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For writers everywhere—

May your tributes never lead to lawsuits! 
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In the pursuit of realism, writers look for things that will make their stories feel relatable and authentic. They find an exquisite line from a song or another book. A certain brand would fit the scene perfectly. Or they hear a story that inspires them. Then, at some point, they stop and ask: Can I actually use this?

Can I quote that line?

Can I mention that brand?

Can I base a story on something I read or heard?

The answers are rarely as straightforward as people hope. And when writers start asking, they often find confident, simple explanations that sound right and are repeated often enough to feel true. The problem is that copyright law isn’t built on simple rules.

There is no safe percentage that can be copied freely. There is no universal “giving credit makes it okay.” There is no blanket permission granted by the Internet. Sometimes, this leaves a lot of writers to make decisions based on instinct, habit, or something they heard once and never questioned.

This book is here to replace that uncertainty with clarity. Not by turning you into a legal expert. Not by covering every edge case. And not by burying you in technical language. Instead, it focuses on what writers actually need to know: where the risks are and why they exist. And, of course, how to avoid them without compromising your work. Most problems don’t come from deliberate misuse; they come from assumptions that may sound reasonable, but could all too easily be misleading.

If you understand where those assumptions tend to go wrong, you can avoid the situations that cause trouble in the first place.

That’s the goal.
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Part I — Myths Writers Rely On 
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Writers share advice with each other constantly. They tend to be a supportive community of creatives who love to share what they know. It happens in critique groups, online forums, social media threads, and late-night conversations at writing conferences. Someone asks a question about copyright, and another writer confidently supplies the answer.

“You can quote up to ten percent.”

“If you credit the author, it’s fine.”

“It’s on the Internet, so it’s public domain.”

The person asking the question usually feels relieved. The answer sounds logical. It sounds like something someone must have learned somewhere official. Unfortunately, that confidence is often borrowed—not earned.

In many cases, the person giving the answer once asked the same question, and accepted the same explanation without ever verifying it. I know this because I’ve been on both sides of that exchange.

As an editor, though, I had to know for sure. I’ve been asked the same questions many times. I’ve had to look things up—often repeatedly—to avoid passing along bad information. Copyright law is complex at the best of times, but it’s worth knowing the basics to protect yourself and your work. Mistakes here don’t just affect your writing—they can affect your ability to publish it. And you, as the author, are not the only one at risk. Anyone involved in producing a book—including editors—can potentially be held liable.

The problem is that over time, these half-truths have hardened into what feel like rules. They circulate so widely that many writers never stop to question them. The result is that real publishing decisions get made based on legal folklore rather than actual law. While folklore can be comforting in the moment, there can come a time when it just isn’t.

Before we look at how copyright actually works, we need to clear away some of the most common myths writers rely on and understand why they fail.

“If I Credit Them, It’s Fine.”

Many writers believe that as long as they acknowledge the original creator of a work, they are legally safe. The reasoning makes sense. In academic writing, citing sources is essential. Journalists attribute quotations. Students are taught early on that giving credit is the ethical thing to do. So it’s easy to assume that attribution equals permission.

It doesn’t.

Giving credit may prevent an accusation of plagiarism, but it does nothing to prevent copyright infringement. Copyright law gives the creator exclusive rights to reproduce and distribute their work. Unless an exception applies, no one else has the legal right to copy it, even if they clearly identify who created it.

Imagine borrowing your neighbour’s car without asking and leaving a note on the dashboard that says: “This vehicle belongs to Bob.” The note doesn’t make it lawful. You’ve still taken something that wasn’t yours.

The same principle applies to copyrighted material. Attribution is good practice. It is ethical. But it is not permission.

“It’s Under Ten Percent, So It’s Legal.”

One of the most persistent myths in the writing world is the ten percent rule. Somewhere along the line, writers were told that copying a certain percentage of a work is acceptable. The number varies depending on who you ask. Some say ten percent. Others say five percent. Occasionally someone will confidently announce a specific word count. None of these rules appear in copyright law, though courts do sometimes consider the amount of material used when evaluating fair use or fair dealing. The fact remains that there is no universal percentage that automatically makes copying legal. What matters is not just the quantity of the material used, but its importance within the original work.

Courts may consider how much of a work was used, but they don’t apply fixed percentages. What matters is not just how much you take, but what you take.

A small excerpt from a long nonfiction book might be insignificant.
A single line from a poem or a song might represent the entire value of the work.
In other words, copyright law evaluates substantiality, not percentages.

The ten-percent rule survives because it sounds practical and easy to remember. Unfortunately, simplicity does not make it true.

“It’s on the Internet, So It’s Free.”

The Internet has made content incredibly easy to access and even easier to reuse. Blogs, online magazines, and articles are posted with images embedded. The idea is to get information out there where it is easy to find and it gets read. Articles get shared. Quotes get copied. Images get reposted. Memes circulate endlessly. It feels good to pass on something funny, or something important, but in that environment, it is easy to forget that most of this material still belongs to someone.

Publishing something online does not place it in the public domain. It simply means the creator has made it accessible.

A photograph still belongs to the photographer. A blog post still belongs to the writer. An illustration still belongs to the artist.

The Internet feels informal, but the law doesn’t change just because the platform does.

Think of the Internet like a museum. You’re allowed to walk through the gallery. You’re allowed to admire the artwork. But you’re not allowed to take a painting off the wall and hang it in your living room—no matter how easy it would be to do.

Access is not ownership. And visibility is not permission.

“But It’s Realistic!”

Fiction writers want their stories to feel authentic. So, of course, they have characters reference books, quote movies, mention brand names, and listen to music. These are the kinds of details that reflect real life, and writers sometimes assume they are automatically safe to include. After all, people really do quote famous speeches. They really do sing along with songs. They really do reference movies and television shows in conversation. Still, realism does not override copyright law.

Copyright law doesn’t ask whether something is realistic. It does ask whether protected material has been reproduced without permission. Fortunately, realism rarely requires copying the original material word for word. A character can remember a favourite song without reproducing its lyrics. A scene can reference a famous speech without quoting it in full.

In fact, describing the experience is often more effective than copying the original. Realism doesn’t require duplication. It requires believability, and those are not the same thing.

“Everybody Does It.”

Sometimes the justification is simple: other writers are doing it.

Readers occasionally encounter novels that include quotations, song lyrics, or epigraphs from modern works. Seeing these examples can make it appear as though such practices are widely accepted. What readers do not see is the legal work that often happens behind the scenes.

Traditional publishers frequently have people who obtain permission for copyrighted material and, working with legal teams, they pay licensing fees to use it. Those agreements are invisible to readers, but they are very real. 

Independent authors who assume that copying similar material is harmless may discover that the situation is more complicated than it appears. Just because something occasionally appears in a published book does not mean it was free to use. It usually means someone paid for the privilege of using someone else’s work. And they probably paid dearly for that privilege. 

Plagiarism vs. Copyright

These two concepts are often confused due to the overlap in their natures, but they are not the same thing.

Plagiarism is an ethical violation. It occurs when someone presents another person’s work as their own.

Copyright infringement is a legal violation. It occurs when someone reproduces protected material without permission.

A writer can plagiarize material that is no longer protected by copyright, such as a public-domain text. The ethical violation still exists even though no copyright law has been broken.

Conversely, a writer can reproduce copyrighted material while clearly crediting the source. In that case plagiarism may not be present, but copyright infringement could still exist.

Understanding this distinction helps explain why some common assumptions about attribution fail to provide legal protection.

Now that we’ve cleared away some of the most persistent myths, we can begin looking at the question that matters far more to writers:

What do you actually own when you create something?

d2d_images/cover.jpg
Between
Tifﬁgmlt@

Lawsuit

Saoirse Temple





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





