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Understanding the AGPL License

The Affero General Public License (AGPL) is a software license developed by the Free Software
Foundation (FSF). As a variant of the widely known General Public License (GPL), the AGPL is designed to
ensure that software remains free and open while addressing specific use cases relevant to network-
based applications.

In this blog, we’ll break down the key aspects of the AGPL, including its unique provisions, the concept of
"copyleft," and the advantages and disadvantages of using this license.

What Is the AGPL?

The AGPL, formally known as the GNU Affero General Public License, is a free software license that
ensures the freedom to use, study, modify, and distribute software. It builds on the GPL by adding
specific requirements related to software accessed over a network, such as web services or cloud
applications.

The AGPL’s primary goal is to prevent scenarios where software is modified and deployed as a network
service without sharing the modified source code. This addresses a loophole in the standard GPL, which
requires source code disclosure only when software is distributed. Without this provision, organizations
could modify GPL-licensed software, host it as a service, and deny users the ability to view or use the
modified code. The AGPL closes this gap, ensuring that software freedom extends to network-based use.

What Is Copyleft?

At its core, the AGPL is a copyleft license. Copyleft is a licensing model designed to ensure that all
derivative works of free software remain free and open. Under a copyleft license, anyone who modifies
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the software or incorporates it into a new project is required to distribute their work under the same
license.

This principle ensures that the freedoms granted by the original software are preserved in any modified
or redistributed versions. For the AGPL specifically, these obligations extend to software deployed over a
network, ensuring that all users, local or remote, have access to the source code.

Key Features of the AGPL

1. Network Use Clause
The AGPL requires that if you modify the software and make it available over a network, the source
code of the modified version must be made available to remote users. This is its defining feature,
distinguishing it from the standard GPL.

2. Source Code Accessibility
Similar to other GNU licenses, the AGPL ensures that the source code of both the original software
and any modifications is available to users, regardless of whether the software is distributed locally or
accessed remotely.

3. Preservation of Freedom
Being a copyleft license, the AGPL guarantees that software and its derivatives remain free and open,
preventing proprietary exploitation.

Advantages of the AGPL

1. Protects User Rights
The AGPL ensures that users interacting with software over a network have the same freedoms as
those using it locally, such as access to the source code and the ability to modify and share it.

2. Transparency and Trust
By requiring that modified source code be disclosed, the AGPL provides an environment of
transparency, making it clear how software operates and evolves.

3. Encourages Collaboration
Developers are incentivized to collaborate and contribute changes back to the community, improving
the overall quality of AGPL-licensed software.

4. Adapted to Modern Software Use
The AGPL is specifically designed for cloud-based and network-distributed applications, addressing
the growing relevance of these models in software development.

Disadvantages of the AGPL
1. Compliance Challenges

Ensuring compliance with the AGPL, particularly its network use clause, can be resource-intensive for
organizations that modify and deploy the software.

2. Reduced Commercial Appeal
The requirement to disclose modifications, even for software deployed as a service, may deter
businesses from adopting AGPL-licensed software for proprietary use.
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3. Integration Limitations
The AGPL’s strong copyleft provisions can limit its compatibility with non-free software or more
permissively licensed systems, potentially restricting its use in certain projects.

4. Legal Uncertainty
The specific obligations of the network use clause may lead to legal ambiguities in edge cases,
creating risks for organizations.

From an Individual User's Perspective

For individual users, the AGPL offers significant benefits by guaranteeing access to the source code of
software they use, even if it’s only available through a network. This transparency allows users to
understand how the software operates and, if desired, adapt it to their needs. Additionally, the AGPL
ensures that no company can take a freely available program and turn it into a proprietary service without
sharing their modifications. While these freedoms empower users, those integrating AGPL-licensed
software with proprietary tools should be aware of potential licensing conflicts, which may influence their
choice of software.

Responsibilities Under the AGPL

If you use AGPL-licensed software, you have specific responsibilities:

1. Disclose Source Code
If you modify the software and deploy it publicly, you must provide access to the modified source
code to all users who interact with it.

2. Adhere to Licensing Terms
Ensure compliance with the AGPL’s requirements, particularly when deploying or integrating the
software into network-based services.

Conclusion

The AGPL is a forward-thinking license designed to protect software freedom in a world where cloud
computing and web services are the norm. By extending the principles of copyleft to cover network-
based use, it ensures that all users—whether interacting locally or remotely—enjoy the same rights and
freedoms.

For developers and organizations, the AGPL offers a solid foundation for building transparent,
collaborative, and innovative projects. However, it does come with added responsibilities, such as
ensuring compliance and sharing source code, which might make it less appealing for certain commercial
applications or proprietary integrations.

Ultimately, the AGPL is about keeping software free and accessible for everyone. It’s a strong choice for
those who value openness and fairness. Whether you’re a developer contributing to open projects or a
user who depends on reliable and adaptable tools, the AGPL ensures that the software you rely on
remains yours to understand, modify, and share.
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This article was published on the Search Guard blog: https://search-guard.com/blog/understanding-the-agpl-license/
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