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I. Overview 
Often a single license can be used to represent the licensing terms of a source code or binary file, but there are 
situations where a single license identifier is not sufficient. A common example is when software is offered under 
a choice of one or more licenses (e.g., GPL-2.0 OR BSD-3-Clause). Another example is when a set of licenses is 
needed to represent a binary program constructed by compiling and linking two (or more) different source files 
each governed by different licenses (e.g., LGPL-2.1 and BSD-3-Clause respectively).  
 
In this section we define the <SPDX-License-Expression> construct, a licensing expression string that enables one 
to more accurately represent the licensing terms of modern day software. A valid <SPDX-License-Expression> 
string consists of either (i) a simple licensed expression, such as a single license identifier; or (ii) a more complex 
expression constructed by combining smaller valid expressions using Boolean license operators such as AND and 
OR (e.g., LGPL-2.1 OR BSD-3-Clause AND MIT). 

II. Simple License Expressions 
A simple <SPDX-License-Expression> is composed one of the following: 

 An SPDX License List Short Form Identifier. For example: 
<SPDX-License-Expression-1> = GPL-2.0;  

 
 An SPDX License List Short Form Identifier with a unary “+” operator suffix to represent the current 

version of the license or any later version: 
<SPDX-License-Expression-1> = GPL-2.0+; or 

 
 A SPDX user defined license reference, denoted by “LicenseRef”-[idString]. For example: 

<SPDX-License-Expression-1> = LicenseRef-23 
<SPDX-License-Expression-2> = LicenseRef-MIT-Style-1; 

III. Composite License Expressions 
More expressive composite license expressions can be constructed using OR, AND and WITH operators similar to 
constructing mathematical expressions using arithmetic operators +, -, x, and ÷.  

1) Disjunctive OR Operator 
If presented with a choice between two or more licenses, use the disjunctive binary “OR” operator to construct a 
new <SPDX-License-Expression>, where both the left and right operands are valid <SPDX-License-Expression> 
values. The syntax for the  “OR” operator is: 

<SPDX-License-Expression-3> =  
            <SPDX-License-Expression-1>  OR  <SPDX-License-Expression-2> 

 
For example, when given a choice between the LGPL-2.1 or MIT licenses, a valid expression would be LGPL-2.1+ 
OR MIT:  
                               <SPDX-License-Expression-1> = LGPL-2.1 
   <SPDX-License-Expression-2> = MIT 
     <SPDX-License-Expression-3> = LGPL-2.1 OR MIT 

 
An example representing a choice between three different licenses would be:  LGPL-2.1 OR MIT OR BSD-
3-Clause: 
    <SPDX-License-Expression-1> = LGPL-2.1 OR MIT 
   <SPDX-License-Expression-2> = BSD-3-Clause 
     <SPDX-License-Expression-3> = LGPL-2.1 OR MIT OR BSD-3-Clause  

2) Conjunctive AND Operator 
If required to simultaneously comply with two or more licenses, use the conjunctive binary “AND” operator to 
construct a new <SPDX-License-Expression>, where both the left and right operands are a valid <SPDX-License-
Expression> values. The syntax for the “AND” operator is: 

<SPDX-License-Expression-3> =  
                      <SPDX-License-Expression-1>  AND  <SPDX-License-Expression-2> 

 
For example, when one is required to comply with both the LGPL-2.1 AND MIT licenses, a valid conjunctive 
expression would be: LGPL-2.1 AND MIT: 

   <SPDX-License-Expression-1> = LGPL-2.1 
   <SPDX-License-Expression-2> = MIT 
     <SPDX-License-Expression-3> = LGPL-2.1 AND MIT 
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 An example where three sets of license terms must be satisfied is:  LGPL-2.1 AND MIT AND BSD-2-
Clause; 

   <SPDX-License-Expression-1> = LGPL-2.1 AND MIT 
   <SPDX-License-Expression-2> = BSD-2-Clause 
     <SPDX-License-Expression-3> = LGPL-2.1 AND MIT AND BSD-2-Clause 

3) Exception WITH Operator 
If a set of license terms apply except under certain special circumstances then one could use the binary “WITH” 
operator to construct a new <SPDX-License-Expression> to represent the special exception situation. Common 
exception examples are the GPL-2.0 with the Bison exception and the GPL-3.0 with the Autoconf exception. A valid 
license expression is where the left operand is a valid <SPDX-License-Expression> value that generally applies and 
the right operand is an SPDX License List Exception Identifier that represents the special exception terms.  The 
syntax for the “WITH” operator is: 

<SPDX-License-Expression-3> =  
   <SPDX-License-Expression-1>  WITH  <SPDX License List Exception Identifier> 

where valid <SPDX License List exception Identifier> values can be found on the SPDX License List. 
 

For example, the bison exception license could be represented as follows: 
GPL-2.0 WITH bison-exception  

where bison-exception is a exception identifier found on the SPDX License List.  

4) Order of Precedence and Parentheses 
The order of application of the operators in an expression matters (similar to mathematical operators). The default 
operator order of precedence of an <SPDX-License-Expression> is: 

1.     + 
2.  WITH 
3.   AND 
4.    OR 

 
where a lower order operator is applied before a higher order operator. For example, the following expression:  

LGPL-2.1 OR BSD-3-Clause AND MIT 
represents a license choice between either LGPL-2.1 and the expression BSD-3-Clause AND MIT 
because the AND operator takes precedence over (is applied before) the OR operator. 

 
When required to express an order of precedence that is different from the default order an <SPDX-License-
Expression> can be encapsulated in one or more pairs of parentheses: “( )”, to indicate that the operators found 
inside the parentheses takes precedence over operators outside. This is also similar to the use of parentheses in 
an algebraic expression e.g., (5+7)/2.  For instance, the following expression: 

((LGPL-2.1+ OR BSD-3-Clause) AND MIT)  
states the OR operator should be applied before the AND operator. That is, one should first select between the 
LGPL-2.1+ and the BSD-3-Clause license before applying the MIT license. 

IV. Other Potential Values 
In certain situations the following two values may be used in place of an <SPDX-License-Expression>: 

(a) NOASSERTION should be used if: 
i. the SPDX file creator has attempted, but cannot reach a reasonable objective determination of the 

license; 
ii. the SPDX file creator is uncomfortable concluding a license, despite some license information being 

available; 
iii. the SPDX file creator has made no attempt to determine the license; 
iv. the SPDX file creator has intentionally provided no information (no meaning should be implied by 

doing so); 
v. there is no licensing information from which to conclude a license 

 
(b) NONE should be used if the SPDX file creator believes that no license is applicable. 

 
The applicability of NOASSERTION and NONE are defined by the respective SPDX document fields that accept valid 
<SPDX-License-Expression> values.  


