Noftware colonisation

There is a worrying dimension to the uptake of technology in
Africa, which is perhaps most vividly illustrated where I live in South
Africa, says Jarred Cinman. As sub-Saharan Africa’s wealthiest and most
technologically-advanced country, South Africa is a good indicator of how Africa is embracing

computing and other technologies. The worrying part is that South Africa is a massive net importer

of key technologies, and in particular here I refer to software. An owner of a local software development business myself, it is

shamefully obvious that despite the benefits accrued through the local utilisation of software, vast sums of money are flowing offshore back into
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“Witnessing the
recent actions of
the United States
toward Iraq in the
name of protecting
it’s national security

mw= US and European hands.

I'would contend that this is yet another example
of Western colonialism, the key ingredient of which
is keeping us as “a market” for Western products,
instead of encouraging our own intellectual growth,
and building our own assets.

In the software world this is already a complex
story, despite the relative recent arrival of the Internet
age. First, there’s the whole issue of what's being
called Floss (Free/Libre/Open Source Software). should be a loud
Many developing countries (Brazil is a particularly
good example), have embraced Floss with open arms, wake-up call to
and the South African government has followed suit all of us. When it
by adopting policies which promote the use of Floss comes down to the
at least as an equal to commercial software.

The key principle behind Floss is its greatest
strength and its greatest weakness, however. And
that is the idea that software somehow intrinsically
belongs to all people, propounded by Richard Stall-
man, “father” of free software, and that keeping the
source code private or proprietary is in some sense
“wrong”. This quickly breaks down into a discussion
of the invalidity of “intellectual property” full stop,
which argues that both knowledge and software
should be free and not respect national borders.

The emotional appeal of this approach is undeni-
able. And it doesn’t stop there. Economically it makes
fantastic sense for developing countries to have
access to “free” software, and to be able to implement
top-notch technology at a fraction of the cost of the
proprietary alternatives. And of course there are the
arguments about software quality and community
development which fall outside the scope of this
article.

The problem, I believe, is that African pro-
ponents of Floss are glossing over an important
subtlety in the rush to be at one with peace, love and
the software world. And that is that despite their
Stallmanesque views of intellectual property as ap-
plied to software, national boundaries do exist in the
real world. Software exists within the same global
economy and socio-political dynamics that any other
kind of property does —be it cash, commodities or
equities.

Intellectual property is not just a matter of who
owns what, it’s also a matter of who has the skills
and ability to make, invent and control. Linux is
open source, but in fact Linus Torvalds still holds a
pre-eminent role in deciding what makes it into the
kernel and what doesn’t. And Linus is a Fin who lives
in California.

Africa, despite benefiting enormously from
Linux — don’t misunderstand me — is still for the
most part a user of this technology, not a creator or
controller. As much as the free software people want
to argue that ownership is irrelevant in their world,
my argument is that it’s definitely not.

crunch, countries
will still look out for
themselves first.”

Here are some reasons why:

e Because national borders exist, interests are still
largely national. It’s easy to talk of a global village,
but witness the recent actions of the United States
toward Iraq in the name of protecting its national
security. When it comes down to the crunch, coun-
tries will still look out for themselves first.

¢ While nowhere near as serious in its impli-
cations, software betrays national interests too

— whether consciously or not. What a piece of soft-
ware does and doesn’t do, what the vision is, even
which projects are selected, are defined by needs in
the country of origin. To the extent that open source
draws in developers from other countries, they are
for the large part other First-World countries.

*  Even if “intellectual property” is a swear word,
intellect, skills, talent and ability are not. By support-
ing open source projects based in the First World,
even just by opting for Drupal or Debian, instead

of Cambrient Contentsuite or Ubuntu, Africans are
contributing to first world dominance, encouraging
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