Philipson column for 18 May 2004 
Still the emails keep coming. The issue of intellectual property and copyright is one of the most contentious of the information millennium.

Since stirring up this hornet’s nest I have received emails from all sorts of people all round the world. A producer of native music CDs in Canada is worried that copyright is all his struggling artists have. The wife of a songwriter in the same country expresses the same concern about her husband’s livelihood. A London musician regaled against abuses of the existing system.
A children’s book author from the US was worried that if she was only “paid by performance”, as I suggest, she would have to keep visiting schools her whole life. A Melbourne record company owner pointed out that copyright is limited and culturally biased, allowing words to be copyrighted, but not for example Bo Diddely’s beat.
Most people concerned about what life would be like in a world without copyright are worried that copyright is all they have. But funny thing – the artists say it’s not enough, and that they’re struggling. I think this rather proves my point that it is an outmoded concept, and one that does not deliver the benefits its proponents claim. The most vocal of these proponents are of course the parasitic middleman eager to retain the anachronistic privileges copyright brings them.

The key to my argument is that digital technology, and the ease with which information can be duplicated, makes copyright redundant. An unenforceable law is a bad law.

We should not be hanging onto such an outmoded concept, and trying to protect the outmoded business models it protects. Rather we should look for new concepts and new business models that embrace the digital age and digital technology and rather than try to deny them and fight against them.

The most interesting, and I believe most attractive, of these models is the concept of “copyleft”. I introduced it in my last column on the subject by quoting from my friend and colleague Giovanni Ebono, who has written about it on his website.
Unfortunately, my reference to Giovanni’s website was dropped in the editing process, thus causing him some grief as it appeared to be unattributed. That is the essence of copyleft – let me again quote from his website (at www.ebono.it/ebono/copyleft.htm), outlining the copyleft agreement:
“You may freely use the content of this site as you see fit as long as you comply with the following conditions.

1. You must properly attribute the source of that content, identifying the author and the URL from which it has been obtained.

2. You must not do anything to subsequently limit the use of that content: specifically, you may not claim to have copyright over that content either by

a. Publishing a copyright notice on the work incorporating that content, or


b. Imply copyright by incorporating that content into a larger work, e.g. a book or newspaper which itself claims copyright.”
Copyleft had its origins in the open source software movement. But people like Giovanni are now applying it to music and print and other forms of artistic expression. The definition from the fabulous free Internet encyclopedia Wikipedia explains it well:

“Copyleft is the application of copyright law to force derivative works to also be released with a copyleft license. So long as all of those wanting to modify the work accept the terms, the net effect is to facilitate successive improvement by a wide range of contributors. Those who are unwilling or unable to accept the terms are prohibited from creating derivative works.
“No restrictions apply to works in the public domain. They may be freely modified, and the creator of the derivative work may license any new portions of the derivative work, but not the public domain portion, under any terms, or none. The resulting derivative work may not be available to the creators of the original or may compete with them.
“In copyleft, the copyright holder grants an irrevocable license to the recipient of a copy, generally permitting the free unlimited use, modification and redistribution of copies. The distinctive condition to that license is that any modifications to the work, if redistributed, must carry the same license terms and be are made available in a form which facilitates modification.”
Find this at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Copyleft. And if you’re not using Wikipedia regularly, you are doing yourself a disservice. Copyleft (the sign is like the copyright sign, except the “c” faces the wrong direction) is finding more and more adherents, as people come to realise how it works and what it means.

New Scientist had a great article on it recently, explaining its many uses and how it has evolved from its origins with open source software. See www.newscientist.com/hottopics/copyleft/copyleftart.jsp and www.gnu.org/copyleft/copyleft.html).
Another good reference on the subject is Creative Commons (www.creativecommons.org), which contains some Copyleft agreements and explains some of the new thinking the concept unleashes.

Copyleft is an idea whose time has come. Copyright, in contrast, is an old idea based on an old technology. Accordingly, it has the same future as typewriters, LP records, leaded petrol and telegrams.
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