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“
Where do authors get their ideas? The answer, of course, is mainly from
other authors. If this is true, then we must ask ourselves, is it mere casuistry that
distinguishes tradition from plagiarism? 1 It seems that the human plagiarism is the most
difficult to avoid; for all authors, it is the plagiarism of ourselves. 2 Yet we still a brave
guess at the authorship of Hamlet. But as far as the play goes, does it make any difference
whether Shakespeare or Bacon wrote it? Would it make any difference to the actors if
their parts happened out of nothingness, if they found themselves acting on the stage
because of some gross and unpardonable accident? Would it make any difference if the
playwright gave them the lines or whether they composed them themselves, so long as
the lines were properly spoken? Would it make any difference to the characters if A
Midsummer Night’s Dream was really a dream? 3
Copyright is, in a word, about authorship. Copyright is about sustaining the
conditions of creativity that enable an individual to craft out of thin air a “Sun also
Rises,” a “Citizen Kane.” 4 Yet history shows that art, regardless whether contained in
literature, poetry, drama, photography, sculpture, pottery, film, or computer game, does
not appear out of thin air. Each work stands on the shoulders of giants 5 , on the shoulders
of its peers. 6 Art is the product of editing, rather than of authorship. 7
There is a modern assumption that an author is a particular source of expression.
We presume that each author is manifested equally well and with similar validity,
throughout a text, in their letters, fragments, drafts, and so forth. 8 There is a notion that
proper attribution, the quotation of another’s thoughts and words, is appropriate, and that
plagiarism, on the other hand, is cheating. It may even break copyright law. 9 Is there a
claim to authorship in the difference between the almost right word and the right word? 10
Is such a distinction qualitative, and if so, legally protectable? Must every work of art be
”
either plagiarism or revolution? 11
All phrases and sentences in this article have been borrowed, modified, or straight copied from its
attributed source. Cut-and-paste style inspired by Jonathan Lethem in “The Ecstasy of Influence: A
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