AI rewrite of leaked code sparks legal debate on copyright boundaries
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The accidental exposure of Anthropic’s Claude Code source code has become more than a security embarrassment for the company; it has also turned into a live test of how copyright law functions when AI can rapidly transform, rework and redistribute software. The New York Times reported that Sigrid Jin, a University of British Columbia student, copied the leaked material and then used AI assistants to rewrite it in another programming language before posting that version online, prompting renewed debate over whether a machine-assisted rewrite can escape claims of infringement.
That dispute sits within a wider legal fog around software, licensing and AI-generated code. Ars Technica recently examined how an AI-produced rewrite of the chardet library raised questions over whether an apparently fresh version can still amount to a "clean-room" copy, especially when the structure and behaviour of the original work remain recognisable. Legal commentators have also warned that AI tools are making it harder for developers and companies to rely on older assumptions about authorship, ownership and copyright protection for code.
Anthropic has tried to contain the fallout with a large-scale takedown effort. According to reporting from AI Coin and TechFlow Post, the company issued more than 8,000 copyright removal requests after the leak spread across the internet, with thousands of posts pulled from GitHub. But the episode has also highlighted the limits of enforcement on decentralised platforms, particularly when copies can be reposted, transformed or shared faster than rights holders can respond.
For Jin, the point was not simply to avoid a legal complaint. The New York Times said he viewed the rewritten code as a distinct work and used the episode to make a broader argument about what copyright means in an era when AI can reproduce creative output at speed. That tension between legal doctrine and technical possibility is now at the heart of the Anthropic case: if software can be rewritten almost instantly by machines, the law may still apply, but it is being asked to police a far more fluid and evasive form of copying than it was designed for.
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