them if they like.

Anyone else is welcome to read them, and even to modify and 
share them, as they are licensed as CC BY-SA.

However, these slides do not contain notes and were not 
meant to be used as a stand-alone resource. I just prepared 
them to facilitate our workshop.



1. Be aware of the principles behind free (libre) software

2. Be able to characterize the free software movement

3. Identify practical free (libre) software

4. See how our incremental/further adoption can happen

5. Learn with each other about how to promote free (libre)
software to individuals & our institutions

Workshop Outcomes



… is on software.

Specifically, software relevant to artists, authors, & scholars.

Free culture / open access overall, although related,
is not our main topic.

“Software” will touch on Web services & even generative AI.

Workshop Focus



CC BY 2.0 Alan O’Rourke



🛇
CC BY 2.0 Alan O’Rourke



Free software is not “no cost” or $0 software.

It happens, today, that once one is online, one 
can get it for no marginal cost.
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Free software is not fundamentally 
“gratis,” but “libre.”

It is software that ensures
the user has freedoms.









What Freedoms?

To run, copy, distribute, study,
change, and improve the software.

“What Is Free Software?” https://www.gnu.org/philosophy/free-sw.html



The Four Freedoms

0. To run the program as you wish, for any purpose.

1. To study how the program works, and change it so it does your 
computing as you wish. (Access to the source code is a 
precondition for this.)

2. To redistribute copies so you can help others.

3. To distribute copies of your modified versions to others. By doing 
this you can give the whole community a chance to benefit from 
your changes. (Access to the source code is a precondition for this.)

“What Is Free Software?” https://www.gnu.org/philosophy/free-sw.html



Can free (libre) software be commercial?



The Four Freedoms

0. To run the program as you wish, for any purpose.

1. To study how the program works, and change it so it does your 
computing as you wish. (Access to the source code is a 
precondition for this.)

2. To redistribute copies so you can help others.

3. To distribute copies of your modified versions to others. By doing 
this you can give the whole community a chance to benefit from 
your changes. (Access to the source code is a precondition for this.)



If commercial uses are prohibited,
the software is not free.

So free (libre) software must be available
for commerical, and all other, uses.



Can export-restricted software be
free software?



The Four Freedoms

0. To run the program as you wish, for any purpose.

1. To study how the program works, and change it so it does your 
computing as you wish. (Access to the source code is a 
precondition for this.)
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Can something “for educational use only”
be free software?



The Four Freedoms

0. To run the program as you wish, for any purpose.

1. To study how the program works, and change it so it does your 
computing as you wish. (Access to the source code is a 
precondition for this.)

2. To redistribute copies so you can help others.

3. To distribute copies of your modified versions to others. By doing 
this you can give the whole community a chance to benefit from 
your changes. (Access to the source code is a precondition for this.)



Is all open source software free?



(Strictly speaking...)

0. To run the program as you wish, for any purpose.

1. To study how the program works, and change it so it does your 
computing as you wish. (Access to the source code is a 
precondition for this.)

2. To redistribute copies so you can help others.

3. To distribute copies of your modified versions to others. By doing 
this you can give the whole community a chance to benefit from 
your changes. (Access to the source code is a precondition for this.)



As a practical matter, most people use
“open source” to mean the same thing as 

“free (libre) software,” but without the same
emphasis on user freedoms.

If you adhere to the ideals of the free 
software movement, it’s best to use a term 

like “free (libre) software.”

FLOSS and FOSS are also used.



The freedom(s) to run, copy, distribute, study,
change, and improve the software.

How is “software freedom” ensured?





How is this “software freedom” ensured?

A legal mechanism:
A free software license.

Early ones pioneered the idea of “copyleft.”

 “Share and share alike.”



Free software licenses do not need to be 
copyleft, however.

They just have to give people the right to 
make changes and to share them.

They have to ensure users can
run, copy, distribute, study, change,

and improve the software.



CC BY-SA 4.0 Wikimedia Foundation, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free-software_license



1. Be aware of the principles behind free (libre) software

2. Be able to characterize the free software movement

3. Identify practical free (libre) software

4. See how our incremental/further adoption can happen

5. Learn with each other about how to promote free (libre)
software to individuals & our institutions

Workshop Outcomes



What is the free software movement?

Most essentially: People promoting
software freedom through the use, sharing, 

and development of free software,
as they also help to share the

free software philosophy.



You can join organizations such as the
Free Software Foundation
or the Mozilla Founation.

You can go to an event such as LibrePlanet
or participate in Software Freedom Day. 

Those connect you to others in the free 
software community.



You can contribute to a large-scale free 
software project by working on development.

You don’t have to be a programmer —
it’s useful to have clear bug reports,

and translators can help, too.



But joining an organization, conference, or 
established project is not the only way.

Using free software, making your own 
software free (libre), and promoting
practices & philosophies are really

what the movement is about.



While software freedom involves technology,
the movement is a social movement.

The implications of software freedom
may extend beyond everyday

computer use, too.



“The fact that a loosely knit community of 
tinkerers can rival the research 
departments of the world’s largest 
corporations, epitomised in GNU/Linux 
versus Windows, is quite remarkable. The 
significance of this observation pivots on 
the expectation that the success of FOSS 
development can be exported to other 
walks of life. Ultimately, we are enticed by 
the thought that the FOSS model could 
become the dominant mode of organising 
labour in the future.”

   2008, reprinted 2015



“Evidence in support of such a scenario, 
however, is left wanting. The scalability of 
FOSS projects has no comparison elsewhere 
in the economy. The ability to coordinate a 
large number of contributors is facilitated 
by the fact that the whole development 
process of software code takes place in 
communication networks.”

   2008, reprinted 2015



  https://github.com/hng/tech-coops



 “Software functions as the coded logic that 
constrains and enables particular
user experiences. … Microsoft maintains 
absolute control over how [Windows] works. 
The same goes for other proprietary apps, 
like Google Play or Adobe Photoshop. By 
design, non-free software provides the 
[corporate] owner power over the user 
experience. It is authoritarian software.”

2019



 “The Free Software Movement ... developed 
within the centre of empire in response to 
enclosure of the software commons, first 
through proprietary software and now 
through Internet centralization. It has 
concentrated on developing forms of 
technology that grant control to individuals 
and communities for the purpose of 
individual and collective freedom.”

2019



 “During the 2000s, Free Software ... was 
endorsed for public sector implementation 
across the Global South … The development 
and dispersion of the Free Software 
philosophy across the world resembles the 
development of socialism within Europe as a 
reaction to land enclosure and industrial 
exploitation, and its subsequent spread 
across liberation movements throughout 
the world.”

2019



 “Impressed by the anti-possessive design 
of Free Software, Archbishop
Desmond Tutu has endorsed the FSM. 
Introducing Stallman at the University of
Western Cape in 2007, he stated:
‘There are those who will take the fruits of 
the human mind and lock them up,
dishing them out to us in meted amounts for 
a fee that locks most of our people
out. And there are laws that are reserved for 
business reasons and changed to
rob society of its own rights … Free 
Software and Open Source, Free and Open
Resources for Education, new ways to 
create and share cultural artifacts such
as music, writing, and art — all of these are 
changing the world for the better.’”

2019
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Apache *
Audacity
BIND *
Blender
Calibre
Debian *
Drupal
Emacs
Firefox
GCC
Glimpse
GNU utils
Inkscape
LibreOffice *

Linux (kernel) *
MediaWiki *
MySQL *
Nextcloud
Notepad++
Perl
PHP *
Pine (Alpine)
Processing
Python
Sendmail
Ubuntu
VLC
WordPress *



Some free software substitutes
for propriety software.

minimal size: 100px width 

select an area covering the  
marks to export the 100px bitmap 

For larger sizes export the page and scale it appropriately. 

The background consists of a white rectangle with opacity=0. 
If you want to select it, switch to layer "Background" and use  
[TAB] until you get the object you want to select. 

The trademark symbol is part of a dedicated layer. Turn it  
visible/invisible depending on your needs.



Some free software substitutes
for propriety software.



Some free software substitutes
for propriety software.



A lot of free software does things
that no proprietary software does.



Some free software is not a substitute,
so people hoping for one will be disappointed.



There is free software for cloud services.
You can run it yourself or pay to have a 

company run this software (still respecting 
the four freedoms) for you.



There are free software alternatives
even for cutting-edge systems.
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A user can move toward more
software freedom, even if
they aren’t ready to purge

their computer of all
proprietary software.



The best place to start is where
proprietary software enforces strong

types of domination:

Lock-in
Restrictions on communication

Corporate surveillance & data gathering



Lock-in

Prevents users from using any different 
software, because their data is locked in a 

proprietary format.

You also invested your time in learning
menu layouts, keyboard shortcuts, etc.



Restrictions on Communication

You cannot FaceTime with me because
I have an Android phone.

You communicate using a social network 
where the rules may change at any point;
your account may be suspended without
explanation, you may be required to pay,

your reading may be harshly limited.



Corporate Surveillance & Data Gathering

Your emails are all processed by a global 
megacorporation, which knows enough about 
them to suggest completions of phrases and 

serve you targeted advertisements.



Now, time for some workshop work!

What do we do with our computers?

(And what would we like to?)

We’ll list some opportunities to incrementally 
adopt free software.
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We all live in hierarchies…
patriarchies, systems of power & oppression.

Just as our labor allows us to eat, have 
shelter, and get health care, our employer 

may compel us to use proprietary software.

We can still make choices and find chances to 
further the free software cause. 



What are some practical ways those of us 
here can think to do this?

Can we brainstorm together now?
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Thank you!

And please let me know
if you join our movement!


