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Introduction

Every generation has its philosopher—a writer or an artist who captures the
imagination of a time. Sometimes these philosophers are recognized as such; often
it takes generations before the connection is made real. But recognized or not, a
time gets marked by the people who speak its ideals, whether in the whisper of a
poem, or the blast of a political movement.

Our generation has a philosopher. He is not an artist, or a professional writer.
He is a programmer. Richard Stallman began his work in the labs of MIT, as a pro-
grammer and architect building operating system software. He has built his career
on a stage of public life, as a programmer and an architect founding a movement
for freedom in a world increasingly defined by “code.”

“Code” is the technology that makes computers run. Whether inscribed in soft-
ware or burned in hardware, it i1s the collection of instructions, first written in
words, that directs the functionality of machines. These machines—computers—
increasingly define and control our life. They determine how phones connect, and
what runs on TV. They decide whether video can be streamed across a broadband
link to a computer. They control what a computer reports back to its manufacturer.
These machines run us. Code runs these machines.

What control should we have over this code? What understanding? What free-
dom should there be to match the control it enables? What power?

These questions have been the challenge of Stallman’s life. Through his works
and his words, he has pushed us to see the importance of keeping code “free.” Not
free in the sense that code writers don’t get paid, but free in the sense that the
control coders build be transparent to all, and that anyone have the right to take that
control, and modify it as he or she sees fit. This is “free software”; “free software”
is one answer to a world built in code.

“Free.” Stallman laments the ambiguity in his own term. There’s nothing to
lament. Puzzles force people to think, and this term “free” does this puzzling work
quite well. To modern American ears, “free software” sounds utopian, impossible.
Nothing, not even lunch, is free. How could the most important words running
the most critical machines running the world be “free.” How could a sane society
aspire to such an ideal?

Yet the odd clink of the word “free” is a function of us, not of the term. “Free”
has different senses, only one of which refers to “price.” A much more funda-
mental sense of “free” is the “free,” Stallman says, in the term “free speech,” or
perhaps better in the term “free labor.” Not free as in costless, but free as in limited
in its control by others. Free software is control that is transparent, and open to
change, just as free laws, or the laws of a “free society,” are free when they make
their control knowable, and open to change. The aim of Stallman’s “free software
movement” is to make as much code as it can transparent, and subject to change,
by rendering it “free.”

The mechanism of this rendering is an extraordinarily clever device called “copy-
left” implemented through a license called GPL. Using the power of copyright law,
“free software” not only assures that it remains open, and subject to change, but
that other software that takes and uses “free software” (and that technically counts






