
AI is one of the most important things 
humanity is working on. It is more 

profound than, I dunno, electricity or 
fire.

Sundar Pichai, CEO of Google, 2018

1



AI Safety

Ankolika De, Pennsylvania State University

What is Safety? Corporate Discourse, Power, and 
the Politics of Generative AI Safety

Gabriel Lima, Max Planck Institute for Security and Privacy

Yixin Zou, Max Planck Institute for Security and Privacy

2



3



Technical interventions alone are 
insufficient to address AI (Aven & 
Ylonen, 2018).

“Influential” discourses on safety 
can shape public perception, 
policy, and research priorities
(Coldicutt, 2024).

Gen AI is shaped by social actors, 
institutions, and existing power 
structures (Strohmayer et al 
2022).

Background

Repeated narratives stabilize 
knowledge and produce 
legitimacy. (Jager & Maier, 2014)
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AI Safety, where safety goes beyond the absence of 
harm or risk, but also as the intertwining of 

inclusion, equitable access, transparency, and 
accountability (Stardust et al., 2023).
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How do GenAI companies construct the notion of 
safety in their public communications?
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Methods

N= 25/platform

Blogs, Press releases, Policy statements

Critical discourse analyses (Jäger & Maier, 2016)



Discourses
Dominant discourses reflect existing power structures 

and influence whose perspectives are valued (van Dijk, 
2017)
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Findings 1. What Do Companies Talk About When They 
Talk About Safety?

○ Responsibility and Accountability
○ Governance, Oversight and Control
○ Risk and Mitigation

2. How Do Companies Talk About AI Safety?
○ With Authority
○ As a Dynamic and Global Construct
○ Through Metaphors
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1. What Do Companies Talk About When They Talk About Safety?

"Whatever regulations we arrive at should be as surgical as possible” 
(Anthropic)

“Any industry where there are potential harms needs evaluations” 
(Anthropic)

“…developing and delivering boldly and responsibly …have the potential 
to assist and improve lives of people everywhere — this is what compels 
us” (Google)

10



Findings 1. What Do Companies Talk About When They 
Talk About Safety?

○ Responsibility and Accountability
○ Governance, Oversight and Control
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2. How Do Companies Talk About AI Safety?

“To be effective at addressing 
AGI’s impact on society, OpenAI 
must be on the cutting edge of AI 
capabilities--- policy and safety 
advocacy alone would be 
insufficient.” (OpenAI)

Authoritatively

“Retired U.S. Army General 
Paul M. Nakasone has joined 
our Board of 
Directors…Nakasone’s 
appointment reflects 
OpenAI’s commitment to 
safety and security..” 
(OpenAI)
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2. How Do Companies Talk About AI Safety?

…we cannot predict all the ways people will use our technology, nor all 
the ways people will abuse it… we believe that learning from real-
world use is a critical component of creating … increasingly safe AI. 
(OpenAI)

Safety is Never Finished…

… Harnessing the potential of AI is grounded in our founding mission to 
organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible 
and useful… (Google)
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2. How Do Companies Talk About AI Safety?

Metaphors
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“Suppose a cleaning robot maker set the objective to remove visible dirt 
as fast as possible. If the optimal approach turned out to be hiding dirt 
under the carpet, or throwing away all visible dirty objects, this would 
be a failure in spirit even though it might satisfy the objective” 
(Google)



2. How Do Companies Talk About AI Safety?

Metaphors
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“Suppose a cleaning robot maker set the objective to remove visible dirt 
as fast as possible. If the optimal approach turned out to be hiding dirt 
under the carpet, or throwing away all visible dirty objects, this would 
be a failure in spirit even though it might satisfy the objective” 
(Google)

“Nuclear power stations have continuous radiation monitoring and 
regular site inspections; new aircraft undergo extensive flight tests
to prove their airworthiness. It’s no different for AI systems...” 
(Anthropic)



Implications for AI Literacy (Emergent)

AI Literacy = What is AI + How AI Systems Function

Critical evaluation of AI technologies (Long & Magerko, 2020) through a 
discursive lens.

Discursive Toolkits: Operationalize interpretive and critical competencies
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Discursive Toolkits: Operationalize interpretive and critical 
competencies



Implications for AI Literacy (Emergent)

Discursive Toolkits: Operationalize interpretive and critical 
competencies
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Implications for AI Governance (Emergent)



● Participatory language is a powerful rhetoric
○ But it also distributes responsibility
○ Creates leeway for “mistakes”
○ Brings in an innovation-first language (“surgical?”)

Governance at a distance: “to navigate the complexities of the 
present, it is deemed better to aim for a horizon that is as remote as 
possible and hope for the best” (Roberge et al., 2020)

18

Implications for AI Governance (Emergent)



“AI is one of the most 
important things humanity is 

working on..”
Sundar Pichai, CEO of Google, 2018
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Literacy: Discursive competencies for AI literacy

Governance: Separation between stakeholders, impact of discourse on 
regulation, should discourse on such an important technology be 

regulated?

then how we talk about it, 
define it, and govern it, matters 

!!!
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Thank 
you

Do you have any questions?

Ankolika De, PhD Candidate, Penn State;
apd5873@psu.edu

Also, on behalf of Gabriel Lima and Yixin Zou

https://bit.ly/3A1uf1Q
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr
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