
Software Licenses

Maximilian Moser(*)
TU Wien, Center for Research Data Management
September 2022

(*) Disclaimer: I’m a software engineer, not a lawyer! For legal advice, consult with your legal department.



Is this relevant for me? I’m not a developer!

■ Imagine you write some software for a research project

− e.g. an evaluation script for gathered data

■ Sharing the software may increase reproducibility of your research!

■ But ignoring licenses may get you in legal trouble!

− beware the copyright owner’s wrath



Why license software?

■ Makes software easily legally reusable

− Without license: Assume strictest possible setting!

■ Can have a big impact on success of software projects

− Ease of legal (re)use → popularity

− Financial aspects

■ May also influence patent rights



When are software licenses relevant?

■ Using software packages

− Check the licenses of your project’s dependencies to see if it 
conforms with the legal requirements

− Consider alternatives if a dependency’s license doesn’t fit (1)

■ Publishing a software project

− Pick an existing software license that satisfies your needs and those 
of your intended target audience

− Not recommended: Create and use a custom license

(1) e.g. because of license incompatibility, or because it just doesn’t fit your use case



Software licenses – overview

■ Types of licenses

− Free(1) and Open Source
● Public Domain
● Permissive Licenses
● Copyleft

− Non-free
● Non-commercial: Prohibits commercial use
● Proprietary: Traditional copyright applies
● Trade secret: Only internal, no public information

(1) as in freedom – these licenses generally provide very liberal usage rights



Open source licenses: Permissive

■ Very few restrictions on reuse of code
■ Examples:

− MIT / Expat

− BSD

− Apache

− …

■ Downside: Financial profit highly unlikely



Open source licenses: Copyleft

■ Protective: No sub-licensing

− Derivative works need to be published under the same license

■ Examples:

− GNU General Public License Family:
LGPL, GPL, AGPL

− MPL (Mozilla)

− EPL (Eclipse)

− …

■ Downsides: Could deter developers and companies, license compatibility



Dual licensing

■ Multiple licenses can be applied to the same software conditionally
■ Example: MinIO (https://min.io/pricing):

− AGPL for free use

− Alternative licenses for paid use

■ Downside: Even more complex and nuanced

https://min.io/pricing


Tools for picking licenses 

https://ufal.github.io/public-license-selectorhttps://choosealicense.com

https://ufal.github.io/public-license-selector
https://choosealicense.com/


Multiple licenses in the same repository

■ In case that the same repository contains differently licensed code, a 
good place to specify this is in the LICENSE file
(e.g. https://github.com/pyca/cryptography)

■ Note that you cannot change the wording of the licenses!
(e.g. removing the preamble of the GPL is a no-go)

https://github.com/pyca/cryptography
https://www.gnu.org/licenses/gpl-faq.en.html#GPLOmitPreamble


Other objects in the repository

■ If you have other resources in the repository with different licenses (e.g. 
Creative Commons), you can mention that in the README

− e.g. https://github.com/max-moser/lightdm-elephant-greeter#licenses 

https://github.com/max-moser/lightdm-elephant-greeter#licenses


Why not Creative Commons for code?

■ Some concepts aren’t touched on in the CC licenses, e.g. distribution

■ Compatibility with other licenses is a big issue (especially GPL)

■ CC0 might be acceptable (but not always)

https://creativecommons.org/faq/#can-i-apply-a-creative-commons-license-to-software 

https://creativecommons.org/faq/#can-i-apply-a-creative-commons-license-to-software


Further resources

“Free and Open Source software licenses explained”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UMIG4KnM8xw 

Open Source Initiative (OSI):
https://opensource.org 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Opensource.svg 

Quick overview over license requirements:
https://tldrlegal.com 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UMIG4KnM8xw
https://opensource.org/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Opensource.svg
https://tldrlegal.com/
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