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CREATIVE COMMONS

hidden inside your files – it’s 

everywhere! But what does it mean, 

and how does it fit into your world? 

The CC movement
Founded in 2001, Creative Commons 

is a small non-profit organisation 

based in San Francisco and led by 

Lawrence Lessig, the ‘free culture’ 

author and Stanford law professor who 

once advised Second Life creator 

Linden Labs. A harmonious mix of 

artists, musicians, lawyers, 

programmers, scientists and 

entrepreneurs work there and in 

offices in Berlin, Boston and 

Johannesburg with the single goal of 

building a layer of reasonable, flexible 

copyright in the face of increasingly 

restrictive default rules. “Balance, 

compromise and moderation have 

become endangered species,” the 

movement believes. 

At its heart, Creative Commons 

makes available standard licences and 

tools for creators to use to promote 

collaboration through space and time 

with a ‘Some Rights Reserved’ 

approach. This counters the default, 

restrictive copyright concept of ‘All 

Rights Reserved’. The hoped-for result 

(which is rapidly becoming reality) is a 

public good of more freely-available 

content. This content is the media you 

use and create all the time: websites, 

journalism, music, film, sculpture, 

photography, literature, scholarship 

and teaching material. 

T
his April, in an 
old amphitheatre 
on the balmy 
island of Kula, 
Creative 
Commons general 

counsel Mia Garlick held a talk on 

intellectual property in video games 

and virtual worlds. She addressed 

such questions as: Can the notion of 

copyright evolve with digital 

technology? How can we balance 

the rights of creators and 

consumers? Who owns, for 

example, the copyright to players’ 

movements in role-playing games? 

Despite the open-air setting, a crowd 

of more than 70 people gathered and 

donated L$420 to Creative Commons. 

But the currency was Linden dollars; 

Garlick was represented by an avatar; 

and that’s Kula Island, Second Life, not 

Kula Island, Hawaii.

You find Creative Commons 

everywhere these days – even in 

virtual worlds. That ‘CC’ is captioned 

under photos, name-checked in blogs, 

Creative Commons licences let us create, 
discover and share a whole world of music, 
movies, art and more. Even for the more left 
of brain, there are plenty of ways to 
contribute. Jon Phillips reports.

createLicence  to

■ Full text of 
    licences 

General counsel Mia Garlick uses her 
avatar to give a talk on Creative Commons 
within the virtual world Second Life. 
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A PDF of this work is available at
www.linuxformat.co.uk/mag/
creativecommons.pdf, licensed under 
the Creative Commons BY-NC 
(attribution, non-commercial) licence. 

FREE AS IN SPEECH
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CREATIVE COMMONS

Now in its fifth year of operation, 

Creative Commons is thriving – legally, 

geographically and creatively. Legally, 

as on 9 March this year, when a CC 

licence stood up in the District Court 

of Amsterdam as former MTV VJ 

Adam Curry sued a Dutch magazine 

over the misuse of properly-licensed 

photos hosted on Flickr. The case 

confirmed that the conditions of a CC 

licence automatically apply to the 

content licensed under it. 

Geographically, as evidenced by 

mainland China’s recent launch of 

legal ports of the standard Creative 

Commons licences, adding another 

major legal jurisdiction to the 26-plus 

where CC licences have been 

launched. (One caveat of using a CC 

licence is that it works in any of the 

jurisdictions that have ported licences.) 

Creatively, as seen at websites such 

as http://ccMixter.org. This 

community music-remixing site started 

as a “friendster for DJs”, featuring 

remixes and samples licensed under 

Creative Commons licences. It has 

held contests featuring major-label 

artists, which have led to record deals 

for community remixers, the creation 

of a new record label and many other 

fruitful collaborations. 

Pick your own 
Let’s say you have a photo that you’d 

like to make available online using a 

Creative Commons licence. Publishing 

this photo and other content takes the 

form of choosing, taking and using a 

licence (see How To Choose… box, 

page 62). All of the primary CC 

licences use the Attribution (BY) 

condition, which allows the world to 

copy and distribute a work provided 

that the licensee credits the author/

licensor. Three further conditions allow 

for granular levels of control over 

content. If the Non-commercial (NC) 

condition is taken, someone who uses 

your work may do so only for non-

commercial purposes. With Share 

Alike (SA), anyone who uses a work or 

creates a derivative must also use the 

same licence for the new derived 

work. No derivatives (ND), shortened 

usually to NoDerivs, states that one 

may not make a derivative from the 

work but can distribute the original. 

These conditions combine to form 

the six primary licences: BY, BY-SA, BY-

NC, BY-ND, BY-NC-SA and BY-NC-ND 

(the most restrictive). Additionally, 

Creative Commons offers a few other 

niche licences not mentioned in this 

article, but found online.

After making your selection, you’re 

presented with a licence that is 

expressed in three different ways: a 

human-readable commons deed 

summarising the general terms, 

lawyer-readable legal code and 

machine-readable digital code for 

computers and search engines to use. 

This digital code also comes courtesy 

of Creative Commons, which has 

developed technology and metadata 

standards that can be used to 

associate works with their licence 

status in a machine-readable way. 

Finally, you must apply the newly-

selected licence to your licensed 

photograph. HTML is provided along 

with metadata for you to include 

inside your content, or more likely for 

a photo, on a web page surrounding a 

work. If your work is going to be offline, 

you’d mark your work with a statement 

such as, ‘This work is licensed under 

the Creative Commons [insert 

description] License. To view a copy of 

this license, visit [insert url].’

It’s a pretty easy process – and it 

shows. According to figures gleaned 

from Google and Yahoo queries, there 

are approximately 45 million Creative 

Commons licences on the web, with 

34% of the works licensed under BY-

NC-SA – Attribution, Non-commercial 

Share Alike (see chart, above). An 

interesting trend is a move to more 

liberal licences over the last year. Mike 

Linksvayer, CTO of Creative Commons, 

blogged recently that, “Flickr hosted 

10.8 million CC-licensed images and 

Soundclick hosted 219,000 CC-

licensed songs, up from 4.1 million 

and 159,000 in August [2005].”

Content candy store
Now that the internet and the world 

are populated with large amounts of 

CC-licensed content, how does one go 

about discovering it? Obviously, 

Google and Yahoo can both use that 

valuable metadata to support searches 

of CC-licensed material. Then there 

are projects that have sprung up such 

as the photo-sharing site Flickr, Revver 

and the Open Clip Art Library to allow 

creators to promote and host licensed 

content online.

Flickr – now Yahoo’s Flickr, of 

course – is a long time CC supporter. 

It allows anyone to sign up, upload 

photos, tag them with identifying 
>>

The ccMixter music community site is full of useful features.

■■ BY: 9.77%

■■ BY-NC: 11.44%

■■ BY-NC-ND: 21.32%

■■ BY-NC-SA: 34.03%

■■ BY-ND: 2.78%

■■ BY-ND-NC: 3.90%

■■ BY-SA: 13.72%

■■ OTHERS: 3.05%

A breakdown of the approximately 
45 million web-based CC licences

Data collected in April 2006. 
This work is licensed under the Creative 

Commons BY licence. Creative Commons, 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5.

“I’M HAPPY WHEN I SEE ALL 
OVER THE WEB DERIVATIVES 
OF MY WORKS.” NICU BUCULEI
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