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Approximately 48 hours ago, knowing that I would, Lord willing, be stand-
ing here on this podium two days hence, I tapped http://www.fsf.org into
Safari in order to begin learning at least something about the Free Software
Movement (FSM). My online education has been augmented by many propo-
nents of FSM in attendance at this conference, including Richard Stallman.
What I have learned is that this movement is populated by a lot of seem-
ingly well-intentioned people who are, at least for the time being, utterly
irrational, or worse. In wanting to point out why logic has heretofore been
lost on the folks in question, I find within my command an embarrassment of
riches. The five minutes at my disposal here is slim indeed, but nonetheless
sufficient to reveal the untenability of FSM to those not gripped by an ide-
ology: I shall mention here just a needle of fatal truth from the vast supply
before me.

Since the odds are high that you are currently a “believer,” and that
therefore yesterday’s cute sacrilege sat with you exceedingly well (but, rest
assured, sat not that way with those who built, and indeed still run, this
university, and like-minded souls), my prayer is that you will put away
emotion in favor of cool cogitation, and a mindset that at least considers
leaving the movement for the truth, which I do concede is infinitely more
nuanced than the fourfold doctrine to which we shall momentarily turn.

But first, it has been said here, and apparently affirmed by some propo-
nents of free software, that one rationale in support of FSM is that software
is mathematical in nature, and surely no one can in any sane sense own a
mathematical object as property. It may be helpful to note that, for exam-
ple, while a Turing machine is an abstract mathematical object, and ditto,
often, for provably equivalent things (e.g., Register machines, and algorithms
of the standard sort), software is a token of such types. I find it convenient
to think of an algorithm A, and the corresponding concretization Â, which
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may be code written on a piece of paper, or code typed in at a console,
after which it can be run. The former may well exist in the mathematical
universe; the latter, I assure you, can and indeed is, and indeed ought to be,
proprietary, as can be readily observed.1

Among other things, FSM promotes four freedoms, to wit:

F0 The freedom to run the program for any purpose.
F1 The freedom to study and modify the program.
F2 The freedom to copy the program so you can help your neighbor.
F3 The freedom to improve the program, and release your improve-

ments to the public, so that the whole community benefits.

Each Fi can be reductio-ed to death, if these freedoms are to apply
not just to software, but to any number of other things used as part of
the “bloodstream” of the common purposes of life — purposes for which
Stephen van Rensselaer founded the oldest technological university in the
English-speaking world. Taking time in my truncated span to touch upon
just F0, I note that food is rather more central for practical living than
software, and that fertilizer is a sine qua non for lots of food. I can assure
you, my friend, that, ethically speaking, you have not the freedom to use
fertilizer for any purpose, for “any” would include that favorite hobby of the
premeditatedly evil of our day: making bombs. Furthermore, were we able
to freeze the source in such a way that terrorists could not, through what
they see as “improvements” of the raw stuff used by irenic farmers, blow
innocent people up, I hope that we would hasten to do so.

FSM proponents, I have learned, recoil the minute they sense parody
being used against them. They are special;2 software is special; and the
quartet above is special, as it applies all and only to software. That really
is deliciously convenient, is it not? O what good fortune dost the FLOSSie
find in a world where fertilizer (and the like) is duplicable at a slower pace!
But the philosopher must send his reason beyond the actual, to test claims
by the fire of thought-experiments. In the face of those flames, the desired
freedoms melt away as self-serving, self-promoting vapors, quickly gone.

It is really, I suspect, the infectious Quijote-level passion of the cru-
sade against capitalist power that sustains FSM. But for clear, dispassionate
thinkers, rather than crusaders, taking down this target would mean evis-
cerating the very thing that has carried us to this point in time together.

1For an account of what computers and algorithms and so on really are, see (Bringsjord
1994).

2‘Special’ can be a term of kindness, to be used in place of harsher adjectives indicating,
directly, some diminution of mental power.
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The marketplace in which we live is one where wealth is created by a trusted
trio: create, protect what you now own, and sell. That is how capitalism
works; and capitalism, again, is what has allowed us to gather here in lux-
ury to debate, in a world where many are concerned to muster up their
next meal, not their next digital experience. Capitalists are an incentivized
bunch. They see wealth coming when the trusted trio is followed. Bill Gates
saw it in that garage. J.K. Rowling saw it in that coffee shop in Edinburgh.
And right now, across this country, and indeed in any country smart enough
to release the invisible hand that has made America mighty, youth see that
glowing prospect of creation, the protection of what they own as a result,
and sales. The fourfold freedoms, thankfully, are forgotten.

In the relative short term, our future, dear reader, will be one in which
the buzzing, cacophonous, acronym-polluted debate about free versus pro-
prietary software will be controlled by the lawyers. Amateur philosophers
whose demense is software may fantasize all they want about achieving hege-
mony over Microsoft today, and its counterpart tomorrow, but this, barring
intervention from the Almighty, is not in the cards. What is is the dominance
of litigation, and those expert in it.

But let us look to the long term. What do we see? It is said that time
heals all. Though perhaps Pollyannaish, I see a variant of healing in our
future: a rather more violent move: In the end, time will sweep this silly
little debate from today’s ephemeral stage. Milton and those of his rank did
not write, as I do, with Emacs, but nonetheless Paradise Lost will persist
eternally, not, in any real sense, as mine, or yours, or ours to supposedly
improve, but as his. And thus to him, and to the muse who inspired him,
go the perpetual glory.

FYI

In 1989 I published a deductive argument demonstrating that you have the
freedom, ethically speaking, to copy all software (and movies, books, etc.):
(Bringsjord 1989). This paper is available online at

http://kryten.mm.rpi.edu/bringsjord copying.pdf
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