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The Origin of Copyright


 Copyright is a concept that has been around for ages. The description of what it entails has been almost continuously edited over time in response to changes in society and technology. One question that this poses is the following: is it possible that copyright would have evolved differently if it was originally created during a time where modern technology existed? If it had originated following the internet, would copyright laws still be as strict as they are today? The more logical guess is that they would not be. If copyright had originated today rather than becoming woven into our culture over the years, it would likely not be as complex. The public rights it has taken away so gradually over time would not go as unnoticed as they are today, but would instead be much more of a widespread issue and topic of debate. 


The fact that the rights taken away by copyright were dismantled so gradually makes their strain on freedom a bit less revolting. If copyright was a new concept and just recently originated, many people would likely be very put off by learning that they could no longer share their favorite TV show clips on YouTube or send a copy of a best-selling book to a friend without going to jail. In fact, one aspect of copyright today that often goes unnoticed as being extremely unnecessary, money-driven, and restraining is the fact that an individual who is not the author of a particular creative work can own the rights to that work. One example of this is the fact that Michael Jackson owned the rights to all of the Beatles songs after bidding on them at an auction. This aspect of copyright not only completely tramples upon the original purpose of copyright (to preserve the rights of the author), but also makes it clear that in many cases, copyright only exists for personal gain. It tramples upon the rights of the consumer by causing them to pay for a work not because they are respecting the author, but for the personal gain of a random person irrelevant to the author or his work. Considering that this more modern aspect of copyright demonstrates the also very modern idea that “copyright is an "economic right" that protects [an author’s] ability to make money off content”(Besser), I’m sure many would find it shocking that the “US copyright law was actually established to promote the "public good" by encouraging the production and distribution of content”(Besser). If this aspect of copyright involving owning the rights to another person’s work had just originated out of the blue, however, it is doubtful that this would not face opposition and its purpose be questioned. Once again, this demonstrates how copyright has evolved so slowly over time that the rights it has begun to take away go relatively unnoticed. 

Copyright was not originally the incredibly complex law it is today. When it was first created, it only applied to books. There were no DVD’s, music videos, tapes, or other forms of electronic media existent for it to apply to, making the law a relatively simple one to follow. However, as more technology was created, more amendments had to be thrown into the copyright law allowing for it to apply to nearly every form of modern technology that currently exists. In today’s society these laws are being made even stricter as “legislators shaping intellectual property law for the digital age have heard vociferous testimony from the content industry concerning their fears of tremendous revenue losses unless copyright laws are tightened. Most of the proposed legislation has responded directly to these fears in ways that will effectively eliminate fair use and first sale in the digital age”(Besser).  It seems extremely doubtful that the public would resist debate on this topic if copyright were to just originate today. This would mean that hundreds of new restraints would be put on people’s rights in a very short period of time. If the government were to suddenly do this to a society completely unfamiliar with it, people would respond with extreme anger. In fact, many people might call it ridiculous. The fact that these creative restraints have been placed upon society over time, however, directly proportional to the rate at which technology has advanced, makes it much less apparent just how limiting these copyright laws are. In fact, it might even allow legislators to get away with eliminating fair use and fair sale.


In addition, the technology currently existent also opposes the copyright law in another way—by making it much easier for people to actually make copies of copyrighted works. Once again, things were much different during the years when copyright originated, when very few people actually had the money or tools to make copies of a creative work and only “some authors [printed] their own books”(Howard 96). However, “in a multimedia world, where sharing an informative or entertaining video clip is as easy as embedding a link onto someone’s Facebook wall, the temptation to infringe on rights by distributing, reproducing, or displaying creative work is all too common, and all too easy”(McDermott 11). Technology has made it so that infringing on copyright laws is one of the easiest things for a person to do. In fact, an elementary school student could do it and it is likely that many unknowingly do, which is why it is common today for schools that contain libraries to “include a thorough overview of copyright law in their library science curriculum” (McDermott 11). The fact that this is being done in many schools shows just how complicated the copyright laws are and how easy they are to break. Their complication comes from how slowly these laws were developed over time, and it is therefore doubtful that copyright laws would be as complex today if they were just to originate, since they would have to encompass such a large scope of technology. 


Perhaps it would have been more beneficial to society and consumer rights if copyright had originated after huge advances in technology rather than along with them. While it is possible that copyright laws will continue to become stricter and more complex over time, it is also possible that the opposite may occur along with public opposition. Perhaps in a few hundred years copyright laws will be so different from today’s that they will hardly resemble copyright laws at all.  The future road that copyright will take is simply unpredictable.  

Works Cited
Besser, Howard."Recent Changes to Copyright." Peace Journal. N.p.: n.p., n.d. N. pag. 
Rpt. in 
Attacks Against the Public Interest. N.p.: n.p., 1999. N. pag. Print. 

Howard, Nicole. The Book: The Life Story of a Technology. Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins 
University Press, 2009. Print.

McDermott, Abigail. "Information Technology." Copyright. N.p.: n.p., 2012. 11. Rpt. in 
Regulation Out of Line with Our Digital Reality? N.p.: n.p., n.d. N. pag. Print. 
PAGE  
1

