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Due April 14, 2008 

Property Controversies

In this assignment you will present a convincing and compelling argument for (or against) one of the claims below. Your paper should strive to convince others to believe as you do. Your target audience is a fellow student that you are trying to convince to support your cause. Your argument will be more convincing if you provide factual information and evidence that draws on class readings and discussions, as well as any relevant outside sources that you can fine. It will also be more persuasive if you can acknowledge and address any counter-arguments.

Here are some controversies related to our readings and discussion. Pick one, take a stand, and build a convincing multi-point argument in support of your position. 

Note that some of these topics are only tangentially related to what we’ve done in class. These topics will certainly require more effort on your part to address successfully, and are therefore riskier undertakings. Be sure you’re prepared to take on the topic you choose!

1. Eben Moglen (in his speech on “Open source and the death of proprietary culture”) quotes Craig Mundie, the chief technology officer of Microsoft Corporation: “The health of the software industry depends upon one simple proposition: never show anybody the source code to anything.'” Another quote: “He [Mundie] said the Free Software Foundation was destroying the global software industry.” Take a stand for or against Free and Open Source Software.

2. Tabscott and William (in a book called Wikinomics) write: “Billions of connected individuals can now actively participate in innovation, wealth creation, and social development in ways we once only dreamed of. And when these masses of people collaborate they collectively can advance the arts, culture, science, education, government, and the economy in surprising but ultimately profitable ways. Companies that engage with these exploding Web-enabled communities are already discovering the true dividends of collective capability and genius.''

On the other hand, Andrew Keen (in his book The Cult of the Amateur pp. 44-45) writes: “In undermining the expert, the ubiquity of free, user-generated content threatens the very core of our professional institutions. . . . So what do we get in exchange for free amateur content? We get, of course, what we pay for. We get what the great thinker and writer Lewis Mumford called, “a state of intellectual enervation and depletion hardly to be distinguished from massive ignorance.” Take a stand for or against Internet-supported mass collaboration in social and/or economic life.

3. Lawrence Lessig (in his book Free Culture, specifically, Chapter 10) laments the shrinkage of Fair Use and the growth of Digital Rights Management. Do you agree with him that the growth of the Internet has led to the Death of Fair Use? Or are we witnessing the Death of Copyright? 

4. The MPAA (www.respectcopyrights.org/content.html) says that copyright violation is theft, plain and simple. Therefore, it should be treated as theft both legally and in terms of society's perception. Do you think that laws protecting Intellectual Property (IP) should be weakened or strengthened?

5. The Digital Millenium Copyright Act: Is it, as Andrew Grosso said in a February 2002 article in Communications of the ACM, “A Failure of Reason”? Which parts do you agree with? Which parts should be changed?

Grading: You will be graded both on mechanics (spelling, grammar, punctuation, etc. and on the content of your paper. I will not spend a lot of time grading the mechanics: there is no reason for any student at this level not to have proper spelling and grammar, and I will downgrade heavily for problems with this. If you’re in doubt, take your paper to the Learning Center before it’s due. As usual, I’m interested in how well your paper demonstrates your understanding of the ideas we’ve discussed, how well you’re able to express your ideas concisely and effectively, and how well you’re able to support your positions with reasoned arguments. 

On the first page (the cover page, if you use one, or before you begin your paper, include a paragraph on “Why This Paper Deserves an A.” You might want to write a draft of this paragraph even before you start writing, to help yourself keep in mind what you want your paper to be like. Papers without this paragraph will obviously not receive As.

Drafts: I will happily give you feedback on as many drafts of this paper as you wish to generate before the due date. I will take no more than 2 business days to return comments on your draft (therefore, the last day to send me a draft is April 10). Because of the difficulties in meeting in person during the week, you may email your drafts to me as attachments, and I will return them in the same way. 

Academic Dishonesty: This paper should be completely your own work. You may discuss it with, and get help from, anyone in class, but the work should be own. Be sure to provide the names of anyone in class with whom you discuss your work. The resources at http://dewey.brooklyn.cuny.edu/resources/subject.jsp?sub_id=42#149 will help you avoid plagiarism and provide proper citations for your sources. You must cite sources properly! Failure to do so will result in a significant grade penalty, at the very least.

Fussiness: The paper should be typed (of course). At least 5 full pages, but no more than 6 full pages, double-spaced (1-inch margins, 10-12 point font). You must turn in a hardcopy at the beginning of the class—if your paper is not turned in when I collect most of the papers, you will automatically lose a third of a grade (e.g. an A will become an A‑). Papers not handed in on the 10th will receive a 0, unless you contact me before class with a compelling reason for an extension. You must bring TWO COPIES of your paper to class on the due date.

