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Dispel The Myth of Intellectual Property Rights
November 3, 1928 marks the beginning of modern-day immunology and toxicology. It was on this date that Dr. Alexander Fleming discovered Penicillin, which forever changes the treatment of bacterial infections. Ironically, being a humanist and with the hope that everyone can freely contribute to the further research of this promising discovery, Dr. Fleming’s decision not to seek patent protection from the outset eventually contributed to the fact that no one took his discovery seriously – as there is no profit incentives for pharmaceutical companies but only high risks to undertake in new drug development – until the world headed way into the Second World War and thousands of lives had already perished. 
Looking back, some historian couldn’t help but lament, had Dr. Fleming sought for patent or intellectual property protection, things could have been quite different, as other researchers and pharmaceutical companies would have a much stronger incentive to engage in research and development so that many lives could have been saved earlier in the war. 
This story highlights the real objective of today’s intellectual property protection: the system is designed to balance the private interests of the creator or inventor with that of the public good. The system uses what we called “public disclosure” or “public notice” to encourage the disclosure of ideas and thoughts so that others do not need to reinvent the wheel. On the other hand, intellectual property is an exclusive right to prevent others from unauthorized or unpermitted use of the creator’s creation for a limited time. In other words, just like you want to borrow something from your friend, you need to ask for permission, which is the natural and right thing to do. 
Regrettably, what has been by and large a fair and balanced system has been perceived rather negatively in recent time, partly because more companies are adopting an aggressive strategy to go after infringers now that they are aware of the importance and value of their intangible assets and partly because many consumers are taking advantage of easy and fast reproduction methods to obtain free products of others, thanks in part to the advancement of technology, and are reluctant to pay. 
Normally at the beginning of each semester, I would ask my students what they think “intellectual property” is all about. Not surprisingly, I would get an earful, from MP3 downloads to the high prices of Microsoft software products. The underlining arguments can be summed up in this fashion: that the product is either too expensive or not worth the “real” value, yet because it is nevertheless a necessity in our daily lives, there is really no other choice but to find ways to get it for free or very little, if at all possible. 
I appreciate the frustration that there may be only one or two songs “worth listening” out of an entire compact disc, or that the calling price of the Microsoft Office is still far beyond the budget of a regular college student, even with special educational discount being provided. I also feel strongly that some of the manufacturers may have set too high and rigid a price for some of their most popular products. Yet I can hardly comprehend the justification of what otherwise and in every aspect a blatant act of theft to the need of having something in someone’s possession. Affordability or the lack thereof should never be the justification for piracy. To engage in real, meaningful negotiations over price with those manufacturers, the consuming end must first stand on the moral high ground to obtain the necessary leverage. 
While people are willing to pay ten times the cost to buy a shirt (so that we all help sustain the entire supply chain of the garment industry), the easiness of copying rendering the digital- content market a ghost town for legitimate businesses here in Taiwan. This will only and further worsen the local brain drain, and we the consumers may pay the ultimate price for losing our cultural heritage. An example on hand is the local film industry. 
Time is ripe to build up a sound distribution system with intellectual property rights and values at its core. This is also one of the proven ways that we can generate more high paying jobs and the enhancement of our competitiveness and technologies. Regardless of being at the manufacturing or consuming end, no matter how expensive a product is, piracy is forever an act of theft and can never be justified simply because we want it, like it or need it.
