


Fallfromgrace
There are some who regard this mixing of Linux and
money asa fall from grace that shouldbe avoided. Many
developers invest many days and months of their free
timedeveloping Linux and never askfor anlthing in
retum... and no one else should be able to eithet they
believe. Others argue that when there were no real
proponents ofLinux-based operating systems among the
big vendors, there were no real enemies as a result; these
new riches will come at a cost - new dangerous enemies -
that could potentially lead tothe demise of Linux itself.
Perhaps it is best to avoid the exposure popularity brings,
they argue. What are the effects ofthese disagreements
goingto be forenterprise Linux users?

Red Hat has received the most amount offlack
from the Linux community as it has become widely
perceived as'the Microsoft ofthe Linux world'. Over the
yearc, Red Hat has often been cdticised for making money
from the work othe$ did for ftee, trying to make Linux
synonymous with its own distribution, and introducing
its own desktop system that supplantedthe look and feel
of the existing Linux KDE and cnome desktops. Its latest
far.u pal has been to discontinue and end support for its
free distribution and concentrate instead on its enterprise
server and worl$tation products, offering support only to
enterprise customers who buy as many licences as they
have servers and desktops and agree not to tinker with
any ofthe code. Critics argue that this makes a nonsense
of the concept of Open Source software.

Red Hat's ftee distribution will still be available as a
community proiect called Fedora, towhich Red Hat will
continue to contribute, as will the community, the
company hopes. But Brian Stevens, Vice President of
Operating System Development at Red Hat, says that
initial feedback from the community was highly
negauve.

"lt was perceived that we were iust going to let
everyone do the hard work and not do anything in
retum," he says. "When everyone realised that they were
perhaps goinS to get more input into the distribution
than they had when it was Red Hat Linux, and thatwe'd
stiil be contributing, the reaction died down. "

Alan Cox, whowas the maintainer of verion 2.2 of
Linux until August 2003, but is now on a year's sabbatical,
says there are two clear camps of Linux users - the
enterp se usels and the technical use6. Vendors like Red

Hat can receive negative feedback from the latter camp
when their needs are forgotten.

"Vendo6 often focus on developing for the
mainsbeam, not th€ technical guyt" he sa's. "Thus they
sometimes feel they are forgotten and people are taking their
work in dircctions they don't care about, dumping them in
the Drocess."

Propdetary inhrcsts
But Crx sa)s there is no animosity in the community
towards Linux corporatisation per se, only against people
who do proprietary, or near proprietary, things with Linux.
Given it is the lack of vendor lock-in and cheapness that is
most athactive to enterprise use$, the communiys policing
of vendor behaviour is a good thing for them in many ways.

SUSE. fo! instance. has faced criticism for not
relearinS all its toftwarc under GfL and keeping some source
code secret.

"lt's not genenlly ftowned upon, but it's not
generallyaccepted," acknowledgesJuergen ceck, SUSE'S
CTO. "That's somethinS we're going to tly to remdy."

It is likely that Novell, previously dead in the water
following its struggle with Microsoft in the 9Os, wil have
somethinS to do with this remedl It is once again being
regarded favoumbly by enterprise IT departments after
converting to the cause of tie Linux kemel and bulng SUSE
and Open Source desktop software developer Ximian. By
attempting to b€ a good community member, it hopes once
again to be on the enterFise shopping list, knowing that the
Linux evangelists who helped give Linux a leg up into the
enterprise during the 90s will be loathe to help anyone
acting against Linux's best interests.

And if SUSE opens up all its software to the
cormuniry anyone will be able to improve it and make it
available to the enterpdse user as a result, potentially at a
lower cost.

Goodwill
Red Hat too, is keen to keep Sood will with the community
as a whole, sa's Stevens. In part, it is because Open Sowce
development process€s rely on the comrnunity as a whole
reviewing code and testing it. Even the mighty IBM, which
Cox says many in tie community see as 'good gu's' thanks
to vocal backing of Linux-based computing, is flnding
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developin8 l,inux on its Power proltssor hea\y Soing -

despite dedicating more than 300 programmers to the task,
it is hoping to get more communiw involvement.
According to Dan frye, diKtor of the Linux'lechnology
Centre "One thing we will be doing is working to increase
that so it's more of a communit,v effort and there are more
things Soing on."

lfthe communityfails to supB)rt a proiedand there
are insufficicnt numbers of people working on it, the project
tendstodieoff. As well as weeding out the c'oolfrom the
dull, this aclsasa selftheckinB mechanism on thosewho
represent only minority views within thecommuniry lt also
stopsvendors ftom trying to seize control ofprojecls.

Edc Ralanond, I'resident of the L)pen Source
Initiative, saysthatwhile some people have tried to'fork'
code in thepast, splits in major projec'ts have been rare and
always accompanied by relabellingand a large volumeof
public self-justification.

"The splitters felt they were Soing against a fairl)'
powerful community norm," hesays.

A further check is provided by the developers who are
based within corporations and who are unlikely to stlpport a
project runbyother companies unlessthere is material
benefit in doing so for their own company.

"ln theearly90s, you had Linus Torvalds and friends
providinga system," ar5'ues SUSE's Geck. "ln the mid 90s,
you hadcompanies like Red Hat, SUS!], Mandrakeand
others hiringas much developer c?pital as possibletogetan
impacton the project. Atthe end ofthe9(h, when the I I'
industrykicked in and oracle, lBM, Informl\ and everybody
else wcre making very audible announcements, it was the Il'
industrythat was hirinS allthese people.ltstill is You have
more developers on Linux at Intel than at SUSE.l he same
goes for HII IBM, Oracle and SAII The maiority ofthe active
Linuxcommunity has never been a bunch of altruistic nerds
- it's a misconception."

This opinion is supported by author and security
analyst Hal Fl)'nn.

"When it comes to security patches,l've always heard
the same argument from the Op€n Source and Free Softwarc
crowd," heclaims. "The arSument isthat when a secunty

hole is announced, the volunteer community is supposed to

come lothe rescue Ike the fire bri8ade. Bul in mosl( Jies il

se€msthe Open Sourcecommunity isthe lastgroup to come

to the rescue. Instead, the fire briSade consists primarily of

the maintainers ofthe software, the vendors and othe6."
Potentially, the reason for the lackofa real backlash

by the community against companies trying to make
money from Linux is thatthe community is already made

up ofcompanies making money ftom l-inux.

Linux society
So iust like any sociery the l-inux community has s(xial
codes and taboos to keep its citizens in check. Stick to those

rules (or don't do an)thing tu) bad) and the communitywill
support you. Red Hatt slow transformation ftom'just
,rnother Linux di\tributor' to,r company thal can forcc e\ en

the likes of Hewleft Packard to license its distribution (some

of which HP wrote) in order to receive certification shows

how even some proprietary activity and moulding of the
(ommunity mind is possible. Bul it \t i l l  requires a
sufficiently long period of time and the loss of a considerable
amount of good faith in the process.

While any one company can try to exert an influence

on the dire(tion Linux takes, the size of the Open Source

communitvas a whole means that even the largest
companies have a small sayoverall. They can influence the

marketing of Linux-based technologies, but the underllng
technology is still under the control of Linus Torvalds and
the communitv as a whole. This means that it is only by
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causing a dlrastic chanSe to the community that any big
effect is produced in the direction of Linux. Unfortunately
for Linux, this means ttlat the most change can be qeated
by its enemies.

There is one big tlueat to Linux. It's not Microsoft but
is, in fact, inte echral property law Patents on software
process€s now exist in the US and other countries.
Companies such as IBM, SCO and Microsoft own a
considenble number of patents, IBM in particular owns
many thousands. According to Bruce Perens (see box Perent
Jdls), IBM has so many patents that it is possible, if it wanted
tq for the company to severcly cripple Linux. As Microsoft
continues to inqeas€ and take advantage of the body of
patents it has, it s€€rns likely to be or ya small matterof
time before it starts 'defensively patenting' items to block
Linux development assuming it does not find something in
its porffolio that it believes Linux inftinges upon.

And if it proves imtr ossible to eam money by working
with the community, intellectual property could prove to be
another way in. SCO, current owner of Unix, claim-! that
IBM copied code ilegally from its AIX Unix op€rating
s)stem into Linux and so IBM or Linus TorvalG should pay
recompense. SCO'S decision to attack fint [BM, then Linus
Torvalds and finall, the CPL, ha5 brought down upon it the
kind of wnth normally reserved for Miqosoft. Open Source
proponents have lambasted it, descriH CEO Darl McBride
as 'a rapist', and caused sales of its software in enterpdses to
drop, at least according to SCOt SEC filing. A few over-
zealous indMduals have even mounted denial of service
attack against its website, making SCO one of the few
companies to have suffercd a rcal backlash ftom the
community rather than open scom and a failure by tie
cornmunity to get involved with or buy its products.

Open letters
Most of the irc has sternmed ftom McBride's poorly
considered open letters to the community that do little
m ore I han accule L inux developen of Cornm unism.
Considerable time is being spent by SCO trying to douse the
flames the lettels have caused, since even it is not willingto
suffer the all-out wrath of the Linux community.

" lt was started purely as a reaction to one of our
Iicencees UBM violating their agreement and incoryomting
some oJ our intellectual property into Linux without our
permission," sa's GRgory Blepp, Vice President of
SCOSource for the SCO Group, "When I have a chance to sit
down for an hour with Open Source people and explain that
to them, they understand where we're coming ftom."

Blepp sa),s the company's last recourse is the couts; it
would naturally prefer to agree a licensing fee for the
intellectual Foperty it claims has b€en appropriated.

While few analysts or lawyers s€e it gaining much
headway,lhere is the polential for SCO tocausea maior
headache for Linux. The GPL will receive its first real
scrutiny in the couts if the case goes to trial. Even if SCO
fails, it is possible tlat the GPL might be shown as invalid.
Then anything releas€d under t}le GPL would be open for
appropriation by flrms all eager to grab the technolog/ and
any advantages it might offel. If SCO succeeds then Red Hat
will not be t}le or y company requiring every single
computer running Linux to be licensed for a fee.

Most of those working on Free o! Open Source Linux-
based proiects are not anti-business. But they do firmly
believe in fteedom ftom vendor lock-in. As long
as vendoE play by the communityt rules,
they're safe. Transgrest and they'll find
themselves ostacised.
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