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Abstract 
Free and Open-Source Software (FOSS) is widely accepted as being the best way to 
develop software. With inherent qualities such as transparency, customisability and low 
or no cost, it has the most potential for meeting the development goals of a linguistically 
diverse nation like India through technological interventions. However, despite 
sustained efforts by a committed minority, FOSS has not yet been widely adopted by 
the Indian government, education, or industry. During a year of ethnographic research, 
I found there are many reasons for this, including opposition from proprietary software 
companies with deep ties to government and industry as well as internal strife within 
the Indian FOSS community. These obstacles are not unique to India but India’s need 
to harness FOSS is paramount if it wants to establish itself as an IT leader. A renewed 
push from industry to make FOSS an integral part of India’s digital future should thus be 
applauded but it should also be carefully implemented in a way that unites and expands 
the Indian FOSS community and foregrounds the needs of civil society.
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01 Introduction
 
Free and Open-Source Software, FOSS, is an integral part of global technical 
infrastructure. Developed in the 1980s in response to companies like Microsoft and 
Apple closing off their source code, FOSS uses copyright law to ensure that software 
upholds four freedoms: to see, use, modify, and distribute code. FOSS is often of a 
higher standard than its proprietary counterparts – in part because the code is visible 
and thus its creators’ reputations are built upon code that others will see and/or modify. 
Significantly, FOSS is also free or low-cost to acquire. As early as 2003, the United 
Nations called for FOSS to be implemented as the technological solution for developing 
nations as it encompasses the technical, fiscal, and philosophical requirements 
necessary to bridge the global digital divide. For all these reasons, a vocal minority 
in India has for decades championed FOSS as necessary to develop and improve the 
nation’s education, government, and industry sectors.

However, despite its official pro-FOSS stance, the Indian government is still locked 
in complicated and expensive contracts with proprietary software and the Indian IT 
industry does not produce or champion FOSS in any significant way. Recently, there has 
been a more concerted call for FOSS adoption from a coalition of Indian institutions. 
For example, a report on the state of FOSS in India was recently published1; Ashwini 
Vaisnaw, the newly appointed Union Minister for IT, Telecom and Railways has stated 
that FOSS is “the key to digital democracy”2 ; and the central government launched a 
FOSS innovation competition3. 

1. CivicDataLab. The State of Free and Open Source Software in India. Civic Data Lab. https://state-of-foss.in/the-state-
of-foss-report.pdf

2. ET Bureau. 2021. Open source software is key for ‘digital democracy’: Ashwini Vaishnaw. The Economic Times. https://
economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/technology/open-source-software-is-key-for-digital-democracy-ashwini-
vaishnaw/articleshow/84758355.cms  

3. Foss4Gov Innovation Challenge. https://innovateindia.mygov.in/foss4gov-innovation-challenge/ 
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Obviously, FOSS is the best choice for India: inherent qualities of FOSS such as 
transparency, customisability, and low or no cost do offer the most potential for meeting 
the development goals of a linguistically diverse nation that can be met, through 
technological interventions. Hope springs eternal but now is the time to become more, 
not less critical of how exactly such policies are being imagined and implemented. To 
illustrate this, I will situate the current enthusiasm for FOSS within the wider, historical 
context of the Indian FOSS community. I will then discuss how FOSS is being utilised 
outside of India, before returning to discussion of how the Indian FOSS community can 
harness its strengths to push for wide-scale FOSS adoption in ways that will best meet 
the needs of government, industry, and civil society.
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02 Contextualising 
current FOSS enthusiasm 
within the Indian FOSS 
community 

Between 2016 and 2017, I spent a year conducting ethnographic research with the 
Indian FOSS community for my PhD in social anthropology. Although I was based in 
Chennai out of the AU-KBC Research Centre at Anna University, I also travelled to 
Bengaluru, Thiruvananthapuram, Mumbai and New Delhi. I traced the history of FOSS 
in India, as well as the struggles and victories of the men and women who advocate 
for this technology to improve the way Indian government, education, and business is 
done. My research methodology was qualitative in nature and, in addition to reading 
widely on the history of technology communities in India and elsewhere, I conducted 
interviews with members of the FOSS community and participated in various events, 
meetings and conferences.

During my research, I often asked FOSS enthusiasts 
if they thought there was anything unique about 
FOSS in India. Most would say there was not, that 
the technology is the same no matter where it is 
made or consumed. But, after some thought, many 
would add that one thing unique about FOSS in India 
is that, despite having a high proportion of Indian IT 
professionals, India consumes far more FOSS than 

One thing unique 
about FOSS in India 
is that, despite a high 
proportion of Indian 
IT professionals, India 
consumes far more 
FOSS than it produces.
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it produces. After several attempts to quantify 
this, I had to conclude they were correct4.  At 
first I found this odd. Though a relatively small 
group, the Indian FOSS community is extremely 
passionate. They spend much of their free time in 
efforts to spread FOSS through Linux User Groups, 
campus talks and training sessions, projects to 
close the digital divide, and lobbying officials with 
the power to implement FOSS on a large scale. In 
other words, they are software evangelists. The 
emphasis on evangelism rather than production 
stems from India’s unique sociotechnical history. Many of the men who first worked 
to make FOSS an Indian technology were also familiar with, and some participated in, 
alternative science movements which explicitly approached science and technology 
as postcolonial issues. Even for FOSS advocates who do not come from an intellectual 
background that explicitly wrestles with what it means to be a postcolonial nation, 
FOSS is still implicitly understood as something that should be utilised towards national 
goals. In this light, using FOSS for import substitution, evangelising to educate students 
about critical thinking, both technically and as citizens, and bridging the digital divide 
can be viewed as more urgent and important than creating new software.

Even for FOSS advocates 
who do not come from an 
intellectual background 
that explicitly wrestles 
with what it means to 
be a postcolonial nation, 
FOSS is still implicitly 
understood as something 
that should be utilised 
towards national goals.

4. It is difficult to quantify exactly where the most FOSS contributions come from but there have been some attempts. A 
study using GitHub data found that the vast majority of FOSS contributions are made in the US with India in 8th place. 
When contributions are weighted by national population, the US slides down from first place and India disappears: 
https://medium.com/@hoffa/github-top-countries-201608-13f642493773  
However, the above study uses total national population, which puts India at a disadvantage. A more meaningful 
measure would be contributions by population of software engineers per nation. India does have a high population of 
software engineers. India has roughly as many software engineers as the US and will soon have many more: 
https://www.computerworld.com/article/2483690/it-careers/india-to-overtake-u-s--on-number-of-developers-
by-2017.html 
There are many countries with lower populations and proportions of IT professionals than India that produce more 
FOSS than India. That said, the validity of this measure can be questioned. The nation a project was created in does 
not necessarily account for the nationality of the developer. In the case of Indian IT professionals, many of whom work 
abroad, this may change the picture. However, as my interest is with FOSS inside India, these data do give a fairly good 
indication that, proportional to the number of IT professionals generally and FOSS advocates specifically, relatively little 
FOSS is created in India.
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2.1 Early Success: Kerala 

One of the earliest successes for Indian FOSS adoption, 
which illustrates the twin goals of meeting technical and 
social needs, is Kerala’s IT@School project. Started as the 
first initiative of the Free Software Foundation of India, 
IT@School resulted in implementation of FOSS instead 
of Windows in public schools in the state. When I asked 
one of the activists who worked on this campaign what motivated them to focus on 
education, he replied, “Most of us came to free software not because of any technical 
reason but the political and social aspect of it... so we thought by introducing free 
software in schools we could make a mark.” This emphasis on FOSS as an extension 
of social activism is significant. By opening up the source code for anyone to examine, 
learn from, improve, and share, it was hoped that students would understand the code 
on a deeper level. Further, because by design, students could not engage with FOSS in 
a rote manner, it was hoped that by learning the critical thinking necessary to work with 
FOSS they would also engage with the learning process as a whole at a deeper level. 

The free software activists who started the IT@School project were trying not only to 
change students’ relationships to education but to also foster more critically engaged 
relationships to civil society more generally.

The extent to which the political goals of the activists who implemented IT@School 
were met may be difficult to measure, but there is no denying that Kerala’s use of FOSS 
in schools has been an unmitigated success. According to a report published in 2015, 
this programme has saved the government hundreds of millions compared to if they 
had used a proprietary software with a vendor to manage it, as most states do5.  Further, 
the quality of education generally, and IT education specifically, in Kerala has been 
recognised at the national and international level; Kerala is the first state in India to 
have high-tech classrooms in all public schools6. 

There is no denying 
that Kerala’s use of 
FOSS in schools has 
been an unmitigated 
success. 

5. Bharath, U., Chakravarty, S., De, R. Dey, S., Rao, R., Sivamalai, L. 2015. Economic Impact of Free and Open Source 
Software Usage in Government Final Report. Indian Institute of Management Bangalore. https://alpha.sflc.in/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/ICFOSS_economic-impact-freev3.pdf

6. Asianet News. 2020. Kerala first state to have high-tech classrooms in all public schools. Asianet News. https://
newsable.asianetnews.com/india/kerala-first-state-to-have-high-tech-classrooms-in-all-public-schools-vpn-qi3fz5  
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2.2 Barriers to Adoption  

In the past two decades, there have been several other FOSS success stories including 
community work, start-ups, and higher education initiatives. There has also been 
moderate government investment in FOSS infrastructure, particularly through the 
Centre for Development of Advanced Computing (C-DAC) and the National Resource 
Centre for FOSS project. However, these successes, as impactful as they have been 
within their remit, have been relatively small and isolated. This is not for lack of trying 
– as discussed, efforts to spread FOSS drive much of the community. However, there 
are several barriers to wide-scale adoption. Despite near-universal agreement among 
technical experts that FOSS is generally better quality software, there are several 
common barriers to wide-scale adoption. Interviewees identified the main hurdles to 
FOSS in India, which included:

Awareness Many in decision making positions in 
government, education, and industry 
are unaware that FOSS is a viable 
alternative.

Politics Although there are pro-FOSS elements 
across the political spectrum, politicians 
at local and state level may make 
software procurement based on 
donor relationships with proprietary 
companies.

Migration It takes time, money, and training 
to migrate an organisation to a new 
operating system and many employees 
will find it frustrating.
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Technical Support Using FOSS at an institutional level 
requires technical support which will 
entail investment in developing in-
house human resources or the cost of 
hiring outside support.

Image There is a perception that unbranded or 
free-of-cost technology is necessarily 
inferior.

Pushback from proprietary 
companies

Proprietary companies spend a lot 
of time and money lobbying decision 
makers in government and industry. 
Further, there is an oft-cited, though 
unsubstantiated, understanding 
that there is a quid pro quo between 
philanthropic donations from the Gates 
Foundation and government use of 
Microsoft.

In addition to all these challenges, there are rifts in the FOSS community along the 
lines of politics, professional affiliation, region, and generation which make large-
scale campaigns difficult to organise. Perhaps the most significant split is between 
those who align with free software versus those who advocate for open source. While 
these semantic differences may seem trivial, they represent fundamental orientations 
towards how technology should be conceptualised and mobilised.

2.3 Free Software Vs. Open Software

Within FOSS, there are parallel movements which advocate for “open source” and 
“free” software. The free software movement is associated with Richard Stallman, 
the creator of the first FOSS licence, and this camp stresses the philosophical and 
moral aspects of keeping source code free and open. The open-source movement 
sprung up as an effort to rebrand this technology in a way that would make it more 
appealing to industry. It is rooted in technical rather than moral arguments, namely 
that the principles of the “bazaar” style open-source production model which entails 
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coordinated community contribution will produce 
better, more robust software than the “cathedral” 
style top-down production model associated with 
proprietary software. Importantly, those on the free 
side recognise the technical merit of this model and 
most of those on the open-source side feel that, 
ideally, technology should be used to give back to 

society as well; still this ideological divide orients how, exactly, members of the Indian 
FOSS community apply their energies. During my fieldwork, I attended two national 
conferences that epitomised this ideological divide: Open Source India and 4CCon.

Advertised as “Asia’s #1 Open Source Convention”, the Open Source India7 conference 
took place in October 2016 in Bengaluru. This two-day event was held is a large, 
modern convention centre. As I entered the building there was an information desk with 
maps and schedules in the centre of the main hall. The Microsoft booth was to my left. 
There were two young women at the desk and they showed me stacks of binders with 
programming tests – you could take one and go into the room behind the desk to see 
how fast you could pass the test. There were about 15 company booths, all sporting 
signage, fliers, business cards, and many also had TV monitors showing company 
information or technology demonstrations. Most of the speakers were from industry, 
with a few representatives from C-DAC in attendance as well. Most of the talks were 
about the speakers’ company’s projects. For example, there was a presentation by a 
man who discussed how his company makes some parts of their product open source 
and other parts closed source to sell at a premium rate.

In January 2017, the Free Software Movement of India8 (FSMI), a coalition of regional 
free software organisations, hosted the 4C conference at a university in Chennai. The 
purpose of the conference was to bring the national free software community together 
to discuss and organise around four Cs: Collaboration, Contribution, Community, and 
Commons. The first day of the conference focussed on technical workshops where 
FSMI members provided technology-specific tutorials, aimed at students; the following 
days involved presentations on the relationship between technology and society in 

7. Open Source India. https://www.opensourceindia.in/
8. Free Software Movement of India. https://fsmi.in/ 

Within FOSS, there are 
parallel movements 
which advocate for 
“open-source” and 
“free” software.
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general. While some speakers were affiliated 
with the IT industry, many more were affiliated 
with government, academia, news media, and 
civil society organisations. The subject of the 
opening talks included “The Political Economy 
of the IT Industry,” “A Changing Landscape,” 
and “Dreams of Future?.” All of these talks 
emphasised the need to be critical of the 
political implications of the IT industry.

Both conferences had several thousand attendees and high-profile sponsors; however, 
their ideological projects were quite different. That the Open Source Asia conference 
was focussed on how best open-source software can be leveraged by and for the 
Indian IT industry reflects the alignment of open-source software with business 
via so-called neutral, technical goals. That the 4C conference was focussed on how 
best free software can be leveraged by and for Indian society reflects the alignment 
of free software with explicitly political goals. The fact that there were government 

speakers and representatives of local start-ups at 
both also reflects that there is still (some) room 
for a pan-FOSS movement where both sides of 
this ideological divide meet and sometimes work 
together. And, indeed, sometimes they do work 
on shared technical or even political projects. 
However, there is distrust on both sides that must 
be navigated if FOSS is going to be successfully 
mobilised on a national scale.

That the Open Source Asia 
conference was focussed 
on how best open-source 
software can be leveraged by 
and for the Indian IT industry 
reflects the alignment of 
open-source software with 
business via so-called 
neutral, technical goals.  

That the 4C conference 
was focussed on how 
best free software can 
be leveraged by and for 
Indian society reflects 
the alignment of free 
software with explicitly 
political goals.
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03 How has FOSS been 
mobilised elsewhere?  

3.1 Government

FOSS has been successfully utilised by many 
governments. In fact, because FOSS is ubiquitous 
most governments use it even if they do not have 
a specific FOSS policy. That said, while very few 
governments have an explicitly pro-FOSS policy, many 
prefer it because it offers more control and flexibility 
to meet specific needs with regard to data sovereignty 
or niche programmes.

A recent report, “The impact of Open Source Software and Hardware on technological 
independence, competitiveness and innovation in the EU economy,”9 by Open Forum 
Europe contains a survey of FOSS policy across the EU, US, and Asia. While some 
countries such as Spain and Bulgaria have formal pro-FOSS policies, many others 
like Italy, the United Kingdom and France have no policy, but highly favour FOSS for 
government procurement. South Korea earned the highest FOSS policy score in this 
analysis because not only does it have a healthy FOSS ecosystem for the public sector, 
it also invests heavily in supporting FOSS in the private sector. India scores in the 
middle of these countries, for although it has a formal policy in favour of FOSS, there 
is relatively little government support for its development and implementation in the 
public or private sector. Overall, the report found that FOSS has been most successfully 
integrated as digital culture by regional governments, such as Catalonia in Spain and 
Kerala, which in addition to having pro-FOSS policies, have made and supported 

9. Blind, K., Böhm, M., Grzegorzewska, P., Katz, A., Muto, S., Pätsch, S., Schubert, T. 2021. The impact of Open Source 
Software and Hardware on technological independence, competitiveness and innovation in the EU economy. European 
Commission. https://assets.innovazione.gov.it/1632481226-cnectopensourcestudyen2862021lmbhsihncec7jedshxkk1j
lz079021.pdf

There are several 
key reasons FOSS is 
understood as a political 
issue for government 
which include 
transparency, control 
over data, and digital 
independence.
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implementation plans for public culture including education infrastructure. The impact 
report makes persuasive arguments for the European Union to pursue explicitly pro-
FOSS policies and practices, citing the economic, technical, and political advantages of 
implementing a formal pro-FOSS stance.

It is worthwhile to briefly outline why FOSS is considered advantageous to any 
government from economic, technical, and political perspectives. The economic 
advantages of FOSS may seem straightforward, though of course there are costs. 
While the software itself is free to acquire, there must be investments in customising, 
maintaining, and troubleshooting it. This requires total ownership and can be a 
significant investment. However, this is an investment in local talent and, over time, the 
savings from not paying licence fees can be invested elsewhere. FOSS procurement 
also tends to favour local SMEs which are then able to succeed and grow, with a ripple 
effect in the national economy. Further, FOSS can easily be reused and shared between 
government departments, saving time and money.

The technical advantages are also significant. Though Microsoft spent decades arguing 
that FOSS was inferior, the fact that they have now opened up some of their own 
code, participate in international FOSS conferences, and have purchased the largest 
FOSS repository, GitHub, certainly indicates that whatever qualms the company had, 
they were not based on technical merit. Indeed, the quality of FOSS is well-known 
and the ways in which it can be easily modified is especially useful for governments. 
Making bespoke software for specific projects or populations can be done in-house 
with sufficient human resources. For example, while developing user interfaces in 
any language is possible, proprietary software companies will do so only if they feel 
the market is big enough. With FOSS, it is possible to make software for any language 
community and thus bridge the digital divide and maintain linguistic sovereignty.

The political arguments in favour of government FOSS adoption are perhaps the most 
interesting. There are several key political reasons for governments to use FOSS, 
including transparency, control over data, and digital independence. The transparency 
inherent in FOSS means that any citizen can access and view the software being used to 
run government infrastructure, which aligns with democratic values espoused by many 
governments and fits in with corresponding open data policies. 
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FOSS also allows governments to fully own and manage 
their data, which can be important for public records 
specifically and national autonomy generally. 
Some worry that the code is not secure because it is 
open and thus visible to anyone. However, the ability to 
view source code is not the same as viewing the data 
collected and maintained with the software.
In fact, FOSS offers higher security than proprietary 
software because it can be developed and thus 
controlled by the government and is often used in 
environments with highly sensitive data. For example, 
the Department of Defense in the United States and 

the Home Office in the United Kingdom rely on FOSS for their technical infrastructure. 
Finally, FOSS offers governments autonomy vis-a-vis their relationships with private, 
mostly American, corporations which are based on vendor lock-in business models and 
have often lobbied to change how governments manage or even define their own data.

3.2 Industry

While the case for FOSS in government is straightforward, the ways in which it can 
be mobilised by for-profit enterprises is a little more complex. However, there are 
several business models for working with FOSS. Since the launch of Linux, several 
companies have formed around Linux by forking Linux, which means taking a copy 
and creating a separate and distinct version (called a distribution). Some of the most 
successful are Red Hat, DebIan and Ubuntu, all of which offer their version of the 
Linux operating system for free but charge for customisations and support services. 
Another key development in FOSS technologies has been the dominance of the Android 
operating system for smart phones. A number of FOSS licences now available offer 
varying levels of freedom and responsibility with regard to how the software can be 
used when it comes to commercial applications. Because it is free of cost and so 
malleable, FOSS is harnessed by SMEs and large corporations alike. The regions with 
the strongest corporate ties to FOSS are the United States and East Asia. Examples of 
well-known companies which support and contribute to FOSS projects include: Google, 

FOSS offers higher 
security than 
proprietary software 
because it can be 
developed and thus 
controlled by the 
government and 
is often used in 
environments with 
highly sensitive data.



15

FOSS is Necessary but not Sufficient

Netflix, Huawei, and Samsung. Many large corporations pay 
employees to work on and contribute back to projects in the 
FOSS community knowing that as code is developed and 
improved, it will benefit them. Further, reputations of large 
firms are enhanced within coding communities if they are 
associated with innovative FOSS projects. For SMEs and start-
ups especially, FOSS offers an entry into the market as they can 
define and develop niche products and services.  

3.3 Community

Of course, all the FOSS utilised by government 
and industry can be traced back to the wider 
FOSS community, which is truly global. That said, 
certain regions are more active as measured 
by public contributions to shared repositories, 
particularly North America and Europe. However, 
as the discussion of Indian FOSS evangelism 
makes clear, not all activity is easily measured – 
contributing code is obviously important but so 
too are other contributions such as advocating for 
and using FOSS.

The FOSS community is comprised of networks of individuals and organisations who 
create and advocate for this technology. FOSS is carried out on a project basis – while 
some projects like the Linux kernel are large and have well defined management 
structures, many projects are less tightly organised and there is also room for 
individual tinkerers and contributors. Larger projects are often supported by non-
profit foundations with paid staff whereas medium and smaller projects have a much 
more fluid organisational structure. It is very common for projects to formally or 
informally partner with public and/or private partners. In addition to project-based 

The regions with 
the strongest 
corporate ties 
to FOSS are the 
United States 
and East Asia. 

From a sociological 
perspective, the 
FOSS community, in 
general, is comprised 
of members from the 
middle classes and is 
overwhelmingly male. 
Globally, it is estimated 
that less than 3% of 
all FOSS contributors 
identify as women.
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foundations, there are many organisations based upon technology (e.g. language like 
Python) region (e.g. FOSSASIA) or social issues (e.g. GNOME project). Depending on 
one’s interests, there are many FOSS-centric conferences and meet-ups to choose 
from in most regions of the world, as well as virtually.

From a sociological perspective, the FOSS community, in general, is comprised 
of members from the middle classes and is overwhelmingly male. Globally, it is 
estimated that less than 3% of all FOSS contributors identify as women.10 Much of 
the marginalisation of women in FOSS has been attributed to low participation of 
women in tech more generally which, in turn, is the result of structural barriers and 
inaccurate assumptions about women’s capabilities. However, in addition to the 
small proportions of women in tech generally, FOSS activists and social scientists 
have documented that FOSS communities can be especially unwelcoming spaces for 
women and other minorities.

10. In a 2017 GitHub, survey only 3% of respondents identified as female; this list of similar surveys and participation 
rates on projects and at conferences compiled by the GeekFeminismWiki bears out that women’s participation in FOSS 
generally is quite low:  http://geekfeminism.wikia.com/wiki/FLOSS
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04 Issues and 
Recommendations
As the preceding discussion has made clear, FOSS offers many economic, technical, 
and political benefits for India. And India is in a uniquely excellent position to take 
advantage of FOSS across public and private sectors. Despite past failures to make 
FOSS creation and consumption the default for India, there is a formal pro-FOSS policy 
at the national level and several motivated individuals and groups across the public and 
private sectors as well as academia and civil society. Yet, going forward, much more 
must be done if FOSS’s potential is to be fully harnessed.

A coordinated, long-term plan that will inculcate FOSS into the fabric of Indian digital 
culture is needed. The recent State of FOSS in India11 report by Civic Data Lab discusses 
many of the challenges faced by education, public, and private sectors in India and 
proposes several recommendations to encourage wide-spread adoption of FOSS across 
sectors. The recommendations centre around initiatives to build capacity, consume 
ethically, contribute regularly, co-create and grow FOSS contribution and consumption. 
They are based on insights from case studies and leverages 
policies already in place, particularly at the national level. 
Following the recommendations from the report and 
what I have observed in my own research, I see four key 
challenges that must be addressed going forward: finding 
a way to unite the whole spectrum of the Indian FOSS 
community; openwashing; mitigating pressure from MNCs, 
and, crucially, deploying FOSS (and all technology) in an 
ethical manner.

A coordinated, 
long-term plan 
needs to be made 
that will inculcate 
FOSS into the 
fabric of Indian 
digital culture. 

11. CivicDataLab. The State of Free and Open Source Software in India. Civic Data Lab. https://state-of-foss.in/the-state-
of-foss-report.pdf
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4.1 Uniting the Indian FOSS Community

Uniting the community is perhaps the most important 
step moving forward: any attempt to build a national 
movement must first address why it has been so 
challenging thus far. Though the Indian FOSS community 
is populated by a group of intelligent, well connected, 
and motivated individuals, and despite past efforts 
to make FOSS a pan-Indian issue, the community 
has, in general, stayed fragmented along regional and 
ideological lines. 

Add to this the emergence of FOSS programming languages (such as Python), which 
have their own communities, getting all these groups and individuals working towards 
a singular goal feels like herding cats. The disparate factions of the Indian FOSS 
community have certainly united in the past around some key issues – standards 
debates and Free Basics are two noteworthy examples. However, a successful coalition, 
including equal representation from industry, government, education, and civil society 
as well as from all those along the FOSS spectrum must form around long-term, 
sustainable goals.

Currently, organisations more aligned with the goals of industry and open source 
like iSPIRIT, FOSS United Foundation and Omidyar Network are at the forefront of 
advocating for a renewed commitment to FOSS in India. While think tanks and research 
organisations aligned with industry should definitely be promoting FOSS, there should 
be equal participation from those aligned with government, civil society, and the free 
software movement; however, old divides are still intact. For example, the report 
commissioned by Omidyar on the state of FOSS in India, though comprehensive, 
favoured industry priorities and voices, leaving out some prominent voices from the 
free software community. These missing voices were evident in the report suggesting 
that the FOSS community unite in ways that ignore the reasons the community is so 
fragmented. 

Currently, 
organisations more 
aligned with the goals 
of industry and open-
source are at the 
forefront of advocating 
for a renewed 
commitment to 
FOSS in India. 
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During my research, I observed a lack of trust among several FOSS groups and 
individuals, but mostly between those who align themselves strongly with either open 
source or free software. For example, some in the open-source camp told me that the 
free software folk did not produce anything of value – meaning technical contributions 
– and those on the free software end of the spectrum expressed frustration that the 
open-source folk are mainly concerned with leveraging software for industry and thus 
lack commitment to the ethical imperatives intrinsic to the community. While some 
of these rifts may be due to personal disagreement with priorities or politics that can 
happen in any social situation, this dynamic is also reflective of the open source/free 
software divide globally. So, while this is not an India-specific challenge, because of its 
emphasis on evangelism, India is uniquely positioned to overcome it.

As already discussed, the defining characteristic I observed in the Indian FOSS 
community is its emphasis on evangelism over contribution. The methods and motives 
of FOSS evangelism are varied. Some evangelise because they feel compelled to 
pass on something they find intrinsically fascinating and technically superior, some 
evangelise in an effort to improve the education system and some evangelise as part of 
a broader political commitment to socio-economic change. FOSS evangelism in India 
weaves together personal moral ambitions associated with FOSS as a practice, into an 
argument that technology generally -  and FOSS specifically - should be used for the 
public good.

It is safe to say that all FOSS advocates would 
like to see FOSS used throughout the nation for 
education, business, government and civil society. 
The issues dividing the open-source and free software 
communities in India can be understood as differing 
strategies which, in turn, can be understood as 
different priorities. Those who are more aligned with 
the open-source community prioritise development 
of FOSS projects with tangible outcomes as measured 
in code contributed and successful projects – in other 

The issues dividing 
the open-source 
and free software 
communities in India 
can be understood as 
differing strategies 
which, in turn, can 
be understood as 
different priorities.
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words with the technology itself. However, one unique thing about FOSS in India is that 
much of the community sees technical practice as necessary but not sufficient. 

So moving forward, it is fair to acknowledge that technical contribution needs to be 
increased to meet the needs of industry and government, but this should not diminish 
the importance or reach of those who prioritise evangelism. In other words: don’t throw 
out the baby with the bathwater. Industry should demonstrate support for some of the 
intangible outcomes of those most concerned with using FOSS to augment education 
and community projects and, in so doing, build bridges that can be leveraged to 
harness the momentum of dedicated activists. While industry and government buy-in 
are important, a successful coalition will depend upon embracing the bigger picture of 
seeing this as a technology which can facilitate social and economic equity first and as 
more efficient, cost-effective and robust software second. Ultimately, a healthy FOSS 
ecosystem will have room for all of these priorities which 
will feed into each other. Widespread FOSS adoption will 
need to be multi-pronged across sectors with top-down 
and bottom-up contributions. The goals and priorities of 
different ends of the FOSS spectrum may be different but 
they are not incompatible; if each part of the community 
felt respected, as demonstrated by equal participation in 
campaigns to push FOSS as a regional and national issue, 
there is room for everyone under the FOSS umbrella to 
make significant contributions.

4.2 Openwashing

Another major issue, and one that could forestall uniting the community is 
openwashing. Openwashing is the practice of stating that a project or application 
is open source when it is not. This term has been adapted from ‘green washing’, a 
well-documented practice in which companies portray their practices or products as 
environmentally friendly to appeal to consumers’ growing concern with environmental 
issues while, at the same time, participating in environmentally harmful practices. 

One unique thing 
about FOSS in 
India is that much 
of the community 
sees technical 
practice as 
necessary but 
not sufficient.
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Similarly, FOSS has gained near-universal approval as 
technically robust software organisations see the value 
of aligning themselves with FOSS so that customers and 
potential collaborators in the FOSS community are more 
likely to trust the merits of the project or application.

An example of this is when people praise Google for making its maps open so that 
other projects or companies can link to them for their own needs. While Google has 
made some of their map data available, this alone does not meet the legal or technical 
requirements for openness as understood by the FOSS community. This software is 
not licensed in a way that gives users full access to see, copy, alter, or redistribute 
the code. The map data are not being made available in raw form for others to use/
manipulate as they see fit. While Google’s decision to keep significant portions of their 
map code/data locked is perfectly legal and fairly common within the industry, the 
issue is that by calling their maps ‘open’, the company is able to align itself with the 
technical prestige associated with the FOSS community, without actually earning it.

Sometimes openwashing happens due to naivete. Software development and 
procurement can be a very complicated process and many may not know what to 
look for to ensure that the software they are using, buying, or even developing meets 
agreed standards set by the FOSS community as well as software licences approved by 
the Open Source Initiative (OSI). However, there are some organisations that cynically 
exploit this lack of knowledge and tout their projects as open source to get buy-in from 
the FOSS community when, in fact, there are parts of the project that are not. Within 
India, Aadhaar has been accused of this. Several people I interviewed used Aadhaar 
as an example of openwashing because it was promoted as open source to get 
community buy-in, but key parts of the stack are not, in fact, open. Across the FOSS 
spectrum, the technical integrity of the software is paramount, so any association with 
proponents of large-scale FOSS initiatives in government or industry must ensure they 
are not associated with any projects engaging in openwashing.

Openwashing is the 
practice of stating a 
project or application 
is open source when 
it is not. 
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4.3 Proprietary Pressure

This is a sensitive issue for government and 
industry. For decades, proprietary companies 
have pressured Indian government and 
industry to enter into or continue expensive 
contracts for software licences and support. 
This pressure has been compounded by 
philanthropic donations made by the affiliated 
organisations of Big Tech – especially the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and Mark 
Zuckerberg’s ill-fated Free Basics project. 
Any move to implement a significant shift 
from proprietary to FOSS is going to result in 
sustained lobbying of politicians who may or 
may not understand the benefits of the shift 
or may just be willing to accept quid pro quo 
support. Industry too will have to contend 
with business partners baulking and will have to balance their need for sub-contracting 
work with how or the extent to which they embrace FOSS.

This is a political and economic issue that will require a stalwart, coordinated strategy 
among government and industry that can outlive election cycles and party politics. 
Fortunately, there is potential for cross-party support for FOSS. While cost savings can 
be spun by everyone, nation building too can be embraced across the spectrum as can 
home-grown technology. Setting up a truly representative task force with members 
from across sectors and the FOSS spectrum would be a good start. So, too, would 
applying top-down and bottom-up pressure, as has been successful in regional FOSS 
adoption in Kerala and Catalonia - both of which combined government mandates with 
grass-roots organizing in the non-profit and education sectors.

Setting up a truly 
representative task force with 
members from across sectors 
and the FOSS spectrum 
would be a good start. So, 
too, would applying top-down 
and bottom-up pressure, 
as has been successful in 
regional FOSS adoption in 
Kerala and Catalonia - both of 
which combined government 
mandates with grass-roots 
organizing in the non-profit 
and education sectors.
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4.4 Acknowledging Lack of Neutrality

Finally, and most importantly, FOSS needs 
to be understood as a tool – the best tool 
for most jobs that can be done by software, 
but it is not a magic bullet or panacea that 
will cure any socio-economic ills. There is 
an understandable tendency to romanticise 
FOSS, but just because software is free of 
cost and open-source does not mean it is 
‘good’. And just because a government is 
using FOSS does not mean its policies and 

practices are truly transparent. While using FOSS is in the best interest of the nation, it 
is almost a moot point if the government will use it in undemocratic ways. The fact that 
FOSS is used by the US Department of Defense and UK Home Office doesn’t make their 
policies and practices any more just.

Current efforts to mobilise FOSS must be understood as a component of wider 
structural changes, not the change itself. Technology can facilitate development but 
unless that facilitation occurs within a well-designed and accountable framework, it 
is more likely than not to reproduce or amplify existing inequalities. It is telling that 
Kerala, the Indian state that has consistently done the most with and for FOSS, has 
historically also had governments that prioritised social and economic welfare, resulting 
in the highest development indices in India.

Though just a tool, FOSS is a very powerful tool. It offers Indians the possibility of 
exerting autonomy in relationships between technology and the state, as well as 
through the market so that Indian tech talent takes more of a lead than a supporting 
role globally. Autonomy via FOSS is expressed on three levels: as a person, as a citizen, 
and as a nation. Autonomy on the personal level is represented by the technical 
freedoms inherent to FOSS. The different ways FOSS allows for the autonomy of 
citizens in relation to markets and states, as well as the autonomy it allows states in 

It is telling that the Indian 
state that has consistently 
done the most with and 
for FOSS, Kerala, also has 
historically had governments 
that prioritised social and 
economic welfare, resulting 
in the highest development 
indices in India.
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relation to the market, are just as crucial. The Indian FOSS community has taken a 
technology created in a Western context and mobilised it towards what can broadly 
be called nation building efforts. Nation building via FOSS can include, but is not 
limited to: transparent technical infrastructure that enhances civil liberties and 
democratic governance; educational interventions that promote critical thinking 
in ways that disrupt rote learning models; bridging the digital divide with regard to 
access to technology and providing technology in Indian languages; and encouraging 
development of home-grown industries. All of this is taking a technical practice 
and redefining its ethical horizons.
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