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People's law has its conceptual foundation in popular formulations of justice 
and fundamental human rights, including both individuals and communities. 
The latter have been articulated in a variety of international conventions and 
declarations such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights   and the 
Algiers   Declaration of the Rights of Peoples. Particularly relevant to this 
conference is Article 27 of the Universal Declaration which asserts that 
"everyone as the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the 
community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its 
benefits." It goes on to state that everyone also has "the right to the 
protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, 
literary or artistic production of which he is the author."

Article 29 asserts that "everyone has duties to the community," suggesting 
that along with the rights of being human there are responsibilities for 
struggling to realize the various propositions in the Declaration, including 
Article 27. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a normative 
instrument, binding in principle of all member states of the United Nations 
but not legally enforceable under law regimes sustained by government and 
corporate power. However, for those countries which have ratified the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (the U.S. has
not), there is a greater possibility of some measure of enforceability of 
Article 15, which "recognizes the right of everyone to take part in cultural 
life" and which stipulates that the staties ratifying the Covenant will "respect 
the freedom indispensable for scientific research and creative activity."

The Algiers Declaration of the Rights of Peoples is a people's law instrument 
which stresses that communities, as well as individual persons have basic 
rights such as those set forth in the Universal Declaration. It is primarily 
hortatory in character, but that does not mean it is powerless. Its power 
rests in the realm of social movements that seek to realize its principles 
through increasing public awareness and mobilizing people's actions.

The texts of people's law exist in many different forms such as Declarations 
and Charters, Calls to Action, verdicts by people's tribunals, poetry, vision 
statements, and solidarity messages. An effort is underway at the People's 

1 President of CIPA (Council on International and Public Affairs) and Co-Founder, Program 
on Corporations, Law and Democracy (POCLAD) 
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Law Programme at the Lelio Basso Foundation in Rome (with which I am 
informally affiliated) to identify and codify these instruments, as well as to 
link people's law events and actions, especially in the realm of people's 
tribunals . These tribunals, focused largely in human rights violations but 
potentially on a wide variety of issues and concerns, cultural and otherwise, 
have their antecedents in the Bertrand

Russell War Crimes Tribunal during the Viet Nam War three decades ago. 
That happening led to the creation of the Permanent People's Tribunal at the 
Basso Foundation in Rome, which has organized tribunals on many different 
topics, ranging from the Bhopal disaster in India to the human rights record 
of the World Bank and the IMF.

Another people's law manifestation lies in gatherings of persons and groups 
to advocate alternatives to legal regimes based on state and corporate power
such as the World Social Forum, so far held in Brazil and India as a 
counterpoise to the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland. The 
Forum, which has spun off local and regional events such as the Boston 
Social Forum and the New York Social Forum. These initiatives, which bring 
together activists from all over the world, may be one path to explore and 
strength the public domain for music and other forms of cultural expression 
which "belong" to the entire community rather than a single person. They 
may also provide occasions for formulating and advocating alternatives to 
the commodification of culture through intellectual property laws which aid 
and abet such commodification--even while recognizing that major human 
rights instruments such as those mentioned above do make provision for 
protecting individual creators of cultural resources.

People's law arrangements, informal or otherwise, that facilitate the sharing 
of ideas, experience, and creative expression strike me as a constructive 
approach to some of the conflicts involving private property and public 
"possession" of cultural resources.


