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Editor’s note: This analysis is part of The Atlantics investigation into the Library Genesis data set. You can
access the search tool directly here. Find The Atlantic’s search tool for movie and television writing used to

train Al here.

HEN EMPLOYEES AT META started developing their flagship Al model,

Llama 3, they faced a simple ethical question. The program would need to

be trained on a huge amount of high-quality writing to be competitive
with products such as ChatGPT, and acquiring all of that text legally could take time.

Should they just pirate it instead?

Meta employees spoke with multiple companies about licensing books and research
papers, but they weren't thrilled with their options. This “seems unreasonably
expensive,” wrote one research scientist on an internal company chat, in reference to
one potential deal, according to court records. A Llama-team senior manager added
that this would also be an “incredibly slow” process: “They take like 4+ weeks to
deliver data.” In a message found in another legal filing, a director of engineering
noted another downside to this approach: “The problem is that people don’t realize

that if we license one single book, we won't be able to lean into fair use strategy,” a
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Court documents released last night show that the senior manager felt it was “really
important for [Meta] to get books ASAP” as “books are actually more important than
web data.” Meta employees turned their attention to Library Genesis, or LibGen, one
of the largest of the pirated libraries that circulate online. It currently contains more
than 7.5 million books and 81 million research papers. Eventually, the team at Meta
got permission from “MZ”—an apparent reference to Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg

—to download and use the data set.

This act, along with other information outlined and quoted here, recently became a
matter of public record when some of Meta’s internal communications were unsealed
as part of a copyright-infringement lawsuit brought against the company by Sarah
Silverman, Junot Diaz, and other authors of books in LibGen. Also revealed recently,
in another lawsuit brought by a similar group of authors, is that OpenAl has used
LibGen in the past. (A spokesperson for Meta declined to comment, citing the
ongoing litigation against the company. In a response sent after this story was
published, a spokesperson for OpenAl said, “The models powering ChatGPT and our
API today were not developed using these datasets. These datasets, created by former

employees who are no longer with OpenAl, were last used in 2021.”)

Until now, most people have had no window into the contents of this library, even
though they have likely been exposed to generative-Al products that use it; according
to Zuckerberg, the “Meta Al” assistant has been used by hundreds of millions of
people (it’s embedded in Meta products such as Facebook, WhatsApp, and
Instagram). To show the kind of work that has been used by Meta and OpenAl, |
accessed a snapshot of LibGen’s metadata—revealing the contents of the library
without downloading or distributing the books or research papers themselves—and

used it to create an interactive database that you can search here:
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There are some important caveats to keep in mind. Knowing exactly which parts of
LibGen that Meta and OpenAl used to train their models, and which parts they
might have decided to exclude, is impossible. Also, the database is constantly growing.
My snapshot of LibGen was taken in January 2025, more than a year after it was
accessed by Meta, according to the lawsuit, so some titles here wouldn’t have been

available to download at that point.

LibGen’s metadata are quite disorganized. There are errors throughout. Although I
have cleaned up the data in various ways, LibGen is too large and error-strewn to
easily fix everything. Nevertheless, the database offers a sense of the sheer scale of

pirated material available to models trained on LibGen. Cujo, The Gulag Archipelago,
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generative-Al models on copyrighted work without a license, because LLMs

“transform” the original material into new work. The defense raises thorny

questions and is likely a long way from resolution. But the use of LibGen
raises another issue. Bulk downloading is often done with BitTorrent, the file-sharing
protocol popular with pirates for its anonymity, and downloading with BitTorrent
typically involves uploading to other users simultaneously. Internal communications
show employees saying that Meta did indeed torrent LibGen, which means that Meta
could have not only accessed pirated material but also distributed it to others—well
established as illegal under copyright law, regardless of what the courts determine
about the use of copyrighted material to train generative Al. (Meta has claimed that it
“took precautions not to ‘seed’ any downloaded files” and that there are “no facts to
show” that it distributed the books to others.) OpenAl’s download method is not yet

known.

Meta employees acknowledged in their RECOMMENDED READING

internal communications that training

Llama on LibGen presented a “medium- The Extreme Discomfort of []
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high legal risk,” and discussed a variety of
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It is easy to see why LibGen appeals to generative-Al companies, whose products
require huge quantities of text. LibGen is enormous, many times larger than Books3,
another pirated book collection whose contents I revealed in 2023. Other works in
LibGen include recent literature and nonfiction by prominent authors such as Sally
Rooney, Percival Everett, Hua Hsu, Jonathan Haidt, and Rachel Khong, and articles
from top academic journals such as Nature, Science, and The Lancet. It includes many
millions of articles from top academic-journal publishers such as Elsevier and Sage

Publications.

Read: These 183,000 books are fueling the biggest fight in publishing

and tech

LibGen was created around 2008 by scientists in Russia. As one LibGen administrator
has written, the collection exists to serve people in “Africa, India, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq,
China, Russia and post-USSR etc., and on a separate note, people who do not belong
to academia.” Over the years, the collection has ballooned as contributors piled in
more and more pirated work. Initially, most of LibGen was in Russian, but English-
language work quickly came to dominate the collection. LibGen has grown so quickly
and avoided being shut down by authorities thanks in part to its method of
dissemination. Whereas some other libraries are hosted in a single location and
require a password to access, LibGen is shared in different versions by different people

via peer-to-peer networks.

Many in the academic world have argued that publishers have brought this type of
piracy on themselves, by making it unnecessarily difficult and expensive to access
research. Sci-Hub, a sibling of LibGen, was launched independently in 2011 by a
Kazakhstani neuroscience student named Alexandra Elbakyan, whose university didn’t

provide access to the big academic databases. In that same year, the hacktivist Aaron
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Elbakyan personally. The court granted an injunction, directed the sites to shut down,
and ordered Sci-Hub to pay Elsevier $15 million in damages. Yet the sites remained
up, and the fines went unpaid. A similar story played out in 2023, when a group of
educational and professional publishers, including Macmillan Learning and McGraw
Hill, sued LibGen. This time the court ordered LibGen to pay $30 million in

damages, in what TorrentFreak called “one of the broadest anti-piracy injunctions

we've seen from a U.S. court.” But that fine also went unpaid, and so far authorities
have been largely unable to constrain the spread of these libraries online. Seventeen

years after its creation, LibGen continues to grow.

Read: There’s no longer any doubt that Hollywood writing is powering
AT

All of this certainly makes knowledge and literature more accessible, but it relies
entirely on the people who create that knowledge and literature in the first place—
that labor that takes time, expertise, and often money. Worse, generative-Al chatbots
are presented as oracles that have “learned” from their training data and often don’t
cite sources (or cite imaginary sources). This decontextualizes knowledge, prevents
humans from collaborating, and makes it harder for writers and researchers to build a
reputation and engage in healthy intellectual debate. Generative-Al companies say
that their chatbots will themselves make scientific advancements, but those claims are

purely hypothetical.

One of the biggest questions of the digital age is how to manage the flow of
knowledge and creative work in a way that benefits society the most. LibGen and
other such pirated libraries make information more accessible, allowing people to read
original work without paying for it. Yet generative-Al companies such as Meta have

gone a step further: Their goal is to absorb the work into profitable technology
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This article has been updated to include a comment from OpenAl
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