Anthropic sued for copyright breach amid fabricated court citation claims
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The ongoing legal battle between major music publishers and the AI firm Anthropic has taken a troubling turn, spotlighting the complex intersection of artificial intelligence and copyright law. Major publishers, including Universal Music Group, Concord, and ABKCO, have accused Anthropic's chatbot, Claude, of generating content that directly reproduces copyrighted song lyrics without permission. These allegations have been compounded by serious concerns over the integrity of legal documents presented in court.
Recently, a federal judge in San Jose ordered Anthropic to explain allegations that it referenced a non-existent academic paper in its filings. According to legal representatives for the music publishers, the court documents included a citation purportedly from the journal American Statistician, which was entirely fabricated. This troubling incident was uncovered by the plaintiffs during a review of the documents, shedding light on the potential for AI-generated misinformation to infiltrate even the most formal judicial processes.
Attorney Matt Oppenheim, representing the music publishers, indicated that the expert witness for Anthropic, Olivia Chen, may have relied on the very AI tool at the centre of the controversy, suggesting that the generation of this false citation was not an act of deliberate deceit but a serious oversight linked to the capabilities of AI. Anthropic's legal team has acknowledged the citation error, framing it as an accidental mistake but maintaining that the incorrect citation was likely a misreference to a legitimate study. This incident has not gone unnoticed by Judge Susan van Keulen, who deemed it a serious issue warranting a prompt response from Anthropic.
The lawsuit itself raises pressing questions about the limits of copyright in the era of AI. The publishers argue that Claude not only reproduces copyrighted lyrics verbatim but does so even when not explicitly prompted for song-specific outputs. For instance, when asked to generate lyrics about a historical figure or event, Claude has been reported to produce lines that closely mirror those from established songs such as Don McLean's 'American Pie' or even 'Sweet Home Alabama.' The plaintiffs suggest that Anthropic’s refusal to disclose its training data hints at an awareness of potential copyright infringement, complicating the AI developer's legal defences.
This case is far from isolated. It echoes incidents such as the Mata v. Avianca case, where lawyers faced sanctions for incorporating AI-generated content into legal documents without appropriate verification. In that situation, ChatGPT had produced several fictitious legal citations that were subsequently cited in court filings, leading to a substantial fine for the attorneys involved. Across at least seven cases in recent years, courts have begun to grapple with the ramifications of AI-generated misinformation within the legal realm, highlighting an urgent need for greater diligence when integrating these tools into legal practice.
Anthropic’s ongoing copyright saga unfolds against a backdrop of rising tensions between content creators and AI developers. The long-term implications of this legal precedent could reshape how AI systems are trained and what content they are permitted to access, creating a more robust framework for protection against copyright infringement. As the legal arguments evolve, the case underscores the necessity for greater transparency and understanding of AI’s operational mechanisms, particularly in the context of artistic expression and intellectual property rights.
In parallel, Anthropic has requested that the court reconsider some of the claims made by the publishers, seeking to refocus the dispute on whether using copyrighted material for AI training constitutes fair use. The outcome of this case may set vital precedents that not only affect Anthropic but also the wider landscape of AI technology and its relationship with creative works.
As this case progresses, the legal system finds itself at a pivotal crossroads, confronting the challenges posed by emerging technologies while striving to uphold the integrity of copyrights. The resolution may alter the trajectory of AI development and its engagement with the arts for years to come.
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