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     	 Making Change: The Cost of “Free”
 
	 Larissa Wodtke and Mavis Reimer
 

 
 
 
  “Information wants to be free.” Entering this statement into an online search engine retrieves more than 200,000 hits, ranging from news articles to blog posts to essays to YouTube videos. The ubiquity of the slogan is such that it appears to be a truism, a generally available sentiment with which anyone on the right side of history—the side of change and progress and democracy—could be expected to agree. The first use of “information wants to be free” can, in fact, be precisely dated and placed, to November 1984 and Fort Cronkhite, California, the location of the first Hackers’ Conference. Attributed to Stewart Brand, founder of the counterculture publication Whole Earth Catalog, it has become associated with hacktivists and digital rights activists alike. Assigning volition to information, the slogan expresses not only a longing for liberty but also a certain aliveness: Brand has observed about his aphorism that, since its first utterance, “it’s been living high, wide, and handsome on its own.”
 Like Marshall McLuhan’s well-known aphorism “the medium is the message” (20), Brand’s phrase seems prophetic in light of the digital environment of the early twenty-first century. Indeed, it can be understood as an extension of McLuhan’s theory. As many commentators have observed, in the medium of binary code, information resists such capitalistic controls as mechanisms of scarcity and ownership of the means of production. For example, a decade after the first Hackers’ Conference, John Perry Barlow, co-founder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, a non-profit organization that advocates for digital rights, wrote an article that he entitled “The Economy [End Page 1] of Ideas” for Wired (the technology magazine that initially named McLuhan as its patron saint and shared several editors with Brand’s Whole Earth Catalog) in which he describes information as an activity, a life form, and a relationship, emphasizing its immateriality, interconnectedness, and dynamic flux:
  The way in which information spreads is . . . very different from the distribution of physical goods. It moves more like something from nature than from a factory. . . . If ideas and other interactive patterns of information are indeed life forms, they can be expected to evolve constantly into forms which will be more perfectly adapted to their surroundings.
 
 In this view, information would grow and flourish in interesting and productive ways if left to itself, in a process perhaps not unlike the algorithmic self-proliferation and (per)mutation of the Game of Life, the cellular automaton designed by mathematician John Horton Conway to demonstrate how simplicity evolves into unpredictable complexity (Aleksić 94–95). The living, growing organism Barlow imagines information to be is not a passive object of commodification and consumption. It appears, rather, to have the possibility of attaining its own agency, including, perhaps, resisting capitalistic controls. At least, the digital medium is altering the message of value by making visible the arbitrariness of the imposition of material limitations on immaterial information under capitalism. In the post-Fordist digital economy, information is more obviously conceptualized as a common good than as property. Liveness, immateriality, the common good: the apparent liberation of information from material constraints is celebrated in the positive new models being invoked, from the benevolence of the gift economy to the creativity of maker culture, the collaboration of crowdsourcing, and the generosity of open-access scholarship.
 Open access has become a key issue in the academy since the publication of the Budapest Open Access Initiative ten years ago. As articulated in the document produced by a conference of academics, publishers, and open-access activists convened by the Open Society Foundations (formerly the Open Society Institute), a philanthropic advocacy organization, open access encompasses movements toward freely accessible research, whether deposited in digital repositories or published by university presses and peer-reviewed journals. The Canadian Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences, which chose the theme of Connected Understanding for its 2010 Congress in Montreal, asserts that open access “democratizes the diffusion of knowledge” and “is grounded in the belief that university-based research and scholarship represent a public good which freely draws on the work of others for its production...
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