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Contending Narratives of Empowerment:

The Social Life of Free Software in Tibet


The clash of different liberation narratives is vivid in the struggle to standardize a Tibetan language computer operating system (OS).  The possible effect of state sanction of one or another OS on this already highly politicized region is no small affair.  To be sure, the ascension of a dominant machine-human interface to a growing Internet of information comes bundled with incredible wealth, power, and pride.  Microsoft Corporation’s stake in overcoming monopoly allegations in the U.S. and Europe is by now well known, but there are parallel struggles in the periphery of the computerized world.  Tibet’s own rapid modernization in the last decade has instigated many parties to contest the technical conditions by which Tibetans enter the information age.  The push to secure a universal Tibetan typeface to the Linux OS (one of the viable contenders with Microsoft’s Windows both in the U.S. and in China as a whole) brings into relief these different value orientations and goals held by nation-states, NGOs, private corporations, and idiosyncratic individuals.  Yet, the Tibetan case is remarkable in that a single instance of software engineering, Linux in this case, is associated with contending teleologies of social empowerment.  There’s a ghost in the machine, but one is that more syzcofrantic than haunting.


 To be more precise, these two contending narratives place the power of legitimating computer mediated communication in the power of the people.  But the ends to which the people will enact their natural dispositions and self-interest are read quite differently.  To western programmers and sponsers, Linux represents the power of the individual to question and inspect the structures which govern them.  To the Chinese state, Linux represents the socialist self-awareness of the exploitation of capitalism and the means by which to vindicate the Chinese people.  The crucial and important question to poss here is:  As Linux finds social life in Tibet, funding in part by Western sponsers, and by necissary, having to be legitimated in view of the state, what kind of moral tack will it take on.  What important Tibetan historical connnections to information technology... tied in with their own sense of (Buddhist) liberatory discourses come to play, if any.  What does the Tibetan example teach us about the effects of technology through time?


The Linux OS is the most celebrated software to be produced by the Open Source movement.  The use of the word ‘movement’ here is instructive, Open Source is neither a company nor a state institution, but a loose collectivity of like-minded programmers who disdain the non-disclosure of software design (Coleman 2000).  For software companies, programming blueprints represent the life-blood of their profit margin and ought not fall into public domain.  But for many computer programmers, self-recognized as hackers, patent protection viates an ethic of sharing and scientific dialogue.  Through cooperative, voluntary efforts made possible by the Internet, such programmers have been successful in creating an OS, Linux, capable of meeting basic computing requirements.  Some hackers within the movement have eagerly sought ways to render Linux user-friendly, thus creating an alternate OS to the villianized Windows system.  Linux is just the product, but the Open Source movemnt, many programmers are wont to exclaim, is a revolution within insitutionalization structures of software production.

Underlying the different voices within the Open Source movement is a common political subjectivity on the nature of information: namely, the more public access to information, the better a republican polity can govern (Walker 2001).  Rational decision making is best fostered when ideas are debated on the quality of merit without private interest invading the public sphere of discourse.  This political subjectivity on the nature of information is hardly unique to the Open Source movement, but an ideology which Gustafson (xxxx) tracks from the beginning of the American polity.  Republican virtue is threatened when the right to fix words and expressions falls outside the general will into private hands.  Open publication (in various technological dressings), is the central organ of reflecting that will and must be safeguarded.  The success of the Open Source movement is largely won by indexing this cultural value and by applying it to the realm of software source-code (those software blueprints which allow programmers to examine and modify how a program functions).  


But as the Linux moves outside the Euro-American context of it’s production, the Open Source revolution is celebrated in ways quite at odds with the political subjectivities of the creators.  In the People’s Republic of China, Linux user groups became quite popular among programmers starting in 1999.  In technologically advanced coastal cities such as Shanghai, as well as in academic institutions in Beijing, Linux found popularity with the younger programmers eager to modify it in line with their own hardware devices and language requirements.  Since Linux’s source-code was open and public, Chinese programmers could more easily modify it than proporietary systems.  Even though software is easily pirated, and done so quite often in China, only access to the source code gives programmers the ability to modify the software to their own ends.  Linux created a novel creative outlet for Chinese programmers, who readily connected to the model of Open Source as the best means to advance (computer) science.  Yet, the rheoteric of free speech as emblematic of Open Source was largely dropped as a legitimizing force.  Instead, Open Source became emblamatic of the a socialist, grass-roots movement in the West against capitalism (seen in the Open Source’s antipathy to Microsoft), and also the means by which autonomous nation-states (China) could construct networked computer systems without relying on proprietary Western technology.

Such appeals found favor with the Chinese government who had become suspicious that Microsoft was spying in on all networked communications under the Windows platform.  Since the operations of Linux were above-board and Chinese programmers could engage with it, the government made official declarations that a special Red Flag Linux would become the official OS of the state.  With Deng Xiao Peng’s reforms in the 80s for a wider exchange with the West, Chinese potential success in realm of a global economy was taken to vindicate China’s socialism and pride.  With the growth a computer mediated communication, which has heralded in the West as the rise of the “information society” (with the concomitant ideology that information would set humanity free), the Chinese state recast the internet and associated technologies into the current era of the “knowledge economy,” in which China (poor in industry but rich in knowledge) could finally compete on an equal footing.  Therefore, knowledge (rational, scientific techniques) as opposed to information (varied messages judged in relation to relevancy) would be a liberating force in history.  Open Source levels the playing field for knowledge, and Linux is a powerful tool and production model for ridding the China of Western hegemony.


The zeal for Open Source in China cannot be explained solely in reference to state’s interests, however.  The entire movement gained extra popularity when Richard Stallman, founder of the Free Software Movement (FSF), gave a speech at a Beijing academic conference.  This is how took it.

Stallman enormous contribution to the Open Source movement had been twofold.  First, he was the first to assign a special distribution license called the GPL (General Public License) to software.  This GPL, also called the “copyleft”, mandated that licenced software could not be be patented, nor could future modifications of the software be patented, and all future distributions of updates could only be published along with the program’s source-code.  The software was “free” in the sense that it could be shared openly with friends without legal repurcussions and that a programmer could freely change it or incorporate it into other project.  When the Linux project was begun over a decade ago by Linus Torvalds, a Finnish programmer, he choose to attach the copyleft license to the fledgling program.  Second, Stallman’s Free Software Foundation had contributed many software parts to the Linux’s base structure, thereby rendering Linux a real operating system in the strict sense.  Beyond the legal and technical contributions, however, Stallman had been a forceful philosophizer of the movement, indeed a recognized vocal mouthpiece for the ethical foundations.  The public’s right to share and modify software should outweight any private right to conceal how software is making.  Stallman believed that all software deserved this kind of protection.

Much to Stallman’s dismay, however, followers to the evolving Open Source movement did not always share his distate for prioreity software.  Open Source developed into a somewhat business friendly model, such that the open distribution of a program’s source code did not mean the software would lose all its commodity value.  Later versions of Netscape, hoping to regain strength again Microsoft’s Explorer, released the source code of their program, while still retaining certain legal rights of distribution.  Open Source had routed out the public ethics of free software and made the argument that the publication of source code did more to create a better, evolving piece of software, regardless of if profiteering occured in its name.  Stallman now disdains Open Source as a label for the social movement, preffereing Free Software instead, and refuses to call Linux by the name itself, calling it GNU/Linux in reference to those parts of the OS that his organization helped create.

  (NOTE: Current attempts at campaign finance reform in the U.S. equally index this fear of corrupting public discourse.  Candidates who have more money at their disposal are able to buy more media exposure than their competitors, thus giving more force to their political platforms than poorer candidates.  Private money, in this sense, corrupts the debate on the merit of policy by allowing for inequal access to publication.)

(Walker 2001)

dastrically new Nearly all computer programmers in the West are aware of, if not activatively involved with, the Free Software Movement and Open Source Projects.  

  Anthropology has continually remarked upon the nature of different cultures, including our own, to assign special qualities, effects, and magico-relgious forces to the very materiality of a communication medium.  Instances of literacy, photography, audio recordings, etc. take on meaningful valuation quite independent of messages they convey.  Modern information technology-- the internet, computer operating systems, and text formating software—- also evoke such ideological attachments which vary from place to place.   
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Do an outine:

1) Research Questions:

a) Narratives built into technology

b) Operating Systems – Linux in Tibet

c) Questions

i) Who are the different groups vying for power to police the use of information technology in Tibet, and what are the values that they bring?  How does the technology itself lend itself to projects in its materiality of existence.  In the relative success and failures of the projects, how does the technology itself mold the possibilities of engagement.  How do older cultural practices of Tibet’s engagement with the machines of writing and media broadcasts provide a common framework for individuals acting alone and collectively to meld the technology for their own purposes.  How does engagement in such a way transform the very structural arrangement in which information technology is understood? 


2) Standization

a) The context – growing commodification of levels of computer communication – growing modularization of computer exchanged communications

i) The bleeding of the border b/t operating system and the Internet, MSN

b) different models of development of software standards

i) computer science departments –

(1) true, ration, the pinnacle of carefully planned advances

ii) business models

(1) the need for profit, eat daily bread

iii) Free Software voluntarism/ Sharing

iv) Policing the boundaries between the interations of these different guild systems.

(1) Court case, microsoft accused of commerializing Java, meant to be platform free, and making it platform specifique.

(2) Open Source as a way to have free software, but make it business-nice, so that it can operate within the logic of captial.

(3) Consortium – Businesses and non-profits wanting to get at standardization, leading to the Unicode – Tibet, China state.

c) Tibetan Font Standard

i) Western interest

(1) Interest from Buddhist heads, translations of Buddhist works

(a) Western scholars wanting to create a hgue database of works, giving voice to academic work

(2) Unicode coorperation – comglormation on profit and non-profit

ii) Chinese interest – Development

(1) development the big thing

(2) technology adduced as human right

(3) Tibet University sponsored, encoded, then left.

d) Stakes for controling standization high

(1) drive to simplify Tibetan didn’t work, simplifying for Chinese.

(2) not wanting to have a standardized Tibetan

(3) standardization does not mean control unless there are real mechanisms for controlling that output.

(4) cracking measures of secrecy and encoding... that is, an end in itself for hackers.

(5) security – the internet, own system “One country, two internets”. The US, proposing a separate internet for specifically government uses to stear away terrorism.  To control encryption WWII – allow it, just be the one who can be the best – embedding messages word? in anonymous places such as ebay.  Homeland security.

3) Media and Information Technology

a) The power of new media technologies

i) print capitalism Anderson – new imaginaries

ii) Media in it’s public duty – expanding the tools of governed, Habermas, 

iii) Bourdieu – structure of fields lossing autonoomy,

b) media and publication as measures of harmony in the multicultural state

i) Tibetan newspapers – mainly translations from Chinese

ii) education – those taught in Tibetan those in particular who will show off the Tibetan culture – medicine.

4) Empowerment Narratives

a) Publication as inherently a liberation of the individual

i) Gustafson – american structure of understanding

(1) Radio, internet seen this way, now internet.

(2) Enthusiam - Hinderances to what could be otherwise liberatory technology

ii) creating software for Chinese users to subvert the firewalls. – but helping Saudi Arabia construct them.

iii) radio free asia, not just radio, but the Website,  – which has been a contentous point

iv) propangda, information, news, genred Bahktinian

b) Knowledge economy (term?) in China

i) realizing power – knowledge is power banner at Tibet Library

ii) Modernity in the city streets

iii) The hacking of sites – the official tiff between hackers – hacked by Chinese, 

iv) Red Flag Linux

(1) communistic, grass-roots

(2) admirers of Stallman, charismtic religious hat, almost cult like. included quote.

c) conflation of Tibet University

i) wanting to find funding for project

(1) Tibet Language to preserve

(2) Computer dictionaries – religious terminology continue this old practice.

5) Methods – Three levels

a) Local

i) Tibet University in Lhasa

(1) training with networking

(2) Performative arts – area where researchers have official statues.

(3) T A R – Tibetan Academy of Social Sciences already has a long 5 year agreement with the Tibetan Digital Library

b) Other areas in China

i) That area in Amdo, where first big project, differing politics

c) Participation in those institutional sites, consortiums, where decisions are being made as to the standardization

i) University of Virginia, training – in collorbaration with that team

6) Conclusion

Bibliography

Coleman, E. Gabriella

2000
The Politics of Survival and Prestige: Hacker Identity and the Global Production of an Operating System. Master’s Thesis. Chicago: University of Chicago.  Available at:
http://www.healthhacker.com/biella/masterslongverstion.html

Coleman, E. Gabriella


2000

The Politics of Survival and Prestige: Hacker Identity and the Global Production of an Operating System. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro. 

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

Ardigò, Achille, Silvano Burgalassi, Fabrizio Farbis, Marco Trabucchi


1987

La quarta età. [The Fourth Age]. Rome. Edizioni Lavoro.

