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How Free Software Taught Me to Fish


One evening after work and before class at the Harvard Extension School I happened to catch a short talk at Harvard Law by Yale economics professor Yochai Benkler, who was discussing his new book The Wealth Of Networks.  The room was packed with laptop-toting geeks like me, eccentric academics, and well-dressed lawyers.  I didn't know what to expect; I 
had read a couple of Benkler's academic papers before but had heard nothing about the book.  Benkler, a bearded man with an infectious grin and an unfamiliar accent (I later learned he was from Israel) quickly hooked up a laptop to the room's projector and launched into an animated and fast-paced presentation.


I was quickly drawn in when I realized how much Benkler's ideas had in common with some of my own.  A theoretical economist, Benkler's premise was that the Internet is forming the basis of a global economic revolution. This idea became very unpopular after the burst of the dotcom bubble, when so many promises of new, Internet-powered business models failed. However, there is good reason to believe that significant economic changes are happening despite the early failure of so many Internet startups.  Benkler focuses on the changes in the “information economy,” those industries that produce content such as books, software, music, movies, and news. The Internet has produced new, vastly more efficient modes of production and distribution available to these industries. These new modes allow for cooperative, decentralized producers instead of the large, “industrial” producers that have traditionally dominated the information industry. For example, the Wikipedia project uses a cooperative, nonprofit model to produce an encyclopedia that rivals the Encyclopedia Brittanica, and free software projects (By free, I mean free as in freedom -- software under licenses that allow everyone to use, modify, and redistribute it) such as Linux have produced software that rivals and in some cases far surpasses competing commercial software. 


Benkler’s book argues that free software is part of a larger economic revolution that is lifting “some of the central material constraints on what individuals can do that typified the industrial information economy” (Benkler 133).  In other words, he believes that economic and technological changes are shifting power and control of information away from centralized industries and towards individuals.  Benkler’s thesis rings true for me, not because of the abstract academic reasoning used to construct it, but because free software has changed my own life and empowered me as an individual in exactly the ways he describes. Indeed, it is almost frightening how well his conclusions are supported by my experiences using free software and by the ways it has benefited me.


I do not often speak of it, but when I was a teenager my family situation was pretty bad.  In fact, bad enough that by my junior year of high school I really had no other choice but to drop out and get a job just to escape it. 


I had always been a computer geek, staying up late nights dialing into BBSes or downloading files on the 486 (a now long-obsolete it took me four years of saving from summer jobs, Christmas and birthday presents to buy.  When I had to leave, I packed up a dusty old blue frame backpack with: a nice shirt and slacks (for job interviews), a few changes of other clothes, about $300 in cash, and my hard drive. I only brought the hard drive because my computer was bulky and so outdated at that point as to be worthless, but the hard drive had much of my life on it. 


After taking a greyhound bus to a friend who had promised me a job in Massachusetts, I worked painting houses for a while, not making much money but spending my nights on another 486 that I cobbled together, learning about developing and integrating free software.  I built this computer using my old hard drive, a five-gallon paint bucket for a case, and the remaining parts scavenged from discarded computers found on the curb on trash day.  Times were pretty hard; I often had to feed myself on twenty dollars a week, all of my clothing came from the Salvation Army, and my main form of transportation was old ten-speed bicycles I would buy at garage sales and ride until they fell apart. But I kept working and I kept learning.


One of the first programs I wrote using Linux (a free software computer operating system) in this period was one that would automatically download the day’s weather report and print it for me at 7:00 AM.  Because I often worked outside, I needed to know if rain was coming and it was handy to have the sheet waiting for me when I woke up in the morning instead of having to scan the radio channels searching for a forecast. This program was very easy to make because a full set of the development tools needed to create programs like this is a free, standard component of the Linux operating system. If I had wanted to do the same thing using Windows and commercial tools, I would never have been able to use my obsolete computer; understandably, commercial software vendors do not waste development dollars writing, distributing, and marketing software for obsolete systems.  Even if I had been lucky enough to somehow find a more up-to-date system, I would never have been able to afford the development tools for the Windows platform.  Moreover, not only were the Linux tools free, but the support itself was free; there exists a worldwide community of people willing to help others learn online, a community made up of developers and experts. 


Eventually I decided that I had had enough of painting, and one Monday I applied via e-mail to about one hundred different companies in the area.  By the next day, I received a voicemail from PCs for Everyone, a computer store in Cambridge, asking me to come in for an interview on Thursday.  In the interview, I asked for an absurdly low salary, barely more than what I was making painting, and the interviewer's eyes lit up when I told him how much I knew about Linux. I did well on his other technical questions, and on Friday I had an offer to start work on Monday.  Finally, all of my nights spent learning about Linux and free software was about to pay off. 


My job started by building computers in a large, non-air-conditioned warehouse along with a colorful crew of about a dozen overworked and often bitter assembly, quality control, and repair technicians. Working at PCs For Everyone was a dead-end job for most of the techs working there, but as the resident Linux expert I got experience building cluster supercomputers for MIT and Harvard, networking with the local Linux community, and performing consulting work for a sister company that provided IT services. and sometimes needed a Linux or UNIX expert.  Eventually, I advanced into doing the IT work full time, getting experience supporting many different networks and also getting to work more with Linux-based clusters and appliances.  I gradually became involved in larger and larger deals, until frequently being instrumental in the sales and engineering of Linux-based hardware deals in the hundreds of thousands and even millions of dollars. 

After a couple of years working for PCs for Everyone and related companies, my great friend Kurt Keville, whom I had met through the Boston Linux and Unix users' group, introduced me to a fun little supercomputer company called Microway. Again, my familiarity with the Linux operating system and other free software won me a job that would be one of the most interesting and pleasurable experiences of my life.  Linux dominates the supercomputing industry; the vast majority of supercomputers built today are Linux-based Beowulf Clusters, a name for a supercomputer built from a large number of relatively inexpensive nodes (smaller computers).  My job at Microway allowed me to do work for NASA, the military, and top universities all over the world. I even helped design and build a supercomputer that was used as part of the Mars rover project. 


Then, while working at Microway, my experiences with free software provided an even better opportunity to participate in exactly the kind of revolutionary business model that Benkler talked about. Some old coworkers from my PCs for Everyone days asked me to join their IT services startup.  They offered me the opportunity to be in charge of designing and developing a number of tools to allow the company to more efficiently and effectively manage small business networks.  Moreover, I would have the opportunity when building these tools to integrate components from many different free software projects and even make my own contributions to the free software community.  Now, two years later, we are very profitable and growing fast, and I already have a team of developers working under me.  We've also built a training room that we use to give free computer lessons for nonprofits and youth groups in our community. In many ways, this has been my dream job and none of it would have been possible without free software. 


Beyond the ways it has benefited me directly, I also share Benkler's vision that this economic revolution will continue to expand its benefits around the world by making the content and information industries more democratic, decentralized, and efficient.  Unfortunately, entrenched industrial content and information producers are fighting against these changes that might make their businesses obsolete – and too often the governments of the United States and Europe have cooperated with them.   New applications of patent law, copyright extensions, the Digital Millenium Copyright Act, WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organization, the intellectual property branch of the World Trade Organization) treaties, “trusted platform” initiatives, all threaten our liberty to create and use free software.  Even here in Massachusetts, commercial software vendors have fought a vicious campaign trying to keep free software out of the state government. 


This is my calling. 


I realized that beyond doing what I can in the business world to get free software used in place of proprietary solutions, in order to really defend free software I must take the next step and go to law school.  I need to understand the legal underpinnings of software licensing if I am going to fight to get free software adopted by the government and large industry.  More importantly, the Microsofts of the world can afford a lot of lawyers and lobbyists – the tens of thousands of free software projects out there for the most part have no legal services budget whatsoever, and are going to need all the help they can get. After all that free software has done for me, it seems like the least I can do. 
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