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If you do not know what a term means then a good way to find out is to use Google. For example, if 
you put in the search term

define: FOSS
then you will get all the definitions of FOSS it knows about, and among them will be a reference to 
a description of Free and open Source Software. Try it with other terms and words and see what you 
get.

The list below is by no means exhaustive and new terms are appearing all the time.

Italic script is used to indicate words that are defined elsewhere in this glossary.

ADOBE The name of a company that has defined a number of formats for general use, and has 
released free programs to read files in these formats. It charges heavily for programs that are 
capable of creating files in the formats. Examples that they have issued are Postscript (for printers) 
and PDF (for document interchange via Acrobat reader). They also supply PhotoShop, Flash and 
other applications.

APACHE A free Web  Server to supply information to you when you browse. There are versions of 
Apache that will run on Windows, Linux, BSD and other types of systems. The majority of web 
servers on the Internet are Apache.

APPLICATION A program that you start in order to do some work. Examples of applications are 
word processors, web browsers, e-mail readers. They are often obtained separately from the 
computer and installed later, either by the purchaser, or by the supplier before delivery. An 
application makes use of features of an operating system to print, read and write files, and access 
other pieces of hardware.

BROWSER (or Web browser) A program you use to access information on the Internet. Examples 
are Internet Explorer, Firefox, Mozilla, Konqueror, Opera.

BSA (Business Software Alliance) A worldwide collaboration between several software vendors 
that is seeking out and prosecuting licence infringements, and promoting changes in the laws to 
make detection of piracy and counterfeiting easier.

CODEC (Coder-decoder) That part of an application that translates data from one format to 
another. It is especially used for converting sound or video streams between digital and analogue 
forms. Each file format will have its own codec, some of which are proprietary and not available to 
the free software community.

DIRAC The name that the BBC has given to its proposed video format that will have a publicly 
available codec. Still under development.

DRM (Digital Rights Management) Technical measures that are designed to enforce the restrictions 
that the owner of a file wishes to impose on the user of the file. For example, it could be used to 
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prevent the playing of a CD in both your lounge and your car, or to prevent copies being made of a 
file. By its enemies, sometimes known as Digital Restrictions Management.

E-MAIL CLIENT A program that fetches and displays e-mail on the desktop. Examples are 
Outlook Express, Thunderbird, Kmail, Eclipse.

EULA (End User License Agreement) The license or contract between you as a user of a piece of 
software and the vendor or provider of the software. Usually displayed once only as a step in the 
installation of a program such that the EULA must be accepted for installation of the software to 
continue. Sometimes it appears on the inside of a package that must first be opened.

FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions – pronounced “fack”) A list of questions and their answers 
which newcomers often ask. The first stop when looking for help on a topic.

FIREFOX A free browser from Mozilla. There are versions for all principal operating systems and 
machines.

FIREWALL That part of an Operating System that controls what type of messages are allowed in 
and out of a machine. It is important not to allow those types that you have no need for, as that will 
greatly reduce you risk of attack by worms. The firewall implements the policy the user defines to 
control access to different networks with different levels of trust.

FOSS (Free and Open Source Software) The generic name for software that is freely available at no 
charge and with very permissive usage licenses. Typically they allow use by anyone for any 
purpose except commercial exploitation. Most are released under the GPL.

FUD (Fear, Uncertainty and Doubt) A term used to describe an opponent's attempts to mould public 
opinion in their favour through false or misleading information.

GIMP (or The Gimp - The GNU Image Processor). A free application with many of the features of 
PhotoShop.

GNU (Gnu's Not Unix) The name that Richard Stallman chose for his suite of programs that he 
intended to replace the whole of the Unix suite of programs but be available under his GPL. This is 
an on-going project and will always attempt to replace any program that does not have a license that 
Stallman considers truly free according to his definition (see GPL).

GPL (General Public License) The most common form of license accompanying FOSS. It allows 
the user to copy and distribute the program, allows access to the source code for all purposes of 
examination and modification,  but requires any distribution of modifications to be released under 
the same license (i.e. all source of the changes must be available under the same license). It relies 
on copyright law for its legal status and force. See http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/gpl.html for more 
details.

HTML (HyperText Markup Language) The “language” in which web pages are described. A 
browser, can read the description and map it onto the available window space and places pictures 
and text accordingly.

IP (Intellectual Property) A blanket term which encompasses all of copyright law, patent law, and 
trademark law. The term 'IP' has no basis in law and is often used to confuse or obfuscate.
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ISO (International Standards Organisation) The international body that defines standards for 
adoption by all signing countries. It covers all types of standards from electric signals to road signs 
to how to write a date.

KERNEL That part of an Operating System that controls how applications access the hardware. It 
assigns time slots for execution by the computer and queues requests for the printer, network, disk, 
memory, etc.

LINUX  A term commonly used as the name of an operating system available under the GPL most 
suitable for server applications, but now becoming more common on desktops. Strictly speaking, 
the operating system should be called GNU/Linux, in order to acknowledge the many contributions 
from the GNU project it contains, while the term Linux should be reserved for the kernel. Linus 
Torvalds wrote the first version while a student at Helsinki University and it has evolved 
continuously since then.

MALWARE The generic term for worms, viruses, spyware, adware, etc. which are programs that 
are unwanted on a machine. They can damage data, steal data or identities, continually try to sell 
goods and services, route networks through expensive lines, etc. They can arrive through e-mail, by 
browsing web-sites, or in some cases directly across the network.

MOZILLA A not-for-profit organisation which produces a range of popular applications that run 
on many platforms. These include Firefox (web browser), Thunderbird (email client), 
Calendar/Sunbird (calendar program), Mozilla Suite (combination of Firefox, Thunderbird and 
Sunbird). See their website at http://www.mozilla.org/ 

NEWBIE A common term for those who have just started to find out about a subject. It is 
definitely NOT a pejorative term, but rather an attempt at familiarity which is not easy in electronic 
communications.

ODF (Open Document Format) The acronym used to refer to the representation of files in a format 
that has been made an international standard as ISO/IEC 26300.

OPENOFFICE.ORG (usually written OpenOffice.org, and abbreviated to OOo) A FOSS suite of 
programs that cover the same areas of functionality as Microsoft Office, including Access.

OPERATING SYSTEM The software that allows all the applications to execute their code and 
access the hardware. It also acts as a gatekeeper to prevent unauthorised access to hardware such as 
networks, files, printers, etc. and to keep different users of the system from interfering with one 
another either accidentally or maliciously. A well designed operating system will allow access to 
crucial data by a trusted administrator only.

PDF (Portable Document Format) A format for files that describe the layout of pages for printing. It 
is the primary method that printers use when setting up their work for digital printing.

PROTOCOL (or Communications Protocol) The definition of the meaning of messages that pass 
between two computers on a network. Without an agreed protocol no messages could be transmitted 
or understood. Because it is essential that all nodes on the Internet understand the signals in the 
same way, protocols are rigidly standardised.
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THUNDERBIRD A free e-mail client from Mozilla. There are versions for Windows, Linux, BSD, 
Apple etc.

TLA (Three Letter Acronym) A none-too-serious reference to any use of a contracted sequence of 
buzzwords.

URL (Uniform Resource Locator) The “address” or location of a web page on the Internet.

WEB SERVER A program running on a machine attached to the Internet that can receive requests 
from a browser and return information as an answer. Examples are Apache, Microsoft IIS.

W3C The World Wide Web Consortium which issues “recommendations” for the use of languages 
and protocols. It acts as the effective body that sets the standards to which all browsers and web 
servers should adhere.
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