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		The assertion that a 'license' is simply a 'contract not to sue' has become a commonplace in both copyright and patent law. I argue that this notion is conceptually flawed, and has become a straightjacket channeling juristic reasoning into unproductive channels. At root, a license is not a contract, but a form of property interest. It may be closely intertwined with a set of contractual relationships, but its nature and consequences cannot be satisfactorily explained from within the world of contract doctrine alone. In this article, I seek to explain the complementary but parallel roles played by property and contract doctrine in creation of the various forms of legal interests we refer to as 'licenses.' Each doctrine has its own set of governing formalities that afford titleholders various means through which to create and protect use privileges granted to others, while still retaining residual title for themselves. I argue that clarifying the extent to which licenses are exercises of powers conferred by property rather than contract law provides a key to proper application of Section 204 of the Copyright Act of 1976, which has been (erroneously) construed as a statute of frauds governing contract formation, as opposed to one governing a specific form of property conveyance. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: bare, Blackacre, consideration, consistency, deed, duty, expectation damages, granting, implied, infringer, injured party, irrevocability, irrevocable, jural, logic, material breach, mutual assent, nonexclusive, Oliver Wendell Holmes, ownership, state, termination, theory, transfers, Wesley Hohfeld

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: K11, K12, O34

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Newman,  Christopher M., A License is Not a 'Contract Not to Sue': Disentangling Property and Contract in the Law of Copyright Licenses (February 24, 2012). Iowa Law Review, Vol. 98, No. 2, March 2013, George Mason Law & Economics Research Paper No. 12-23,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2010853 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2010853 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Christopher M. Newman (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: George Mason University - Antonin Scalia Law School]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				George Mason University - Antonin Scalia Law School  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					3301 Fairfax Drive
Arlington, VA  22201
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      876

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    8,096

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   50,707

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        2 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       23 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Antonin Scalia Law School, George Mason University, Law & Economics Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Antonin Scalia Law School, George Mason University, Law & Economics Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            4,834

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,178

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        J. Shahar Dillbary at George Mason University - Antonin Scalia Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Intellectual Property: Copyright Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Intellectual Property: Copyright Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,528

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,280

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Robert P. Merges at University of California, Berkeley - School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Contracts & Commercial Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Contracts & Commercial Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,423

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           11,062

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        George G. Triantis at Stanford Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Entrepreneurship & Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Entrepreneurship & Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,131

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           14,306

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Property, Citizenship, & Social Entrepreneurism eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Property, Citizenship, & Social Entrepreneurism eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              967

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            2,639

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Robin Paul Malloy at Syracuse University College of Law, Jessica A. Shoemaker at University of Nebraska at Lincoln - College of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Property, Land Use & Real Estate Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Property, Land Use & Real Estate Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              916

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            9,910

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Christopher Serkin at Vanderbilt Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    English & Commonwealth Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                English & Commonwealth Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              864

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           11,757

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Justine Pila at Professor of Law - University of Oxford

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Private Law - Intellectual Property eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Private Law - Intellectual Property eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              729

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           10,787

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Michael Mattioli at Indiana University Maurer School of Law (Bloomington)

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Organizations & Markets: Formal & Informal Structures eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Organizations & Markets: Formal & Informal Structures eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              705

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,959

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.086 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
