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A Bit of History
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autonomo.us activist group to focus on freedom in network services

by Matt Lee — Published on Jul 14, 2008 10:28 AM

Update 6/28/19: the site autonomo.us is no longer active.

BOSTON, Massachusetts, USA—Monday, July 14, 2008— A new activist group called autonomo.us has launched
an online presence to focus on issues of software freedom in network services.

Building on its work with the GNU Affero General Public license, the FSF convened a meeting to discuss the impact of

network services on free software and user freedom on March 16.

Today, attendees at that meeting launched autonomo.us, a new blog that aims to publish essays and articles exploring
the impact of network services on user freedom. Additionally, the group published what it is calling the "Franklin Street
Statement on Freedom and Network Services” where it lays out a summary of its thinking so far. While the group is

Source: https://www.fsf.org/news/network-services



The Franklin Street Statement
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The current generation of network services or Software as a Service can Search this site
provide advantages over traditional, locally installed software in ease of (=)

Search ‘

deployment, collaboration, and data aggregation. Many users have begun to rely
on such services in preference to software provisioned by themselves or their
organizations. This move toward centralization has powerful effects on software

freedom and user autonomy. January 2009

On March 16, 2008, a workgroup convened at the Free Software Foundation to December 2008
discuss issues of freedom for users given the rise of network services. We November 2008
considered a number of issues, among them what impacts these services have
on user freedom, and how implementers of network services can help or harm
users. We believe this will be an ongoing conversation, potentially spanning

many years. Our hope is that free software and open source communities will August 2008

October 2008
September 2008

https://web.archive.org/web/20090218125143/http://autonomo.us/2008/07/franklin-street-statement/
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A Prescient Spirit
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Developers of network service software are encouraged to:

* Use the GNU Affero GPL, a license designed specifically for network service
software, to ensure that users of services have the ability to examine the
source or implement their own service.

¢ Develop freely-licensed alternatives to existing popular but non-Free
network services.

¢ Develop software that can replace centralized services and data storage
with distributed software and data deployment, giving control back to users.

Service providers are encouraged to:
¢ Choose Free Software for their service.

* Release customizations to their software under a Free Software license.

* Make data and works of authorship available to their service’s users under
legal terms and in formats that enable the users to move and use their data
outside of the service. This means:

* Users should control their private data.
e Data available to all users of the service should be available under
terms approved for Free Cultural Works or Open Knowledge.

Users are encouraged to:

¢ Consider carefully whether to use software on someone else’s computer at
all. Where it is possible, they should use Free Software equivalents that run
on their own computer. Services may have substantial benefits, but they
represent a loss of control for users and introduce several problems of
freedom.

¢ When deciding whether to use a network service, look for services that
follow the guidelines listed above, so that, when necessary, they still have
the freedom to modify or replicate the service without losing their own data.



The Context: 2008
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About autonomo.us

autonomo.us is an independent group of hackers and activists. Many of us create network services. All of us are

concerned about their effects on user freedom and autonomy. autonomo.us is designed as a forum to explore the
problems and issues raised by network technologies.

Current participants and contributors include Gabriel Burt (Novell), Jonathan Gray (OKFN and the Open Service
Definition), Benjamin Mako Hill (MIT/FSF), Bradley Kuhn (SFLC and Software Freedom Conservancy), Mike Linksvayer
(CC), Henry Poole (FSF and CivicActions), Evan Prodromou, Kragen Sitaker, Brett Smith (FSF), Aaron Swartz, James
Vasile (SFLC) and Luis Villa (GNOME Foundation).



From |Idea to Protocol
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2008: Prodromou creates Status.net (powering
identi.ca)

2014: Word Wide Web Consortium (W3C) Social Web
Working Group established (co-chaired by Prodromou)
2017: Mastodon adopts (an early version of) ActivityPub
2018: ActivityPub becomes official W3C Standard



Move Slowly and Build Bridges, by Robert W. Gehl

Move Slowly and Build Bridges

Mastodon, the Fediverse, and the Struggle
for Democratic Social Media

| Sal

Robert W. Gehl

* Presents for the first time an academic study of

‘\J " the fediverse

* Collects archival sources and original interviews
MOVE SLOWLY

to lay out an accesible and engaging history of
AND BUILD"BRIDGES the fediverse, its technology, and the people who

use it

* Draws on first-hand experience with fediverse
administration and moderation

Gehl, R. W. (2025). Move slowly and build bridges: Mastodon, the fediverse, and the struggle for democratic social media. Oxford
University Press.
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A Common Thread

Free software & Web —ActivityPub & Mastodon
FREE SOFTWARE o WORLD WIDE WEB
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The Centralised Turn

Elon Musk makes splashy visit to
Twitter headquarters carrying sink

Tesla CEO changes his profile to ‘Chief Twit’ as Friday
deadline to finalize his takeover deal nears
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o This image from the Twitter page of Elon Musk shows him entering Twitter headquarters
carrying a sink. Photograph: AP

The Guardian (27 October 2022)
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Prophetic Statement
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Franklin Street Statement on Freedom and
Network Services

July 14, 2008 in statements by mako | 66 comments

The current generation of network services or Software as a Service can
provide advantages over traditional, locally installed software in ease of
deployment, collaboration, and data aggregation. Many users have begun to rely
on such services in preference to software provisioned by themselves or their
organizations. This move toward centralization has powerful effects on software
freedom and user autonomy.

On March 16, 2008, a workgroup convened at the Free Software Foundation to
discuss issues of freedom for users given the rise of network services. We
considered a number of issues, among them what impacts these services have
on user freedom, and how implementers of network services can help or harm
users. We believe this will be an ongoing conversation, potentially spanning
many years. Our hope is that free software and open source communities will
embrace and adopt these values when thinking about user freedom and network
services. We hope to work with organizations including the FSF to provide moral
and technical leadership on this issue.

We consider network services that are Free Software and which share Free
Data as a good starting-point for ensuring users’ freedom. Although we have not
yet formally defined what might constitute a ‘Free Service’, we do have
suggestions that developers, service providers, and users should consider:
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The Public Service Media Response
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The BBC on Mastodon: experimenting with distributed and
decentralised social media

Trialling ActivityPub and the federated model for social media and its possibilities for the BBC.

) | Tristan Ferne

As the social media landscape ebbs and flows, the team at BBC Research & Development are researching social technologies
and exploring possibilities for the BBC. One part of our work is to establish a BBC presence in the distributed collection of
social networks known as the Fediverse, a collection of social media applications all linked together by common protocols.

The most common software used in this area is Mastodon, a Twitter-like social networking service with around 2 million active
monthly users. We are now running an experimental BBC Mastodon server at https://social.bbc where you can follow some of
the BBC's social media accounts, including BBC R&D, Radio 4 and 5 Live. We hope to be able to add more accounts from other
areas of the BBC at some point.

fmastodon

# Home
A Notifications
Q Search

W Local

@ Federated

@ Direct messages

social.bbc

edia powered by Mastodon R Bookmarks

https://www.bbc.com/rd/blog/2023-07-mastodon-distributed-decentralised-fediverse-activitypub
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Research Questions

RQ1: What motivated European public service media to adopt
decentralised social media platforms like Mastodon, and what
operational challenges and implications have they encountered in

this adoption process?

RQ2: How does the decentralised social media model align with
the public values of European public service media organisations?

stfold University College
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Findings: Adoption
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Table 1. Mastodon accounts by European PSM orgs (verified on 17 October 2024, only main account per org).

PSM org Country Main account Creation date  Follower count!

BBC UK @BBCRD@social bbe 2023-06-07 22.430

ARD? Germany (@tagesschau@ard social 2023-05-05 70,658

DW Germany @dw_innovation@mastodon social ~ 2023-08-23 6,736

ZDF Germany @ZDF @zdf social 2022-12-01 34,017
Germany /

3sat Switzerland / (@3sat@zdf social 2023-05-02 9.994
Austria

NPO? The Netherlands ~ @nporadiol @npo.nl 2023-11-08 1,075

iRozhlas Czech Republic ~ @irozhlas@rozhlas.cz 2022-12-20 1,252

! As of 17 Oct 2024

2 ARD (Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Rundfunkanstalten Deutschlands) is a consortium of nine regional public

broadcasters across Germany, most of their Mastodon accounts used ard.social’s server.
* This account was discontinued on 21 May 2024 after a six-month trial, but it was accessible until December

2024.
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Findings: Why & How
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Table 2. List of participants in the interviews (n=12), ordered by the date of the interview

Name Cohort Organisation Role pate O.f )
interview
Alexander Plaum 1 DW (Germany) Innovation Department 2024-11-04
Dylan van Rijsbergen 1 NPO (The Netherlands)  Innovation policy advisor 2024-11-05
Tristan Ferne 1 BBC (UK) Producer at R&D department  2024-11-27
Ian Forrester 1 BBC (UK) Senior Firestarter at R&D 2024-12-19
department
Christian Gillinger 2 SverigesRadio (Sweden) Head of Social Media 2025-01-15
Jan Cibulka 1 iRozhlas (Czechia) Data journalist 2025-01-21
Martin Holland 2 Heise.de (Germany) Editor 2025-01-30
Aslak @grim 2 NRK (Norway) Journalist at NRKbeta 2025-03-27
Borgersrud
Valentina Hirsch 1 3sat (ZDF - Germany / SRF Lead Share Media 2025-03-27
- Switzerland / ORF -
Austria)
Andy Piper 2 Mastodon Head of Communications 2025-05-14
Kathrine Hammerstad 2 NRK (Norway) Head of Digital 2025-09-08
Evan Prodromou 2 Social Web Foundation =~ Research Director 2025-09-12/26
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The Challenge of RQ2: PSM’s Public Values?

e European Broadcasting Union (EBU, 2012):

accountability, diversity, excellence, independence, innovation,
and universality

e Tufhez-Lopez et al (2021) The Values of Public Service Media in the Internet Society

e Caiiedo et al (2022) Distilling the value of public service media: Towards a tenable conceptualisation in the
European framework

e Dragomir et al (2024) Public service media and platformization: What role does EU regulation play?

/1) @stfold University College 15



The Challenge of RQ2: PSM’s Public Values?

e Karen Donders (2021: 60):

“Media policy, and Public Service Broadcasting
PUBLIC SERVICE MEDIA IN as its core element, was a citizen

EUROPE . . . ”
LAW, THEORY AND PRACTICE emanCIpatlon prOJect

Karen Donders

e Habermasian tradition: Access to trustworthy
information (public opinion formation) is essential
for deliberative democracy.

@ @stfold University College 16



The Challenge of RQ2: Tech Determinism

Problem 2: Avoiding technological determinism.

e The idea that “changing the tech” will automatically “fix
democracy”.
e |It's problematic to draw a simple causal link:
Decentralisation = Democracy

e Decentralised social networks are not 100% decentralised
e The normative model for liberal democracy is not 100%
decentralised either
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“Elective Affinity”
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POLICY & INTERNET

There is an “elective affinity” between a decentralised network configuration that
incentivises a wide distribution of power and liberal ideals of setting up various “checks and
balances” to restrain the exercise of power. On the other end of the spectrum, a strongly
centralised network configuration fits well with the logic of authoritarian rule. However, these
are not the only possible combinations of the two dimensions of the conflict about the future
of the global Internet and the global digital order. The idea of centralised hierarchy is
certainly familiar to liberal notions of legitimate authority. Likewise, a “smart” authoritarian
leader can use a certain degree of decentralisation to stabilise its claim to power. As a
consequence, we are confronted with a complex, multidimensional conflict. Our analysis of
this two-dimensional conflict also sheds new light on the debate about the fragmentation of
the global Internet. What we are witnessing is indeed a trend towards a more pluralistic

o L - + samn ' TN : 1o [ "

Pohle, J., & Voelsen, D. (2022). Centrality and power. The struggle over the techno-political configuration of the Internet and the global digital order.
Policy & Internet, 14(1), 13—27. https://doi.org/10.1002/p0i3.296
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The Nature of Public Service Media / Broadcasting
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NORDICOM

Latest @  Publications @  Facts and analysis ©

Home / Publications

From Public Service
Broadcasting to Public
Service Media

RIPE@2007

Jo Bardoel, Gregory Ferrell Lowe (Eds.)

I Read Open Access

The publication can be downloaded with Open Access on the NordPub publishing platform.

The core challenge facing public service broadcasting today is the transition to public
service media. This understanding characterised discourse among participants in the
RIPE@2006 conference in the Netherlands, the theme of which was Public Service
Broadcasting in the Multimedia Environment: Programmes and Platforms. The
contributors in this volume focus attention on issues of strategic concern and tactical

imnortance in addressina the care challenae A definina theme is the need far mavina

Contact Search Svenska

Researcher collaboration About Nordicom @

From Public Service
Broadcasting to
Public Service Media

i

Information

Published: 7 January 2008
Pages: 259

ISBN print: 978-91-89471-53-5
Format: PDF, print

Series: RIPE
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Rethinking Public Service Media
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2005 (Murdock): “Digital Commons”

2007 (RIPE): “From Public Service Broadcasting to

Public Service Media”

2009 (Moe): “Public Broadcasters, the Internet, and
Democracy. Comparing Policy and Exploring Public
Service Media Online’”

2020 (Zuckerman): “The Case for Digital Public
Infrastructure”
2025 (Donders): "Public Service Platform"
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The Public Service Internet

B B o Signin Home News Sport Business

Research & Development

Home  Features and updates i Reports and papers ] Research areas ‘ About | Search BBC R&D

Innovation

Building a Public Service Internet

What might an Internet that upholds public service values look like?

Culture Travel

@ Published: 1 January 2018

Public service broadcasting is broadcasting intended for public benefit rather than to serve purely commercial or government
interests, and it is the thing the BBC is best known and most loved for. As a publicly funded, public service organisation, the
BBC exists to “inform, educate, and entertain”, and radio and TV broadcasting have been the main methods of reaching the

public and delivering this mission for much of the BBC's history.

Proiect from 2018 - present

Project Team

Rhianne Jones

Jasmine Cox =
Bevelbsmantbrodices f"fv Research cector Resporsitie nciation
Bill Thompson
N Head of Public Value Research

https://www.bbc.co.uk/rd/projects/public-service-internet

Tim Cowlishaw

Senior Software Engineer
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lan Forrester
Senior “firestarter” Producer

Phil Stenton

Research Scientist

2018 (BBC R&D): “Building a Public
Service Internet”

o lan Forrester
2021 (Fuchs & Unterberger (ed.)):
“The Public Service Internet
Manifesto”

o Habermas
2024 (Jay): “A ‘Public Service
Internet’'—Reclaiming the Public
Service Mission”
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Conclusion

Think Tank
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Summit on European Digital Sovereignty
In light of current global developments, a focus is increasingly being placed on European digital sovereignty.
7 * Together with other EU Member States, the governments of Germany and France are working to s
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trengthen
al sovereignty. For this purpose, the Summit on European Digital Sovereignty will take place on
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Thank you!

joan.pla@hiof.no
https://joan.pla.cat
7 Nov 2025 [CC BY 4.0]

(SFSCON 2025)
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