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Whose Book is it Anyway? is a provoca� ve collec� on of essays that opens out the copyright 
debate to ques� ons of open access, ethics, and crea� vity. It includes views – such as 
ar� st’s perspec� ves, writer’s perspec� ves, feminist, and interna� onal perspec� ves – that 
are too o� en marginalized or elided altogether.

The diverse range of contributors take various approaches, from the scholarly and the 
essayis� c to the graphic, to explore the future of publishing based on their experiences as 
publishers, ar� sts, writers and academics. Considering issues such as intellectual property, 
copyright and comics, digital publishing and remixing, and what it means (not) to say one 
is an author, these vibrant essays urge us to view central aspects of wri� ng and publishing 
in a new light.

Whose Book is it Anyway? is a � mely and varied collec� on of essays. It asks us to reconceive 
our understanding of publishing, copyright and open access, and it is essen� al reading for 
anyone invested in the future of publishing.

As with all Open Book publica� ons, this en� re book is available to read for free on the 
publisher’s website. Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital 
material, can also be found at  www.openbookpublishers.com
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5. Is the Current Copyright Framework 
fit for Purpose in Relation to Writing, 

Reading, and Publishing in the Digital Age?

Max Whitby, App Publisher

The regulatory framework controlling the publication, copying and 
distribution of content evolved in a technological and commercial 
environment very different to the digital landscape in which we now 
find ourselves. Our copyright laws were shaped in an age when IP was 
published in physical form, copying cost money and distribution was 
far from free. In that context it made practical sense to restrict the right 
to copy in order to protect the livelihoods of authors and publishers, 
who had to make a considerable investment in order to reach market.

Today it still costs time, creative inspiration and skilled effort to 
generate valuable IP. That much has not and is not likely to change. And 
the financial and creative investment involved remains something that 
the copyright framework should continue to protect and encourage, 
so that artists may eat and their audiences may continue to enjoy their 
output. But attempting to implement this protection through the blunt 
instrument of controlling the right to make and distribute copies of a 
work no longer makes sense.

As the digital pioneer Stewart Brand remarked in the early days of the 
information revolution: ‘Information Wants To Be Free’. Another way 
to express this thought is that the ability to discover and communicate 
information (particularly the sort of protected information that is 
considered intellectual property) is a fundamental strength of our digital 
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society. It is the engine driving the generation of ideas. We seek to stop 
this process (for example by attempting to prevent copying) at our peril.

Savvy authors and publishers know that free distribution of their 
copyright work is often an excellent thing. In crude commercial terms, 
piracy can sometimes be considered a highly effective form of marketing. 
Of course this depends on enough people being willing at some point to 
pay for content. But often discovery comes about through exposure to 
the free stuff. The challenge to digital publishers is to give away enough 
to encourage wide distribution. And then to offer real persuasive 
value in the form of additional content, enhanced functionality and 
community engagement that comes with purchase.

Let me give an example from my own app-publishing company 
Touch Press. On several occasions in the past year we have chosen to 
give away part or even all of one of our titles freely in order to reach 
a substantial new audience. The most spectacular example is our 
children’s app Barefoot World Atlas. Apple selected this as one of their 
favourite apps of all time and invited us to give it away free for a week 
to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the iTunes App Store. We happily 
agreed and in seven days the app was downloaded four million times, 
vastly increasing our installed base. Now we are about to release a major 
update that will offer this expanded audience a range of additional 
content via in-app purchase.

So what needs controlling is the right to make money from copyright 
work: in other words to charge an audience. A shift in the legal 
framework towards this goal will continue to protect the fountain of 
innovation, without paradoxically blocking the free flow of ideas. The 
price of such a change will be to oblige authors and publishers to deliver 
real value and convenience to their audience in those things they choose 
to charge for.
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