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Opinion  Who will
control the future of AI?
A democratic vision for artificial intelligence must
prevail over an authoritarian one.

(Washington Post illustration/iStock)
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July 25, 2024 at 6:00 a.m. EDT

Sam Altman is co-founder and CEO of OpenAI.

Who will control the future of AI?

Sign up for the Prompt 2024 newsletter for opinions on the biggest
questions in politics

That is the urgent question of our time. The rapid progress being made
on artificial intelligence means that we face a strategic choice about
what kind of world we are going to live in: Will it be one in which the
United States and allied nations advance a global AI that spreads the
technology’s benefits and opens access to it, or an authoritarian one, in
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which nations or movements that don’t share our values use AI to
cement and expand their power?

There is no third option — and it’s time to decide which path to take.
The United States currently has a lead in AI development, but continued
leadership is far from guaranteed. Authoritarian governments the world
over are willing to spend enormous amounts of money to catch up and
ultimately overtake us. Russian dictator Vladimir Putin has darkly
warned that the country that wins the AI race will “become the ruler of
the world,” and the People’s Republic of China has said that it aims to
become the global leader in AI by 2030.

These authoritarian regimes and movements will keep a close hold on
the technology’s scientific, health, educational and other societal
benefits to cement their own power. If they manage to take the lead on
AI, they will force U.S. companies and those of other nations to share
user data, leveraging the technology to develop new ways of spying on
their own citizens or creating next-generation cyberweapons to use
against other countries.

The first chapter of AI is already written. Systems such as ChatGPT,
Copilot and others are functioning as limited assistants — for instance,
by writing up patient visits so nurses and doctors can spend more time
with the sick, or serving as more advanced assistants in certain domains,
such as code generation for software engineering. More advances will
soon follow and will usher in a decisive period in the story of human
society.

If we want to ensure that the future of AI is a future built to benefit the
most people possible, we need a U.S.-led global coalition of like-minded
countries and an innovative new strategy to make it happen. The United
States’ public and technology sectors need to get four big things right to
ensure the creation of a world shaped by a democratic vision for AI.

First, American AI firms and industry need to craft robust security
measures to ensure that our coalition maintains the lead in current and
future models and enables our private sector to innovate. These
measures would include cyberdefense and data center security
innovations to prevent hackers from stealing key intellectual property
such as model weights and AI training data. Many of these defenses will
benefit from the power of artificial intelligence, which makes it easier
and faster for human analysts to identify risks and respond to attacks.
The U.S. government and the private sector can partner together to
develop these security measures as quickly as possible.
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Second, infrastructure is destiny when it comes to AI. The early
installation of fiber-optic cables, coaxial lines and other pieces of
broadband infrastructure is what allowed the United States to spend
decades at the center of the digital revolution and to build its current
lead in artificial intelligence. U.S. policymakers must work with the
private sector to build significantly larger quantities of the physical
infrastructure — from data centers to power plants — that run the AI
systems themselves. Public-private partnerships to build this needed
infrastructure will equip U.S. firms with the computing power to expand
access to AI and better distribute its societal benefits.

Share this article Share

Building this infrastructure will also create new jobs nationwide. We are
witnessing the birth and evolution of a technology I believe to be as
momentous as electricity or the internet. AI can be the foundation of a
new industrial base it would be wise for our country to embrace.
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We need to complement the proverbial “bricks and mortar” with
substantial investment in human capital. As a nation, we need to
nurture and develop the next generation of AI innovators, researchers
and engineers. They are our true superpower.
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Third, we must develop a coherent commercial diplomacy policy for AI,
including clarity around how the United States intends to implement
export controls and foreign investment rules for the global build out of
AI systems. That will also mean setting out rules of the road for what
sorts of chips, AI training data and other code — some of which is so
sensitive that it may need to remain in the United States — can be
housed in the data centers that countries around the world are racing to
build to localize AI information.

Our existing AI lead, at a time when nations worldwide are vying for
greater access to the technology, will make it easier to bring more
countries into this new coalition. Making sure open-sourced models are
readily available to developers in those nations will further bolster our
advantage. The challenge of who will lead on AI is not just about
exporting technology, it’s about exporting the values that the technology
upholds.

And fourth, we need to think creatively about new models for the world
to establish norms in developing and deploying AI, with a particular
focus on safety and ensuring a role for the global south and other
nations who have been historically left behind. As with other issues of
global importance, that will require us to engage with China and
maintain an ongoing dialogue.

I’ve spoken in the past about creating something akin to the
International Atomic Energy Agency for AI, but that is just one potential
model. One option could knit together the network of AI safety institutes
being built in countries such as Japan and Britain and create an
investment fund that countries committed to abiding by democratic AI
protocols could draw from to expand their domestic computer
capacities.

Another potential model is the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names
and Numbers, which was established by the U.S. government in 1998,
less than a decade after the creation of the World Wide Web, to
standardize how we navigate the digital world. ICANN is now an
independent nonprofit with representatives from around the world
dedicated to its core mission of maximizing access to the internet in
support of an open, connected, democratic global community.

While identifying the right decision-making body is important, the
bottom line is that democratic AI has a lead over authoritarian AI
because our political system has empowered U.S. companies,
entrepreneurs and academics to research, innovate and build.

We won’t be able to have AI that is built to maximize the technology’s
benefits while minimizing its risks unless we work to make sure the
democratic vision for AI prevails. If we want a more democratic world,
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history tells us our only choice is to develop an AI strategy that will help
create it, and that the nations and technologists who have a lead have a
responsibility to make that choice — now.
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