The Implications of Open Source Programming for the Artist in the Age of Information - Jem Mackay, October 2005.


By contrasting the differences between the methods of computer programming used by Open Source and Proprietary Software, this paper will look at some of the influences Open Source ethics is having on our society, and the implications that this might have to the practice of an artist in the Age of Information.

Abstract
Essentially, there are two methods of computer programming. One uses an 'open source' method as practiced by someone like Brian Behlendorf, who co-founded the Apache Group that developed the Apache Web Server software and the other one uses a 'proprietary' system as practised by Bill Gates with his Microsoft Web Server software.

In an open source system, work achieved can be accessed by anyone else and in fact strangers are not only able to look at the source code and how it works, but are actively encouraged to criticize it, and also create better elements for it. With proprietary software, work achieved is locked away from people outside the development team. The caution being that if people can see inside an application's source code, they could either appropriate parts of the code for themselves or they could design viruses to specifically attack vulnerabilities in the software.

But which system is more productive? This article surveys the growth of Open Source programming, the ideology behind it and the significance that it holds in our cultural environment. Through looking at three case studies on the instances of ‘openness’ in an art context, it argues that new technologies are fundamentally changing the characteristics and attitudes of our society, and that Open Source ethics reference a shift in our cultural mindset. This inevitably has an influence on significant expressions of culture, and therefore frames the way an artist will approach their work in the future. It concludes that an influence of Open Source ethics will tend to make artists more process-led rather than product-oriented; that their art will encourage audience participation; and also that, increasingly, artworks will be made by multiple artists working in collaboration.

The debate between Open Source and proprietary software 

According to the documentary entitled Revolution OS by J.T.S Moore (2001), in January 1976, Bill Gates, General Partner of the recently formed Microsoft, crystallized the idea of proprietary software in a newsletter of the Homebrew Computer Club. Gates wrote:

To me the most critical thing in the hobby market right now is the lack of good software courses, books and software itself … As the majority of hobbyists must be aware, most of you steal your software … you prevent good software from being written. Who can afford to do professional work for nothing? What hobbyist can put three man-years into programming, finding all bugs, documenting his product, and distribute for free?

Up until this time, the practice of computer users had been to freely pass around software with little attention given to whether someone owned it or not. Computing was, at this time, a field within the area of academia where ideas and research are largely built on the ideas and research of scholars who have gone before.

Back in 1976, Bill Gates, then, was in the process of building the business model for software that we are now very familiar with; one that he felt was the only way of sustaining the production of quality software.

Open Source software, however, provides a different model. Software is freely distributable, and its source code is publicly available to anyone in any field of endeavour. Stallman (2002), one of the pioneers of the Free Software movement, wrote in a paper entitled Why software should not have owners:
When information has digital form, you can easily copy it to share it with others … When I cook spaghetti, I do object if someone else eats it, because then I cannot eat it. His action hurts me exactly as much as it benefits him … but whether you run or change a program I wrote affects you directly and me only indirectly. Whether you give a copy to your friend affects you and your friend much more than it affects me. I shouldn’t have the power to tell you not to do these things. No one should.

Stallman’s point of view is that software cannot be owned in the same sense that an object can be owned. If someone steals an object from someone else, then that first person no longer has it as a possession. However, if someone copies software, both parties are still able to use it.

The ease with which the public is able to copy software, then, means that proprietary software companies spend a great deal of time, energy and resources concentrating on making it as difficult as possible to copy the software, rather than in enhancing the potential of the software itself.

Eric Raymond (1998 p.1)  discusses the theories of software engineering in terms of the same two fundamentally different development styles, the “cathedral” model of most of the commercial world versus the “bazaar” model of the Open Source world. He shows that because the code is accessible, the bazaar style greatly accelerates debugging and code evolution. As he puts it: ‘Given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow’. The speed, at which errors in source code can be found, is proportional to the number of people who can inspect that code.

The growth of Open Source software has been phenomenal in recent years. Across the computer industry, open source applications are standing their ground against proprietary competition. Microsoft (proprietary software) may well have 90% of the market share of Operating Systems whereas Linux (open source) has only 3% (www.3schools.com, 2005), but SendMail (an open source email application) accounted for 41% of all email applications, whereas Microsoft Exchange (a proprietary email application) accounted for only 10%  (di Justo, P. & Freund, J., 2004 p.154).
After months of little change in market share between the two major web servers, Apache added nearly a full percentage point to its lead over Microsoft, which is now 47.5 percentage points (68.4% to 20.9%) as measured by hostnames, with a slightly smaller gain in active sites. (Netcraft, 2005)


SourceForge (2005), the main clearing-house for open source development, tracks more than 100,000 projects and has 1,000,000 collaborators.

The influence of Open Source in society
In this Information Age, the politics surrounding information is bound to be a critical factor in our society, and issues about the freedom of information (which is what the Open Source movement is really all about) are influencing many different areas in our culture.

The Internet has developed people into senders of information as well as just receivers of information. We have become global communicators, and Rushkoff (2003) argues that political solutions to real world problems will emerge from the interaction and participation of lots of people, not by central planning. 
In January, the Institute of Contemporary Art, London (2005) held a talk entitled Open Science. Its description read as follows:

Hackers and those in the ‘open source’ community have done much to change how we use computers and computer software. But can an ‘open access’ model or a hacker ethic usefully be extended to science and the dissemination of scientific knowledge, and would it help to restore public trust in science? How would it work?

In Education as well, there is a strong movement towards a more open environment. 

Clive Herber (1995 p.2) writes in Developing Democratic Education: ‘Even the united Nations after many years of sitting on the fence now makes very clear statements to the effect that political freedom and democracy are an essential ingredient of human development.’ And he quotes from a section of the 1992 UNDP human development report: ‘People who are politically free can take part in planning and decision-making. And they can ensure that society is organised through consensus and consultation rather than dictated by an autocratic elite.’
In fact, the instances of people citing an influence by Open Source are so wide spread, that it is clear that Open Source ethics is referencing a cultural mind shift within our society.

In this information age, people want more personalised control over the way they view their information and Open Source software promises a way of doing this. For example, take an application like the Internet Browser. The way in which the information is viewed is all contained in the source code. The Open Source version would allow people to customise it to suit their tastes. Whereas the proprietary version may provide different templates, but it essentially locks the facility to individualise away from the user.

A useful analogy, here, is a person who goes out and buys a car. When that person gets home, they fully expect to be able to look inside the bonnet and get at the engine. Maybe they want to change the fan belt, an oil filter or maybe even replace the whole engine - it is the consumer’s prerogative. But imagine if that car buyer gets home to find out that the bonnet is locked and there is no way to get at the engine at all. This is effectively what proprietary software does.

The Influence of Open Source in the Arts

But is the influence of Open Source referenced in the Arts? I would argue that it is, and also that it throws up some specific implications for an artist in the Age of Information. I will look at three case studies from the area of filmmaking, although I could cite many instances from other art forms as well.

According to Berger (1991 p.16), Ingmar Bergman said ‘No art passes our conscience in the way film does, and goes directly to our feelings, deep down into the dark rooms of our souls.’

Traditionally, films have a script, actors are found to fill the roles that are written and sequences are shot according to the treatment of the script that the director wants to use. In the 1970’s, however, filmmaker Mike Leigh started playing around with this traditional convention. He devised an improvisational technique which brought his actors into the creative process. Michael Coveney (1997 p.80) writes about this:

Plays or films would develop organically with actors fully liberated into the creative process. After an exploratory improvisation period, Leigh would write a structure, indicating the order in which scenes happened, usually with a bare sentence: 'Johnny and Sophie meet'; Stan & Gordon in the parcel van’; Betty does Joy's hair ... and it was rehearsed and rehearsed until it achieved the required quality of 'finish'. There was, Leigh now knew, no such thing as an 'aimless direction'. It was always a question of the end product, the final fiction, the story, the lives and the characters. And the supply of material was both unquantifiable and endless.

Timothy Spall worked with Mike Leigh on six different projects: four films, one TV movie and a play. I interviewed Timothy Spall (2005) on Mike Leigh’s collaborative techniques and he said: 
The barbecue scene in Secrets and Lies (Leigh, 1996), which ended up as twenty minutes, was twelve hours, and we never came out of character in that time. It lasted all day. Leigh broke it down into each section as we did it, but we all knew what the salient points of it were. Because we were all carrying what our character's motivations were - what our character's preoccupations were.

That's why the rehearsal process is so long, because everyone knows that we're creating this world together. But it's easy to condense or bring together all the dramatic elements. The end product is such a part of the preparation which he creates, the atmosphere and the methodology that he uses, the absolute attention to detail that you all share. So in this moment of getting together, this is when this moment of telepathy comes into play.
Here we see a letting go of the solitary ‘author’ to encompass others into the process. It is an opening up of the process to allow others to participate in its creation.

Another filmmaker that is an important figure in the development of open structures in film is Lars von Trier. He is well known for his involvement in what is known as the Dogma 95 Manifesto, which is a series of ten statements about filmmaking that were designed to counteract the hegemony of Hollywood filmmaking. But in his biography about the filmmaker, Stevenson (2002 p.141) writes about one project von Trier was involved in, called ‘Project D-Day’:

The concept was intriguing: on New Year's Eve (1999) four professional actors would be fitted with discreet earphones and shadowed by one cameraman each as they were put into motion on the streets of deliriously chaotic Copenhagen. Armed with only a vague story outline, each actor would be directed by a specific Dogma brother via the earphones. Over the course of the seventy-minute 'movie' the four plotlines would be brought together in a single ending.
Apparently, the film was not a success. But then, according to Stevenson (2002 p.144), von Trier had the idea of making the footage, that was shot on this project, available on the Internet for anyone to edit for free. Here again, is a clear reference to Open Source ethics.

In May 2005, the BBC published the following press release:

The BBC Creative Archive … launches in autumn 2005 and will allow people to download clips of BBC factual programmes from bbc.co.uk for non-commercial use, keep them on their PCs, manipulate and share them, so making the BBC's archives more accessible to licence fee payers … Access to the BBC Creative Archive will be based on the Creative Commons model already working in the United States (www.creativecommons.org) which proposes a middle way to rights management, rather than the extremes of the pure public domain or the reservation of all rights … Professor Lawrence Lessig, chair of the Creative Commons project, adds: “The announcement by the BBC of its intent to develop a Creative Archive has been the single most important event in getting people to understand the potential for digital creativity, and to see how such potential actually supports artists and artistic creativity.”

It is digital technology that has been the single most important factor in this cultural mind shift that is taking place. Effectively, this shift is a polarisation between two points of view: that the digital object is either something that people should own, or that it is something that should be freely available to everyone. But what are the implications of Open Source ethics to the practice of artists?

Implications for the Artist in the Age of Information
Firstly, artists need to revisit the discussion: ‘Is art a product or a process?’ because Open Source ethics will tend to make artists more process led rather than product oriented.

The more communication takes place digitally, the more art will have a digital expression - if it wants to be a part of artistic discourse. But as soon as there is a digital version of a piece of work, the debate between Open Source and Proprietary software comes into play. Once a piece is in the digital domain, copies can be made so easily and so precisely that although the artist can try to protect it from being copied, copies of it will inevitably be made at virtually no cost. The artist will not even be sure how many copies of the work are in existence. Also, the copy may well be indistinguishable from the original. Therefore, both the original and the copy will tend towards having no financial investment incentive. The artist, then, who is influenced by Open Source, will tend to shift their attention away from art as an object or product and more towards art as the process that went into making that object.

There is value in Art and always will be. But if the artist is to follow the Open Source ethics through into their work, then the final expression of their work would be available to anyone who wanted it. The business model for this artist, then, may well be that the final expression (the product) of the art is free, but that the work that went into producing it (the process) will still need to be paid for, if the artist is to make a living out of their art. This, however, may well be similar to the way an artist has been commissioned in the past. The artist, perhaps, will again become more of a service provider than a commodity producer.
Secondly, more artists will encourage audience participation.

According to Lewis (1999), Marcel Duchamp stated that:

All in all, the creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings the work in contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualification and thus adds his contribution to the creative act. 

The idea that an audience of a piece of art has ever been totally passive is mistaken. However, increasingly under the influence of Open Source ethics, the artist should expect the audience to participate more in the process of art and inevitably in art-making. The artist, therefore, will need to take on the responsibility of understanding how this can take place without compromising the quality of expression.

Alvin Toffler (1979) coined the term ‘Prosumer’. A Prosumer is part producer, part consumer, and Toffler's prophesy has become a reality with the availability of mass computer consumption, Internet, Cable TV and digital technologies. Consumer Anthropologist, Robbie Blinkoff (2004) says the Prosumer is officially here to stay: ‘Think of it as the coming out party for a new species, an evolution in a consumer mindset.’
Thirdly, increasingly, artworks will be made by multiple artists working in collaboration.

Although, we have traditionally perceived art to be restricted to the decision-making of an individual, there is no reason why this should be so in order to make a significant expression of the human condition. Multiple authors could well bring a level of objectivity to a project that would more readily describe the human condition.

Open Source methods open up the possibility of many people being involved in a single project. In Art, collaboration will become an increasingly important method of production. If the process of art making is opened up so that anyone can have access to the research, if information and decision-making processes are accessible that traditionally have been confined to the mind of the solitary artist, then many more people will want to engage in the issues of artistic debate.

This is not to say that any suggestion from anyone will need to be taken up by the art project, but that it should be possible for any suggestion to be made. The project could then assess the idea, and if it was of sufficient merit the suggestion could be taken on board.

When Basquiat and Warhol collaborated in the 1980s, a lot of people questioned whether this was Art at all. Both artists were strong characters and both artist’s styles were clearly recognisable in their collaborations. In most of their works, Warhol depicted corporate logos and newspaper headlines to which Basquiat added menacing faces and figures. In fact, their publicity actually portrayed their interaction as a contest (Hasland, 1985). The clash of their unique styles made people feel that they must be disinterested in a synthesis of their artistic abilities. However, individuality is important, particularly within a culture of globalisation, and there is no reason why identities should not be preserved within the collaborative process.

Conclusion

In conclusion, then, the debate between Open Source and Proprietary Software has had an enormous influence on society and culture as a whole. It is therefore the responsibility of an artist in the Age of Information to understand where they stand on the issues surrounding the debate, because inevitably it will be affecting their practice in the future.
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