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The Smoking Gun Dissolves at Scale, but Only
for Images

= The Hindu 30 August 2026 @

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"If no single artwork measurably influences a large model's output, is training on copyrighted
images theft without a victim, or a harm the law simply cannot yet measure? And should India's

copyright law wait for the courts elsewhere or legislate first?"

Source: Original editorial #  The Hindu

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

THE LIFT LINE

Generative Al and copyright is now a standing GS3 intersection, and most answers argue policy without
mechanism. This piece supplies the mechanism: why the same legal claim succeeds or fails depending
on model architecture. That distinction, diffusion versus autoregression, is exactly the kind of technical

precision that separates a science-literate answer from a newspaper-literate one.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The litigation wave. Frontier labs have navigated, in the background of the whole AT boom, a legal
reckoning begun by artists who allege their work was “stolen” during training because outputs visually

resemble it. The claim’s scientific premise: similarity evidences causal descent.

The paper. Outputs of Generative Diffusion Models are Often Unattributable, from the MIT
Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, described by Xavier as effectively
dismantling that premise for frontier-scale models. Its instrument is “ablatable ensembles”, a machine-

learning method that can systematically remove specific training data and retest outputs.
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The finding. The influence of any single image or artist “drops toward zero” as datasets grow; reliance on

specific samples decays predictably as the pool expands.

The two architectures, which the whole argument turns on.

Examples DALL-E, Stable Diffusion, Midjourney ChatGPT, Claude

How they Iteratively remove noise from a Predict the next token in a sequence

generate canvas until an image emerges

What they The geometric and semantic Specific sequences of words, from a fixed

learn spread of visual concepts vocabulary organised under knowledge categories

Disposition Synthesise a generalised idea; less Store how sentences are written; can reproduce
likely to memorise a file passages

THE ANALYSIS

What the shield permits. Labs like Midjourney or OpenAl “can now argue that even if they had never seen
a specific artist’s work, their model would have produced a nearly identical result.” That is the but-for

causation defence, delivered by statistics.

The scale inversion, which is the uncomfortable core. A model trained on a billion images is
harder to sue than one trained on a million, because the measurable change from removing one work is
insignificant at the larger scale. Copyright intuition says taking more is worse; attribution science says taking
more is safer. Xavier reports it without flinching, and an answer should too, because the inversion is the
debate.

The laundering step. Labs can train the next generation of image and video models on synthetic data
generated by the current crop. Outputs of those models will contain “far less data that can be
sourced back to specific artists”. The statistical finding becomes an industrial process: attribution

residue, washed out generation by generation.

Why the courtroom is still open. Xavier’s caution: if an Al generates an image that looks exactly like a
master’s work, “a judge may not care whether a statistical model shows a negligible correction.”
The paper speaks to causation, not to a court’s sense of appropriation, and the real test “will be in how they use

itin a court of law.”

Where the gun still smokes. The paper does not cover text, and the door it leaves open is the one the
text firms are standing in. When an LLM reproduces a copyrighted paragraph word for word, matching

output to source is trivial. LLMs “have been caught quoting books or articles verbatim”. So the copyright
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question bifurcates: for image firms, whether style dilution at scale is actionable; for text firms, whether a
written work can be “diluted” the way a brushstroke can, which Xavier leaves as the industry’s open

question.

The India angle, which the piece invites. The Copyright Act, 1957 has no text-and-data-mining
exception, and its Section 52 fair dealing clause is enumerated and narrow, unlike open-ended American
fair use. Indian courts hearing the pending news-publisher litigation against Al firms will face exactly this

evidentiary landscape: image claims weakening on causation, text claims strengthening on memorisation.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

The MIT CSAIL paper is titled Outputs of Generative Diffusion Models are Often Unattributable.

Ablatable ensembles systematically remove specific training data and retest outputs to measure
influence.

The paper found reliance on any single training sample decays predictably as the dataset grows.

Diffusion models generate images by iteratively removing noise from a canvas; DALL-E and
Midjourney are examples.

Autoregressive language models predict the next token in a sequence from a fixed vocabulary.
LLMs store specific word sequences and have reproduced copyrighted passages verbatim.

Diffusion models learn the geometric and semantic spread of visual concepts, favouring
generalisation.

A model trained on a billion images is harder to sue than one trained on a million, on attribution
grounds.

Labs can train new image models on synthetic outputs of current models, cutting traceability to
artists.

India’s Copyright Act, 1957 has no text-and-data-mining exception; fair dealing under Section 52 is
enumerated.

Do not write that the paper “settles the AI copyright question” or that it covers all generative Al It
concerns diffusion models specifically, and its authors do not address text. The examinable point
is the asymmetry itself: the same research that shields image generators concentrates exposure on language

models.
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THE DEBATE

The finding as vindication. If influence is unmeasurable, the theft framing was always metaphor. Style has
never been copyrightable, models learn distributions rather than files, and the law should not manufacture

liability from resemblance that statistics cannot connect to use.

The finding as alibi. Unattributability measures per-work influence, but the artists’ grievance is aggregate:
an industry built on the uncompensated ingestion of their entire field, substituting for the very market that fed
it. A doctrine where scale launders taking rewards the largest taker, and synthetic-data retraining is

laundering by design.

The narrow truth. Both can be right because they answer different questions: causation versus
appropriation. Courts will have to choose which question copyright asks, and legislatures can moot the fight by

pricing access, as collective licensing did for music.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

When a technical paper enters a policy fight, ask three things. What exactly did it measure? Per-sample
influence, not market harm. Whose burden does it shift? The artists’, who relied on similarity as proof.
What does it not touch? Text, aggregate substitution, and jurisdictions whose statutes never asked the

causation question. Run those three and you have the analysis; skip them and you have a headline.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Diffusion model, images Language model, text
Generates from noise; learns concept spread Predicts next token; stores word sequences
Scale grows to a billion images Scale grows, memorisation persists
Per-image influence decays toward zero Verbatim passages remain reproducible

Attribution DISSOLVES

Similarity no longer proves causal use;

The smoking gun SURVIVES

Output matches source, word for word;

S m————

synthetic retraining washes out the residue copyright exposure concentrates on LLMs

Same legal claim, two architectures, opposite endings. The dashed box is the image labs' new shield; the

orange box is where the litigation moves next.
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TAKEAWAY BOX

Scale dissolves the smoking gun for images and preserves it for text.

MIT CSAIL paper, Outputs of Generative Diffusion Models are Often Unattributable; ablatable ensembles
remove training data and retest outputs; diffusion models denoise a canvas and learn concept spread; LLMs
predict tokens from a fixed vocabulary and can reproduce passages verbatim; India’s Copyright Act 1957

has no text-and-data-mining exception.

The architectural asymmetry means one regulation for “generative AI” will misfire: image claims weaken
on causation while text claims strengthen on memorisation. The unresolved moral problem is the scale

inversion, where a larger taking is legally safer.

If no single work measurably influenced the output, is there a victim? And if the whole profession’s market

shrank, is there not?

Source: The Smoking Gun Dissolves at Scale, but Only for Images — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial
Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Writing in The Hindu, John Xavier argues that the MIT CSAIL
paper on the unattributability of diffusion model outputs
dismantles the scientific premise of the artists’ copyright cases,
because as training datasets grow the measurable influence of any
single image falls toward zero, but that this shield is architecture-
specific: language models store and can reproduce exact word
sequences, so for text the smoking gun survives and the copyright
threat concentrates on the LLM firms.

v SUPPORTING

* Using ablatable ensembles, a method that systematically removes specific training data and
retests outputs, the researchers showed an Al's reliance on particular training samples
decays predictably as the data pool expands, so a lab could argue that a near-identical

output would have emerged without ever seeing a given artist's work.

* Diffusion models learn the geometric and semantic spread of visual concepts and generate
from noise, which disposes them to synthesise generalised ideas rather than memorise files,
whereas autoregressive language models pick tokens from a fixed vocabulary to learn how
sentences are written and have been caught quoting books verbatim.

* The industrial response is already visible: labs can train image models on synthetic outputs
of current models, producing data that traces back to no artist at all, which converts the

paper’s statistical finding into a practical immunity strategy.

A COUNTER

The counter-view is that unattributability measures the wrong harm: the injury artists allege is
not that one image steered one output but that the market for their labour was appropriated
wholesale, and a doctrine under which copying a million works is safer than copying a
thousand inverts the moral logic of copyright, rewarding scale of taking.

- WAY FORWARD

Xavier's framing implies the way forward is doctrinal honesty: courts and legislators should

stop treating visual similarity as proof of causal theft, decide the market-substitution question
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directly, and treat text separately, because the architecture that makes images unattributable

makes verbatim text reproduction detectable and actionable.
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-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
The legal theory of copyright infringement by generative Al depends on tracing outputs to training

inputs. Examine how the technical architecture of diffusion models and large language models produces

opposite answers, and the implications for India's copyright regime. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The first wave of copyright suits against generative Al rested on an intuition: output that looks like a
specific artist's work must descend from it. John Xavier, writing in The Hindu, reports the MIT CSAIL
research, titled Outputs of Generative Diffusion Models are Often Unattributable, that breaks the intuition

for images while leaving it intact, even strengthened, for text.

BODY

The paper’'s method is the interesting part. Ablatable ensembles allow researchers to remove specific
training data systematically and measure the output difference, which operationalises the legal question of
but-for causation.

The finding is that a model’s reliance on any specific sample decays predictably as the dataset grows: at
the scale of a billion images, removing one artwork changes outputs insignificantly, so visual similarity
ceases to evidence causal use. Architecture explains why.

A diffusion model generates by iteratively removing noise from a canvas, learning the geometric and
semantic spread of visual concepts; it is disposed to generalise style rather than memorise files, and style,
as an abstraction, has never been copyright's subject. An autoregressive language model is different in
kind: it predicts the next token from a fixed vocabulary organised under knowledge categories, storing
specific sequences of words to learn how sentences are written, and it can and does reproduce
copyrighted paragraphs verbatim, which is matchable to source.

Hence Xavier's asymmetry: the paper hands image labs a powerful shield, they may now argue that even
without a given artist's work the model would have produced a nearly identical result, while for text the
tangible smoking gun remains. Two second-order effects follow.

Labs can launder the residue of attribution by training future image models on synthetic data generated by
current ones, so newer models contain still less that traces to any artist. And the legal exposure
concentrates on the text giants, where memorisation is demonstrable.

For India, which has no text-and-data-mining exception in the Copyright Act of 1957 and a fair-dealing
clause narrower than American fair use, the finding matters twice: Indian creative industries seeking
remedies will find the image route closing on evidentiary grounds, and Indian Al firms training on scraped

text remain exposed everywhere the verbatim test can be run.

CONCLUSION

The balanced conclusion is that the paper resolves a scientific question and sharpens, rather than settles,

the legal one. If a statistical model shows negligible per-work influence, a judge may still find the
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aggregate taking actionable, because copyright protects markets as well as molecules of influence.
The examinable insight is the architectural asymmetry: diffusion dissolves the smoking gun, autoregression

preserves it, and any regulation that treats generative Al as one thing will misfire on one side or the other.
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