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Al’s biggest secret: We can shape it!

Daron Acemoglu?

Introduction

Tech leaders and industry insiders are giddy with excitement about the ad-
vances under way in artificial intelligence, whether due to the scaling up of
existing models and functionalities, new reasoning models, promises of ca-
pable Al assistants, or entirely new, emergent capabilities.

Many hopes—and some fears—are centred on “powerful Al” or artificial
general intelligence (AGI), which will be reached when Al becomes as smart
as humans in almost every way. Some view AGl as an inexorable step towards
unprecedented abundance, while others are concerned that such powerful
Al could turn against humanity or, at the very least, create dangers for us.
Almost everyone in the industry and many in tech journalism see this future
as inevitable.

There is one word missing from much of this discussion: choice.

What Al will do to society, to labour and jobs, to misinformation and de-
mocracy and to geopolitical tensions is intertwined with the choices we make
about how to develop this promising but still nascent technology. There are
at least four choices, all of them interrelated. The first choice concerns AGI
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compared to Al designed as a tool for humans. The second centres on the
automation of human tasks versus the expansion of human capabilities. The
third is about large, all-purpose models—including “foundation models” such
as OpenAl’s GPT, which powers ChatGPT—versus domain-specific approach-
es, which are designed to do one thing well. The fourth turns on whether Al
will be developed in international conflict or through a potentially semi-co-
operative process.

Let me take each one of these in turn and explain why these choices are
currently being made in line with the interests of a small group of companies
and executives, intent on making money and boosting their power over the
rest of humanity, and why we should object to them.

1. Artificial General Intelligence versus Al designed
as a tool for humans

While many industry figures make repeated claims that AGl is just around
the corner, there are legitimate doubts about how easily existing models and
approaches can achieve truly human-like high-level capabilities in every do-
main. But the bigger question is whether this is even desirable.

To explore this issue, we can turn to a very different vision of Al, powerful-
ly articulated 65 years ago by JCR Licklider, a leading computer scientist and
psychologist. Licklider deserves the accolade “grandfather of the Internet”
more than anybody else due to his foundational ideas for the packet-switching
architecture, which breaks information into smaller bits and transmits them
separately over the network. This architecture was put into practice in an
early computer network called Arpanet (Advanced Research Projects Agency
Network). In 1960, Licklider wrote: “The hope is that, in not too many years,
human brains and computing machines will be coupled together very tight-
ly, and that the resulting partnership will think as no human brain has ever
thought and process data in a way not approached by the information-han-
dling machines we know today.”

Licklider’s aspiration was one in which computers would become infor-
mation systems capable of expanding the potential of the human brain, by
providing effective and useful information to human decision-makers. At the
time, this was just an aspiration and no more; it continued to be so for the
next six decades. The internet would come to contain much of the informa-
tion of humanity, but nobody could use that information in a reliable, timely
and useful manner, because it wasn’t easy for a person to find and process the
bits of information that would be useful to them in that moment. Generative
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Al, capable of creating new content or information on the basis of prompts,
can change that.

With AGI, humans are sidelined and it is machines (or more often, the peo-
ple who control them) that rule. Such dreams about AGI were present from
the beginning of computer science and Al. Leading figures, such as Alan Turing
(significant not just for his important mathematical work but for formulating
how we can conceptualise computers reaching human-level capabilities) were
articulating the possibility of such an AGI as early as 1949. Others, such as
Marvin Minsky (one of the early defining figures in the field of Al) were try-
ing to put it into practice in the 1960s.

Minsky’s passion overrode repeated setbacks. In 1970, Minsky was still
telling Time: “In from three to eight years we will have a machine with the
general intelligence of an average human being. | mean a machine that will
be able to read Shakespeare, grease a car, play office politics, tell a joke, have
a fight. At that point the machine will begin to educate itself with fantastic
speed. In a few months it will be at genius level and a few months after that
its powers will be incalculable.”

Generative Al has revived these dreams and given them a greater realism,
although whether AGI can be achieved with the current architecture and ap-
proaches remains up for debate.

A sharp choice is therefore whether to focus predominantly on AGl or try
to make Licklider’s vision of machines amplifying human capabilities a reality.
You might think that, technically, the cards are stacked against the latter. That
would be wrong. In fact, even if overshadowed in the popular press and fund-
ing rounds, a drive like Licklider’s has been at the root of many of the most
important innovations in digital technologies over the last several decades.
Ideas centred on human-machine complementarity, not inchoate theories
about general intelligence, led to the technologies we routinely depend on
today: computer mice, menu-driven computers, hyperlinks, hypertext and,
of course, the internet.

It is also important to note that, even if AGI is not feasible in the short
term, the relentless pursuit of it could cause significant harm. An important
aspect of this harm would be the neglect of alternative directions that could
powerfully enhance human capabilities. In this way, even if AGI is nowhere
to be found, the mad dash towards it could become self-fulfilling, conjuring
its harms into reality.

AGI and its associated aspirations are also bad for democracy, which re-
quires an informed public. The conceit that machines are better decision-mak-
ers than humans, along with the centralisation of information that current
approaches entail, is inherently anti-democratic. Once you accept that ma-
chines—or their designers—are much better than regular people and can
gainfully sideline them, it becomes easy to understand why social media was
likely to evolve in a way that cultivated misinformation and manipulation.
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2. The automation of human tasks versus
the expansion of human capabilities

The second choice is related but distinct. It concerns whether, when Al-
-powered commercial products are developed, they will predominantly strive
to automate human tasks or to create new tasks and capabilities for human
workers.

The costs of the former can be seen from previous rounds of digital tech-
nologies that have been extensively used for automating office work and
factory jobs. This automation drive has increased profits and productivity to
some degree, but has also boosted inequality. It underpins the declining real
wages of a large fraction of the labour force in the United States. In contrast,
my work shows that, during periods in which new technologies are used to
create new tasks and capabilities for workers, there is an even bigger boost
to productivity and a greater likelihood of accompanying wage growth. The
bottom line is that an excessive focus on automation would not be consis-
tent with shared prosperity, in which workers of different skill levels also en-
joy some of the benefits of improved productivity.

To make matters worse, automation can be pursued relentlessly, even
when its effects on productivity are minimal. Just like AGI, large-scale auto-
mation can become self-fulfilling even when Al isn’t up to the job. Indeed, it
is not difficult to find examples of digital technologies being adopted whole-
sale without a clear idea of how they can increase productivity.

With all the hype surrounding Al, it isn’t hard to imagine how many busi-
nesses will feel greater pressure to jump on the bandwagon before they know
how Al can help them; before they can contemplate how their organisation
needs to be restructured for Al and human employees to work together; and
before Al is ready for automation—or in fact for anything else.

3. Large, all-purpose Al models versus domain-specific
approaches

The third choice is about architecture. Currently, much of the focus is on
very large models such as GPT, which are all-purpose and aim to mimic human
intelligence. Such foundation models can simultaneously write Shakespearean
sonnets and produce marketing material for skin cream. The alternative is the
domain-specific models where the industry has practised a degree of bait
and switch. Some of the most celebrated successes, such as AlphaFold, are
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domain-specific models: AlphaFold has been designed for predicting the 3D
structure of proteins; it cannot market your skin cream and you should not
ask it for dating advice (then again, you shouldn’t ask that of ChatGPT either).

It is not easy to get deep expertise from Al when it is a jack of all trades. It
also seems plausible that Al will be more likely to create hallucinations—giv-
ing users false, distorted or misleading answers—when asked to process and
combine vastly different bits of information from a range of sources. Hence,
it is worth investing in domain-specific models, especially given the difficul-
ties the industry faces in monetising the foundation models (in part because
they have not produced any applications, beyond coding, that appear partic-
ularly useful for the business sector).

4. Conflict versus semi-cooperative process
in developing Al

Finally, the direction of Al could be pursued in a zero-sum manner between
different countries, especially between China and the US, or there could be
more information sharing and common regulatory approaches. Currently, the
industry is opting for the first.

While these four choices about Al are distinct, they are also closely linked.
AGl is a bedfellow with the foundation model (you wouldn’t be able to gen-
erate human-like intelligence across the domains with domain-specific mod-
els). Both foundation models and AGI encourage automation—after all, if Al
is on its way to achieving high-level human capabilities, it should take over
tasks from humans. Last but not least, if AGI is the ultimate and near-term
destination, a zero-sum approach makes a lot of sense, as it would be rea-
sonable to presume that whichever country reaches AGI (and then artificial
superintelligence) first will have a significant strategic advantage. This leaves
little room for cooperation.

Conclusions

| disagree with all of these choices. Al can enhance human capabilities, re-
sulting in significantly better social consequences. This objective is more likely
to be achieved with domain-specific models that use high-quality data embed-
ding expertise from the best-trained and most experienced human workers.
Dreams of AGI can get in the way, and if the aim is to improve productivity



14 Economics and Business Review, Vol. 12 (2), 2026

and find solutions to shared issues from pandemics to cancer, there is a lot
of room for cooperation between the US and China—and any other country.

So, why are we locked into the AGl-automation, huge-model-conflictual
approach to Al? | believe there are two main reasons. The first is economic,
and the second is ideological.

Any technology requires corporate champions, and Silicon Valley compa-
nies are the natural investors in new digital technologies, possessing the ca-
pabilities and experience to scale them up effectively. Silicon Valley giants
know how to monetise automation technologies and tools that can be used
for digital advertising. It is less clear how to make big bucks from human-com-
plementary technologies in the absence of either the business know-how or
a clear market for them.

This mainstream approach also receives a significant boost from tech gi-
ants collecting vast amounts of data from people without paying for it, there-
by receiving a substantial implicit subsidy for their key input. The antagonistic
relationship between capital and labour in the US provides additional support
for automation, which reduces the managerial dependence on workers. The
fact that automation technologies cut wages and cause joblessness does not
seem to concern them.

The ideological factor may be even more important. The belief that ma-
chines can and should ultimately surpass humans is an ideology. It might
be based on mathematical and philosophical foundations, as Alan Turing’s
thoughts were. It could be derived from excessive exposure to science fiction
books and movies. But more often, it is a different, veiled agenda: the actual
subtext may not be so much that machines should surpass and dominate all
humans. Rather, that machines designed and controlled by a few people should
have dominion over the rest. As such, hidden in the Al decisions being made
right now is an elitist, essentially authoritarian ideology, turning technology
into a vehicle for the grandiose dreams of a small cadre.

This analysis suggests that the tech sector is making a series of connected
choices on the type of Al to develop and its intended purpose. These choices
carry a heavy social cost, but are still bolstered by economic and ideological
factors. It is the tech sector making these choices, and yet we, as a society,
are allowing powerful companies to step up to the plate.

There is an alternative: it is technically feasible and socially desirable to
have a different trajectory for Al. This can be achieved if, instead of AGI, we
aim for Al tools which are at the service of humans—just as Licklider hoped.
Instead of automation, we should strive for pro-worker Al that can expand hu-
man capabilities and empower workers. Rather than an endless quest for big-
ger and bigger models, we should strive to build domain-specific models with
greater expertise and higher-quality data. If we eschew the facile zero-sum
thinking prevailing in policy circles and Silicon Valley today and attempt to
find a more cooperative approach to the development and regulation of Al
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globally, we may achieve more effective outcomes. Just like the choices cur-
rently being made in Silicon Valley, there are alternative options that could
complement each other.

Yet, there is no automatic self-correction to our current path. Democracy,
civil society, the labour movement, regulators and independent analysts must
work together to improve the narrative (it’s not a question of US AGI versus
Chinese AGI, but Al that is good versus Al that is bad for humanity) and leve-
rage this to build a research agenda and a regulatory framework to support
the more socially beneficial direction of Al.

There is no silver bullet regulation that can take us from here to there, but
essential steps can be taken. First, the path of least resistance for the tech
industry—to collect as much data as possible and then monetise it via mani-
pulative digital ads—needs to be made less attractive. This requires a digital
ad tax imposed on tech platforms for their revenues from digital advertise-
ments (but crucially not from other sources of income, such as subscription
or software sales).

Second, domain-specific, pro-worker models require high-quality data.
This underscores the need for a well-functioning data market, where com-
panies pay for the day-to-day use of data and individuals are incentivised to
generate the high-quality data on which pro-worker Al will have to depend.

Third, existing distortions resulting partly from asymmetries in the tax
code—when lower taxes are imposed on capital income than labour inco-
me—and from the intense conflict between management and labour need
to be resolved with fiscal tools. Both this conflict and existing tax distortions
encourage excessive automation, to the detriment of workers.

Most importantly, Al researchers themselves need to recognise that eve-
ry choice they make has social and ethical consequences. As in many other
things, there may not be an absolute right and an absolute wrong, but choices
have consequences, some good, some bad, some very bad indeed. Those
who make decisions about Al also have responsibilities, whether they are
engineers—or entrepreneurs in hoodies.
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