
Free As In…?
How Software Licenses Impact YOU



What ARE they?

● A contract between you and the developer of some software
● Often used to restrict commercial usage of software or distribution
● Often requires attribution (copyright) at minimum
● Some have special requirements



Our challengers:

● Permissive
● Weak copyleft
● Copyleft
● Commercial/Proprietary
● Dual
● Public Domain

Unlicensed:



As an aside, what is the BSA?

It’s probably people who are looking out for the small open source 
developer, right? … right?

Google isn’t here for 
some reason



Who wins the popularity contest?



PERMISSIVE:

● Minimal restrictions
● “Attribution style”, only copyright notices need to be included
● The most popular



MIT: The ubiquitous

https://tldrlegal.com/license/mit-license 

https://tldrlegal.com/license/mit-license


No liability?

Surely the developer won’t release deliberately harmful code? … Surely?

Many such cases… 



Apache

Oh sorry, let me squish 
that one a bit



Apache: The changes 
one

https://tldrlegal.com/license/apache-license-2.0-(apache-2.0) 

https://tldrlegal.com/license/apache-license-2.0-(apache-2.0)


Trademarks Can Be Tricky

The good… 

https://lwn.net/Articles/118268/ 

And the bad 

https://twitter.com/OBSProject/status/1460782968633499651 

https://lwn.net/Articles/118268/
https://twitter.com/OBSProject/status/1460782968633499651


Weak Copyleft:

● Dynamically linking this code, loading a shared library file from a folder, is 
allowed from any license

● Other usage, like static linking, resembles Copyleft



LGPL v2.1: Just don’t statically link!

● When dynamically linked it can be used in any licensed codebase
● When not we get to…



Copyleft

● Changes must be public under the same copyleft license
● Cannot sublicense

○ Sublicensing allows you to change the license of code you didn’t create
○ Users cannot fork PostgreSQL, rename it PostSQL and license it under GPL, for example

● Copyleft code can only be used in software with the same copyleft license
● All contributors must agree to relicense, and sometimes they can’t



GPL v3: Stallman’s Baby

● Aims to fix issues with the earlier GPL v2
● Blocks Tivoization and DRM, methods 

used to prevent users from easily 
modifying proprietary code

● Something about Microsoft I dunno

https://www.gnu.org/licenses/rms-why-gplv3.html 

https://www.gnu.org/licenses/rms-why-gplv3.html


AGPL: The “Download Source” One

● Like GPL, but a download link must be provided for the currently running 
source code, fixing what is called the SaaS loophole

● Network use counts as distribution, and as such source must be provided

https://twitter.com/marcan42/status/1512269055763566592 

https://twitter.com/marcan42/status/1512269055763566592


Commercial

● These tend to be the most restrictive
● Often used for commercial software where the author doesn’t want the code 

to be shared, modified, redistributed, sold, etc… 



Dual

● Combine multiple licenses, have some fun with it!
● More permissive licenses for hobbyists, more copyleft licenses for commercial 

use



Public Domain

● Copyright does NOT exist in any capacity on public domain code
● Feel free to modify, distribute, sell, anything
● Strict definition can vary



Unlicense: No Not “Unlicensed”

● Users have no requirements
○ License doesn’t need to be distributed
○ Trademarks don’t have to be enforced
○ No attribution required

● You can’t get any freer than this



Who Wins Best License?

Unlicense probably, MIT is simple to understand,
GPL v3 if you want millions of issues down the line,

AGPL if you don’t care about following the license anyway



Other wacky licenses
Beerware

Don’t Ask Me About It

Solipsistic

YOLO

Do What The Fuck You Want

Death and Repudiation

https://twitter.com/direlog/status/473054437997809664 

https://twitter.com/direlog/status/473054437997809664


Guess the license!



Guess the license!
Artistic

Public Domain

AGPL -> Server Side Public License

GPL v2 + Others



Time for some horror stories… 



Cheat Engine: Whoops, these 8 files are GPL!



MultiMC: Dealing with unofficial copies



Bukkit: The bombshell that led to a nuke



Bukkit continued



Bukkit continued



Bukkit summary

1. Mojang updates the EULA, technically banning many of the servers running 
on Bukkit

2. Lead developer officially ends the project partially from stress
3. Mojang reveals they inherited Bukkit copyright from 4 contributors
4. Lead contributor not affiliated with Mojang initiates a legal DMCA takedown
5. Spigot replaces Bukkit using a technicality
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