Philipson column for 14 October 2003 
Is Microsoft getting worried about open source software? Should it be? Is open source software a serious threat to the Redmond giant?

Microsoft is certainly taking the threat seriously. President Steve Ballmer recently cut short his summer holiday to make a detour to Munich. He wasn’t there for Oktoberfest. He was visiting the city council to try to talk them out of their decision to mandate open source software for the city’s IT infrastructure.
Out with Windows, replaced by Unix. Out with Microsoft Office, replaced by Star Office. Munich is a pleasant town, but it is not a vast metropolis. The loss of a few seats in Bavaria would make no noticeable dent in Microsoft’s vast revenues. So why was Ballmer so concerned?

Many governments around the world are tilting in Munich’s direction. It’s the thin edge of the wedge. The start of the slippery slide. A crack in the door. Or any other cliché you can think of that describes the phenomenon. The worm turning. The beginning of the end.

To many, not totally endeared of Microsoft’s dominance and serial bullying, it is the light at the end of the tunnel. Well, it might be a very small light, and the tunnel might be very long, but there is no doubt that things are changing. Microsoft is worried, not so much because Linux and other incarnations of the open source movement are competitors, but because of the sort of competitors they are.

SCO, which recently launched a quixotic attack on Linux by farcically claiming it used bits of Unix code, said it best. SCO president Darl McBride has accused the open source movement of being communist, an affront to the American Way.
And so it is, if the American way is the pursuit of profit at any cost. Microsoft paints itself as the champion of the free market, though we have seen in recent years just what Microsoft means by “free”. It is becoming increasingly obvious that the real reason that Microsoft is worried by open source software, and the real reason Ballmer went to Munich, is that it sees open source software not just as a competitor in the marketplace, but as a competitor in the mind. This is an ideological battle as much as a business one.

Last month the governments of Japan, China and Korea announced they would combine to develop an Asian open source alternative to Microsoft. Microsoft’s predictable response was to say that governments should stay out of the software business, and let the marketplace determine which software should win. Microsoft’s type of marketplace, that is.
There is little doubt that the open source software movement has anti-capitalist elements. Despite what McBride (an arch-conservative Mormon) says, it is not communist. But it has its own manifesto, the well known tract “The Cathedral and the Bazaar”, written by the movement’s very own Karl Marx, Eric Raymond. Download it at his website: http://catb.org/~esr/. It’s a work in progress, constantly updated as Raymond sees fit, in the open source tradition.

Its first three words throw down the gauntlet: “Linux is subversive.” Can’t get much more direct than that. The title of the document comes from Raymond’s idea that open source software is like a medieval bazaar, an untidy agglomeration of merchants and stalls and thronging people, compared to which the standard method of building software is like a stately cathedral, planned out well in advance and built over time to exacting specifications.
That’s not quite true, of course, but the image is a striking one. You don’t have to dig around the chat rooms and bulletin boards of the open source community very deeply to find a deep vein of anti-establishment emotion. Little wonder those champions of the free market up in Redmond are worried.

The current kerfuffle over copyright, intellectual property and music downloading is part of the same Great Debate. Copyright protects the capitalists, those subverting it through illegal downloads are the communists. The vast majority of downloaders have probably never heard of the great 19th century French anarchist thinker Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, but they just might have heard his famous slogan “property is theft”. To these people, intellectual property is theft, and by downloading a song they are simply liberating it.
I opined in these pages a couple of weeks ago that the whole notion of intellectual property and copyright are outmoded in the digital age. The business models based on them belong to the Golden Age of capitalism, which is now behind us.

Communism proved a dead end, and socialism and social democracy, on the 20th century model, are little healthier. Not much has been written about how the information revolution has been one of the key factors in discrediting the left over the past 20 or 30 years. But even less has been written about the threat it poses to the traditional capitalist model. The vastly greater flow of information and ideas wrought by the information age is challenging the very foundations of society.

Most people don’t realise that yet. But Bill Gates and Steve Ballmer do.
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