FREE & OPEN
SOFTWARE FOR ALL

BY KUNAL MEHTA

he way in which we view the world is
increasingly being dominated by technology.
If we want to go somewhere, we use a map ap-
plication. If we want to eat somewhere, we use
a review website to find the best nearby restaurants. The
world we see today is through the lens of our technology.

Much of the technology we use is controlled by
for-profit corporations. And while those corporations
might genuinely want to
improve our lives for the better,
the way they distort our view of
the world is often abusive and
exploitative. They lock you into
using their services instead of a
competitors, shut down services
at a whim, or practice negligent
security ~practices so your
private information is exposed

for criminals to see.

There is hope though,
and Dr. Benjamin Mako Hill is
at the forefront of an

increasingly ~ large social

movement: free culture and free software. The movement,
started by Dr. Richard Stallman in the 1980s, outlines four
freedoms that users should have: freedom to use the work,
freedom to study the work, freedom to redistribute and
share the work, freedom to make changes and

improvements, and then share those improvements.

The four freedoms ensure that users have the
ability to take control, rather than being held at the whims
of corporations. The goal of the free culture and free
software movement is to replace proprietary works with

ones that give users more freedom. And some parts of the
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“l didnt really understand
what was going on, but I became

convinced that there were real
opportunities to study this, and I
had a curiosity and desire to
understand patterns.”

- Dr. Benjamin Mako Hill

free culture and free software movement have been
incredibly successful like Wikipedia or the Linux operating
system, while others are incredibly obscure and never get
off the ground.

Mako, as he is better known online, is a Fellow at
Stanford’s Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral
Sciences and researches these online communities. He
started in a diverse set of online communities before
finding his place in academia. A
self-described
Mako began
with the
system in middle school and
soon found Dr. Richard
Stallman’s GNU Manifesto, in
which the Four Freedoms were
first outlined.

This resonated with
Mako, and he  started
contributing to free software in

technophile,
experirnenting

Linux operating

a more systematic way. He
participated in many online
communities, like Wikipedia
and Ubuntu. Mako began talking to social scientists about
why some projects that benefited the commons were

successful, but many were not.

“I didn't really understand what was going on, but
I became convinced that there were real opportunities to
study this, and T had a curiosity and desire to understand
patterns,” Mako said. Leaving behind a promising career
in free software, he pivoted to academia, and began to
research the aspects of why some online peer production
communities were so successful. Expecting to discover a
simple five-step checklist on how to build a successful free







one. of h Ubuntu operatmg systems core
He would be leaving a guaranteed ’
software engineering career for a large unknown
in academm But he believes that he can make a
 larger impact by studying peer production
~ projects, and that his research can push the needle
~ for all of them. But Mako wants his power to
. come from influence and impact, rather than
:strategias that corporations use like ‘coe;;:ion,




