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Preface
Here we are—forty years on from the launch of the Free Software movement
and twenty years since the “open source” and its related movement were
created—and it’s still really hard to contribute to most free and open source
software projects. There are all of these unspoken rules, unfamiliar language,
and a lack of documentation that would be impressive were it not so unfortu-
nate. The web is full of articles about how to contribute, but none of them
cover everything you need to make your first contribution. You end up playing
contribution Whac-a-Mole,1 with a new problem or unspoken rule popping
up the moment you think you know what’s going on. It’s all so frustrating
sometimes.

Don’t Panic, I’m here to help. Welcome, my friends, to the book that finally
makes sense of contributing to open source.

What’s in This Book?
In these pages, you’ll find everything you need to start contributing to free
and open source projects. First, we’ll cover the history and philosophies of
these movements, since without that knowledge, you’ll trip and fall on the
very first step of your journey to becoming a contributor. After that, we’ll
investigate the benefits of contributing to free and open source and help you
select a project that suits your needs, so both you and the project can benefit
from your contribution. Obviously we’ll cover how to make the contribution
itself, but we’ll also discuss the many ways you can contribute without writing
a line of code. All of those unspoken rules will be revealed, and we’ll even talk
about how to start your own open source project.

What’s NOT in This Book?
This book will not hand you a list of free and open source projects where you
should start contributing. Not only would such a list be out of date the moment

1. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whac-A-Mole#Colloquial_usage
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it was published, but it also wouldn’t be the right list for everyone. Thousands
of free and open source software (FOSS) projects exist in the world today. It
would be silly to list a few, then send all of you stampeding off to contribute
to just those. With so many projects to choose from, you can find a project
that matches your specific skills and interests. In fact, there’s an entire
chapter to help you do just that.

This book also does not recommend which tools to use for contributing. The
most effective tool is the one that works for you (as long as the end product
meets the requirements of the project).

I’ve gone to great lengths to try not to influence your choice of project or tools,
while giving you the information and support you need to make your own
decisions. You do you, honey.

Who Should Read This Book?
From experienced software professional to new student, anyone who wishes
to contribute to FOSS will find value in this book. While most people think
FOSS contributions are only the realm of programmers, nothing could be
further from the truth. Software development is a multidisciplinary undertak-
ing. Writers, testers, designers, project managers, marketers… There’s a place
for everyone in free and open source software.

While this book contains some technical concepts, it does not assume that
you are a programmer, that your contribution will be code, or even that you’re
overly familiar with software development. Free and open source software
needs all sorts of contributions, submitted by all sorts of people.

Why Is This Book Not Openly Licensed?
Yeah, I thought someone might ask that.

With the growing awareness and importance of open source along with the
explosion of new projects released every year, it’s more important than ever
that there be a resource to enable and support the immense number of new
contributors we’re going to need to help maintain that software. This book is
that resource.

While this book needed to exist, and I was well equipped and well placed to
write it, it wasn’t going to happen if I did it on my own. Without external help
or motivation, I know that I would never finish a project this huge. I mean:
writing a book? That’s really intimidating.
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To make this happen, I needed help. Enter Pragmatic Bookshelf. Their expe-
rience and support could guide and motivate me to create this book, but only
if they administer the copyright of it. This allows them to do things like
negotiate translations and similar administrative duties, with which I have
no experience whatsoever.

The choices were:

1. I assign copyright of the book to Pragmatic, then have their invaluable
support to help bring it into the world, and Pragmatic chooses a book
license based on their current business practices.

2. I retain copyright, but I do it alone and unsupported, so the book is never
started, finished, nor released under any license at all.

This book is an important resource that is long overdue and will help thou-
sands of people and free and open source software projects. That it finally
exists is more important to me than my copyright. So I chose Option 1. I have
no regrets. Pragmatic are great people.

Suggestions, Errata, or Questions?
Free and open source software is all about the community coming together
to collaborate and build something amazing. This book is no different. Do
you have suggestions for how to improve the book for future generations of
contributors? Problems with the content? Share your thoughts using the
errata submission form on the book’s catalog page on the Pragmatic Bookshelf
website.2

Also, if you have any questions at all about contributing to free and open
source software, join us on the #fossforge channel on the Freenode Internet
Relay Chat (IRC) network. A web interface3 is available to make joining easy,
as well as a quickstart guide4 if you’re not familiar with IRC. The channel
community will gladly help support you in your journey from novice to con-
tributor.

Credits
I mostly wrote this book on a 2016 MacBook Pro, in Markdown, using MacVim
as my text editor and git as my version control, though more than a few
pages were written on a 9.7" iPad Pro using the Textastic text editor and

2. https://pragprog.com/titles/vbopens/errata
3. https://webchat.freenode.net/?channels=%23fossforge
4. https://opensource.com/life/16/6/irc-quickstart-guide
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WorkingCopy git client. The diagrams are my creation, using OmniGraffle.
The font in the diagrams is Open Sans, created by Steve Matteson and licensed
under the Apache 2.0 open source license. The handwriting font used in
several examples is Nothing You Could Do, created by Kimberly Geswein and
licensed under the Open Font License. The Kannadan font used in When It
Goes Wrong is Kedage by the Indian Language Technology Solutions Project
and is licensed under the GNU General Public License version 2.
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