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Public Rights: Copyright’s Public Domains

Access to works in the public domain is an important source of human
creativity and autonomy, whether in the arts, scientific research or
online discourse. But what can users actually do with works without
obtaining the permission of a copyright owner? Readers will be surprised
to find how many different kinds of permitted usage exist around the
world. This book offers a comprehensive international and comparative
account of the copyright public domain. It identifies fifteen categories of
public rights and gives a detailed legal explanation of each, showing how
their implementation differs between jurisdictions. Through this analy-
sis, the authors aim to restore balance to copyright policy debates, and to
contribute to such debates by making practical law reform proposals.
A major intervention in the field of intellectual property law and copy-
right, this book will appeal to lawyers, scholars and those involved in the
administration of copyright law.
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Foreword

The term ‘public domain’ bears differentmeanings, according both to the
time and context of use. The notion is hardly new. Victor Hugo, in his
opening discourse at the International Literary Congress in 1878,1 spoke
in favour of protecting ‘literary property’, but also of the need to create a
‘public domain’. More provocatively, he proposed that, after the death of
an author, the law should give all publishers the right to publish any book,
subject to the requirement of paying the direct heirs of the author a ‘very
low fee’ of no more than 5 per cent or 10 per cent of the net profit. This
‘simple system’, he went on to ague, would combine ‘the unquestionable
property of the writer with the equally incontestable right of the public
domain’. The book, ‘as a book’, belonged to the author, but as ‘a thought,
it belongs – the word is not too extreme – to the human race’. Indeed, if it
came to a question of choosing between the two rights here, it would
certainly be the right of the author that would be sacrificed, ‘because the
public interest is our only concern, and that must take precedence in
anything that comes before us’. Such sacrifice, however, was unnecessary,
because Hugo saw both subsisting alongside each other, in an equal and
balanced complementary relationship.

Hugo’s views may seem at variance with our knowledge of the subse-
quent developments after that initial literary congress of 1878, which led
ultimately to the creation of the Berne Convention for the Protection of
Literary and Artistic Works in 1886 and the gradual ratcheting up of
authors’ rights protection that occurred in successive revisions of that
Convention and national laws. Nonetheless, he was speaking at a time

1 Held concurrently with the Universal Exhibition in Paris of that year. The proceedings of
the congress were published as Société des gens de lettres de France, Congrès littéraire
internationale de Paris 1878, Comptes rendus in extenso et documents (Paris, 1878), but
without the discourse of Victor Hugo on 8 June 1878 at the opening of the congress.
This is reproduced in an article published online in 2009 at www.sens-public.org/article
.php3?id_article=648 (‘Ce discours d’inauguration fut prononcé par Victor Hugo lors de
l’ouverture du Congrès littéraire international en 1878’). The English translation used in
the text is at www.thepublicdomain.org/2014/07/18/victor-hugo-guardian-of-the-public-
domain/.
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when authors’ rights were protected in the most rudimentary and limited
fashion in many countries, and where there were still vast open ranges
where there was no protection at all for the works of foreign authors, even
in as important an emerging economy as the United States of America.
Accordingly, meaningful authors’ rights protection still had to be estab-
lished both internationally and nationally before it became necessary to
speak of the need to balance these rights with those of the public, let alone
to consider whether there was any need to sacrifice one in favour of the
other.

Notwithstanding this, the notion of the public domain was recognised
in the first iteration of the Berne Convention in relation to obligations of
member countries to protect all works at the moment of its coming into
force which had not yet ‘fallen into the public domain in the country of
origin’.2 This notion of the public domain – as excluding works no longer
protected in their country of origin – obviously differed from the way in
which Victor Hugo had used the term to denote (a) the lack of protection
for the ‘thoughts’ of the author as distinct from the form in which they
were published and (b) the more radical notion that, following the death
of the author, there should be no restriction on third-party republication,
subject to the payment of a small royalty to direct descendants of the
author. But it is clear that the concept of the public domain was a malle-
able one and there was nothing in the first Berne Act to suggest that any of
these understandings of it was inconsistent with the Convention’s newly
adopted obligations to protect authors.3

In truth, the notion of a broader, albeit shifting, public domain has
always been accommodated within the interstices of the Berne
Convention and its associated agreements, whether this is to be found
within its national treatment obligation which leaves much latitude to
national laws as to what is protected (or not), its formulation of the
exclusive rights specially to be granted to Berne claimants, or the array
of limitations and exceptions to which such rights may be subjected. For
the most part, Berne andWCT obligations set minimal levels rather than
ceilings on what must be protected and allow considerable flexibility as to
how this is to be done. For example, the obligation to protect reproduc-
tion rights hardly answers the questions of how close the reproduction
must be to the original, the quantum taken or the form of the reproduc-
tion where this occurs only transiently. Again, the obligations with respect

2 Berne Act 1886, Article 14.
3 Indeed, while the concept of a paying public domain has only subsequently been recog-
nised in a handful of Berne countries, it is notable that it was included in section 17 of the
TunisModel Law on Copyright for Developing Countries developed byWIPO in 1976 as
a way of providing protection for works of ‘folklore’.

viii Foreword
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to public communication rights provide no guidance as to the distinction
betweenwhat is ‘public’ – and to be protected – andwhat is ‘non-public’ –
and therefore unprotected. Similar flexibilities are to be found in relation
to allowable limitations and exceptions as demonstrated by national
implementations of the three-step test. Further examples could be
given, but the overriding conclusion must be that what lies outside the
scope of these obligations, even on the most rigid authors’ rights inter-
pretation, resides in what can be correctly called ‘the public domain’.
This position is affected only to a small degree by the adoption of later
obligations, such as those under the TRIPS Agreement, while none of
these international obligations affects the question of what national leg-
islators may do, in the first place, with respect to their own authors and
works.

The public domain, like air, is therefore all around us, but its scope and
dimensions are only imperfectly perceived. While we have long framed
debate in this area in terms of authors’ rights, we have neglected, apart
from rhetorical flourishes, to consider properly what is comprehended
within the surrounding public domain and, indeed, what is meant by the
word ‘public’. There is a pressing need for identification and description
of the scope and content of these concepts, and this is the monumental
task that has been undertaken by the authors of the present work. Both
Graham Greenleaf and David Lindsay are ideally suited for this mission
and have executed it with an attention to detail and rigour of analysis that
are truly impressive. They present a compelling argument for the recogni-
tion of ‘public rights’ in the public domain as the necessary complement
to the protection of authors’ rights and articulate a coherent and compre-
hensive taxonomy for analysing and understanding these rights. As read-
ers will see, the terrain they sketch is far from simple, and the various
public domains they uncover in their analysis emerge as a series of
unevenly defined spaces that intersect at various points along the spec-
trum of authors’ rights. In some instances, the lines of demarcation are
clearly defined and readily justified; in others, they are blurred or overlap,
meaning there may not be much satisfaction for those looking for ‘bright
line’ solutions. The achievement of the authors, however, is to present
these matters in an untarnished and readily understandable way, and to
provide the starting points for further investigation. The range of issues
with which they deal is extensive and covers the gamut of modern copy-
right scholarship and policy discussion, with the consequence that there is
much here also for readers wishing to pursue particular issues such as
orphan works, extended collective licences, user-generated content, to
mention only a few. But the real joy of the work for the reader is to be
found in the way the authors present a consistent and realist argument

Foreword ix

www.cambridge.org/9781107134065
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-13406-5 — Public Rights
Graham Greenleaf , David Lindsay 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

throughout about the role of the public domain and public rights. Of
particular interest here is their penultimate chapter in which they analyse
the de facto public domain that has emerged on the Internet – an issue
which we all know about subconsciously but rarely address expressly.

This is a distinguished contribution to our understanding of the rela-
tion between authors’ rights and the public domain, and I congratulate
the authors on their achievement.

sam ricketson

Melbourne Law School,

University of Melbourne

March 2018

x Foreword
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Preface

In this book we examine copyright law primarily from the perspective of
the users of works (in aggregate, ‘the public’), rather than from the usual
perspective of authors or copyright owners. The central question we ask is
‘what can users do with works, without obtaining the permission of
a copyright owner?’ By putting the rights and abilities of users in the
foreground, rather than relegating them to what is left after the exclusive
rights are exhausted, we provide a new account of copyright’s public
domain, and of the ‘public rights’which comprise it.We regard the public
domain as not just important, but essential: for intellectual development,
for public discourse and (not least) for replenishing the sources which
nourish creativity.

This book is a global examination, because copyright public domains
are different in every country in ways which are both important and
complex. Nevertheless, there are globally consistent elements arising
from both the constraints of international copyright law (sometimes
weaker than imagined) and from the more recent uniformities arising
from the globalising force of the Internet and its primarily expansive
effects on public domains. Without claiming to be comprehensive, we
present both the global elements of the copyright public domain and the
great extent of its national diversities.

We hope that this book will contribute to revitalising discussion of both
the concept of the public domain in copyright law and what can practi-
cally be done to protect and enhance it. We have both contributed to all
chapters, and are equally responsible for Chapters 1–3 and 17. DL had
principal responsibility for Chapters 4 and 5 and 7–12, and GG for
Chapters 6 and 13–16.

The topic has proven too large to confinewithin a reasonable allowance
of printed pages, so we have provided a free Online Supplement on SSRN
(https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract_id=3144310) which contains addi-
tional details relevant to each chapter, indicated in footnotes.

The law is stated as at 31 August 2017.
Graham Greenleaf and David Lindsay

xi
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Art. 22, 418
Art. 30, 220
Art. 31, 471
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Art. 3(4), 419
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Art. 20, 419
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Art. 45, 272

Denmark

Copyright Act, 422, 423
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century (LOI nº 2012–287 du 1

er
mars 2012 relative l’exploitation

numérique des livres indisponibles du xx
e
siècle), 407

Germany

Constitution (Basic Law – Grundgestez)
Art. 5(3), 233, 359

Table of Legislation xxxiii

www.cambridge.org/9781107134065
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-13406-5 — Public Rights
Graham Greenleaf , David Lindsay 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Law on the Administration of Copyright and Neighbouring Rights 1965
(Urheberrechtsgesetz – UrhG)

Art. 2(1), 202
Art. 2(2), 202
Art. 5, 222
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s. 2(k), 225
s. 11, 421
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s. 21, 512
s. 21(1), 512
s. 21(2A), 512
s. 21(3), 512
s. 22, 272
s. 25, 272
s. 31, 420, 472
s. 31(1), 472
s. 31(1)(a), 472
s. 31(1)(b), 472

xxxiv Table of Legislation

www.cambridge.org/9781107134065
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-13406-5 — Public Rights
Graham Greenleaf , David Lindsay 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

s. 31A, 420, 447
s. 31A(6), 420
s. 31B, 421, 470
s. 31C, 421, 471
s. 31D, 421, 471
s. 32, 377, 420, 466
s. 32(1), 421
s. 32(1A), 420, 421
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s. 52(i), 377
s. 52(j), 377
s. 52(n), 387
s. 52(o), 387
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Ch. VI, 470
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s. 2(w), 165
s. 79, 165
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Copyright Act (Act No. 48 of 6 May, 1970, as amended)
Art. 13, 223
Art. 67, 442

Kenya

Copyright Act, CAP 130, Rev. 2014
s. 45(1), 513
s. 45(3), 513

Korea

Copyright Act
Art. 28, 361
Art. 35bis, 356
Art. 35ter, 333
Art. 35ter(1), 346
Art. 50, 442
Art. 50(1), 442
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Copyright Law
s. 2.7, 333
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Copyright Act 1987
s. 3, 284

Copyright (Amendment) Act 2012
s. 13(2), 333
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Federal Law on Copyright of 24 December 1996
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New Zealand

Copyright Act 1994
s. 27(1), 225
ss. 226 to 226E, 180

Nigeria

Copyright Act (Chapter C.28, as codified 2004)
Sch. 1, 272

Philippines

Intellectual Property Code [Republic Act No. 8293]
ss. 11 and 12, 333
s. 175, 221

Russian Federation

Civil Code of the Russian Federation, Pt IV No. 230-FZ of
18 December 2006

Art. 1281, 272
Law No. 72 of 20 July 2004, 272

Singapore

Copyright Act 1987 (Chapter 63)
s. 15(1B), 285
s. 26(1)(a)(iii) and (iv), 288
s. 35, 333
s. 197(3)(a), 62, 276

Sri Lanka

Intellectual Property Act, No. 36 of 2003
ss. 11 and 12, 333

Sweden

Act on Copyright in Literary and Artistic Works (Law No. 729 of
30 December 1960, as amended)

Art. 22, 358
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Copyright Act 2007
s. 65, 333
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Copyright and Neighbouring Rights Act 2006
s. 15, 333
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Broadcasting Act 1996, 416
s. 137, 172

Copyright Act 1775, 261
Copyright Act 1814, 54 Geo. III, c. 156, 250
Copyright Act 1842, 393
Copyright Act 1911, 51, 208, 224, 250, 284, 417

s. 1(2), 306
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s. 2(3), 263
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Copyright and Rights in Performances (Extended Collective Licensing)
Regulations 2014 (SI 2014/2588) (‘ECL Regulations’), 428
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§ 1, 250

Copyright Act 1831, Cong. Ch. 21–16
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by the Diplomatic Conference on 24 June 2012, 91

Art. 2(a), 112
Art. 13(2), 133

Berne Convention – Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and
Artistic Works, Paris Act relating to the Berne Convention for the
Protection of Literary and Artistic Works of 9 September 1886,
completed at Paris on 4 May 1896, revised at Berlin on
13 November 1908, completed at Berne on 20 March 1914,
revised at Rome on 2 June 1928, revised at Brussels on
26 June 1948, revised at Stockholm on 14 July 1967, and revised at
Paris on 24 July 1971, 1161 UNTS 3, 10, 57, 58, 59, 61, 62, 63,
64, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 78, 90, 91, 92, 93, 95, 101, 106, 112, 114,
118, 119, 120, 123, 125, 128, 129, 131, 133, 138, 139, 140, 144,
149, 154, 158, 160, 175, 176, 185, 186, 207, 214, 250, 254, 255,
256, 258, 263, 267, 270, 282, 283, 294, 297, 300, 305, 313, 328,
369, 377, 401, 405, 425, 426, 457, 464, 476, 505, 509, 548,
549, 557

Preamble, 90, 123
Arts. 1 to 21, 94, 131
Art. 1, 108
Art. 2, 92, 107, 109, 113, 127
Art. 2(1), 108, 109, 110, 196, 207
Art. 2(2), 111, 199
Art. 2(3), 109
Art. 2(4), 127, 215, 221
Art. 2(5), 108, 109, 195
Art. 2(6), 107
Art. 2(7), 96, 110, 256
Art. 2(8), 126, 136, 195, 215

xlv

www.cambridge.org/9781107134065
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-13406-5 — Public Rights
Graham Greenleaf , David Lindsay 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Art. 2(9), 216
Art. 2bis, 127
Art. 2bis(1), 127, 136, 215, 216, 226
Art. 2bis(2), 136
Art. 2bis(3), 128
Art. 5, 471
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