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The close, conflictual relationship between US Big Tech and the federal
government is a structural feature of US technology development,
investment, and governance.

Key Points

e The co-evolution of corporate and political power in the US is not new. The US
government has historically had a critical role in the formation of today’s leading
corporations, in particular in the tech sector. This co-evolution of power has given
Big Tech companies a chance to act as policymakers, advising the government
about Al and related investments before Trump'’s second term. It is therefore no
surprise that US policy especially favors cloud giants — Amazon, Microsoft and
Google — and, more recently, leading Al start-ups.

e Yet, besides the continuations of different administrations in terms of cementing
Big Tech power, while relying on their technologies, something has changed
since Trump's return to the White House. A combination of expanding
geopolitical turmoil, the Al boom, and the increasing legitimacy given to far-right,
authoritarian ideas, has added specific traits to the interplay between the
Western world's corporate and political powers.

e \Whether this ruling coalition breaks or not, this report makes the case for a
democratic, public-led and international digital ecosystem or stack that could
stand as an example of technology for people and the planet amid the
authoritarian, predatory, and exclusionary forms of tech production that prevail
today.
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1 Introduction

The presence of Big Tech leaders in the front row at US President Donald Trump’s second
inauguration signals their place in a ruling coalition with tremendous power. Through their
control over the commanding heights of tech capital, this coalition has proven itself
capable of subduing nearly every organization and nation reliant on Al and other digital
technologies.!"! Given their role in global capitalism, this coalition undermines most of the
world’s (digital) sovereignty.

The US government'’s blatant support for US corporate giants — partly explained by
China’s prowess — facilitates their control of the tech ecosystem beyond ownership,
driving widespread adoption of American technologies. Here, “US Big Tech” is to be
understood as denoting the world’s largest tech companies in terms of market
capitalization, among which cloud giants (Amazon, Microsoft, and Google) loom large.
These companies dictate the social production of information and knowledge, from
narrative-building in social media to advanced Al technologies for warfare, surveillance,
and control in the workplace, while evading regulatory efforts both in the US and
elsewhere.

The main problem underlying this setting is that what contemporary technology societies
need, and how technology can be used, is decided in the most undemocratic way behind
a few corporate and political doors. Corporations’ authoritarian and expanding power
plays right into the hands of the far right, who are eager to find further ways to undermine
already insufficient capitalist democracies. In the recent past, tech could at least partly be
associated with progressive thinking, for instance due to the free software movement. But
we have since witnessed a political U-turn to conservative, far-right ideologies among
tech company leaders and senior management.

Amid this context, figures like Elon Musk or Peter Thiel combine anti-state and
antidemocratic discourses with techno-solutionism. Others in the tech world offer a less
anti-state yet equally concerning tech-solutionist discourse: to govern effectively and
efficiently — two adjectives imported from the private sector that neglect the purpose of
public governance — states must adopt Big Tech’s Al and digital technologies. Satya
Nadella (CEO of Microsoft) and Sundar Pichai (CEO of Google and of its parent company
Alphabet), among others, embrace this more conciliatory narrative as they push
governments around the world to migrate to their clouds."”!

As tech leaders’ turn to the far right makes the headlines, it is worth recalling that the
tightening and yet conflicting partnership between US Big Tech and the US government is
not new. Exploring its recent history uncovers the latter’s regulatory capture and Big
Tech's capacity to effectively govern behind the scenes since before Trump's second
term. A historical account can equally shed light on what has changed in the relation
between Big Tech and the US government when compared to previous administrations.'’
Taken together, this historical reconstruction points to a “frenemy” relation, with episodes
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of reinforcement of each of the parties’ respective power and episodes in which they
cannibalize one another.

Regardless of how this alliance unfolds, there is an urgent need to create a democratic
alternative to Big Tech'’s controlled digital networks. To start building this, governments
should levy specific taxes to partially compensate for the extractivist relation to intangibles
(data and knowledge) and nature (electricity, water and mining extraction for datacenters
and other infrastructure). While a tax will not overcome entrenched technological
dependencies, it will partly make up for captured resources. It should be levied in
coordination among likeminded governments that share the goal of prioritizing people
and the planet.

More importantly, governments must decouple from these companies’ predatory
ecosystems, partly through relying on the revenue from such a tax. Decoupling from Big
Tech requires not only the use of open source or other alternative providers but, above all,
the democratic definition of the priorities and types of technology to be adopted and
developed. This requires three complementary policies. First, governments should work
together to develop an alternative to the cloud as the economic space in which all the
pieces of the digital stack come together. Second, they should use public procurement to
steer the development of digital technologies by prioritizing public value over private gains
or market efficiencies. Third, governments should establish a new institution for the
democratic setting of the digital research agenda. This institution should be based on
international collaboration, solidarity, and interdisciplinarity for mapping and advancing
key research and development priorities.

The remainder of this report is structured as follows. In Section 2, | briefly recap the recent
history of the relations between the US government and US Big Tech. This is followed by a
section explaining how the promotion and regulation of Al have been co-created with Big
Tech companies. Section 4 examines the close and expanding ties between US Big Tech
and the US Department of Defense (recently renamed Department of War). Section 5
explores what has changed since Trump’s second presidency. | conclude by stressing the
need to build an alternative digital ecosystem that is democratic, public-led, people-
centered, and remains within planetary boundaries.

2 The Making of Corporate America

US Big Tech would not exist without the active, albeit hidden, industrial policies of the US
government, which were channeled through the military during the Cold War."*) By 1960,
80 percent of all the federal research and development (R&D) investment came from the
Department of Defense and most of this money was funneled to elite universities and a
selected group of leading corporations. By the mid-1960s, the US government paid for two
thirds of the R&D conducted by electric equipment companies, which back then included
giants like IBM, AT&T, and General Electric.”
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Disguised by dominant pro-free-market ideology, the US state’s capacity to direct
technological change was essential in achieving major breakthroughs, particularly in
biotechnology and ICT.®/ Military initiatives promoting ICT are a central precedent of the
US's current leading position in Al. The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency
(DARPA) launched the first versions of the internet, called Arpanet, while the Pentagon
successfully engaged university research to develop related technologies. The public
sector in the US was also the main consumer of cutting-edge products for decades, from
semiconductors to biotechnology.”!

Several other legal and institutional transformations further contributed to a more
stringent and extensive Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs) regime in the US including the
authorization to patent publicly funded research, living beings, and software. The latter
had been unbundled from the hardware, since then sold as separate products, a decade
earlier. In January 1970, IBM separated hardware from software in order to avoid an
antitrust lawsuit from the US Department of Justice and to reduce competitors’ claims for
damages.'®/ While that episode signaled that at least fractions of the public sector were
opposed to the emergence of large tech players, the transformations of the intellectual
property regime that followed from the 1980s onwards clearly favored tech and other
corporate winners. This resulted in a national innovation system that revolves around
corporate interests and that — sometimes even unintentionally — feeds science and
technology to US leading corporations to reinforce their intellectual monopolies.'”!

The US IP regime was internationalized from the mid-1990s onwards with the signing into
law of The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS).
TRIPS was originally drafted by corporate behemoths IBM, Pfizer, and Microsoft. Follow-
up treaties further transformed knowledge into independent entities that could be owned,
possessed, and controlled.!'”!

Other state-led changes that have further favored leading corporations since the late
1970s include the weakening of antitrust controls,'' " and the development of complex
forms of corporate arbitrage.l'? Large platform companies have also benefited from a
digital policy vacuum. Delays in the establishment of clear rules on who could collect data
and what types of data could be harvested have favored their practices of data
accumulation. They have further benefited from the absence of trade policies for
governing digital services exports and imports, and the difficulty of accurately measuring
these transactions.!'”

Big Tech corporations undemocratically govern the internet thanks to the abdication of the
US government, which has in turn reinforced its global dominance through these giants.
Among others, the US government profited from their data to advance state surveillance.
A neglected phenomenon as compared to the link between the Chinese state’s
surveillance and its tech giants; this relationship became apparent with Edward
Snowden's disclosures. These leaked files included evidence of Google, Apple, Facebook,
and other US internet companies providing data access to the US National Security
Agency (NSA) for global surveillance.

common-wealth.org 4



Data access is only one of the multiple channels through which the US government and
Big Tech became close allies. Known examples include the US Immigration and Customs
Enforcement agency’s contracts with Palantir, which at least date from 2020, and several
US police contracts with Big Tech.*!

Yet, their intertwinement goes beyond procurement contracts for surveillance. Big Tech’s
CEOs, founders, and executives have been regularly invited to advise and sit in on the
policymaking process since long before Elon Musk became the head of the US
Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE). Among other examples, Eric Schmidt and
Bill Gates were invited by the New York Governor to “re-imagine education” after the
Covid-19 pandemic, by introducing new technologies in the classroom.''®! Schmidt was
then Google's CEO and Executive Chairman. He also served as an Apple board member
for three years during his — much longer — tenure at Google. Gates meanwhile likely
needs no introduction. From all Big Tech’s spaces of influence, a particularly relevant one
has been their role in shaping the US Al policy.

3 Al Reinforces US Supremacy

Promoting and regulating Al in the US before
Trump’s second presidency

It has been a decade since the 2016 US National Artificial Intelligence Research and
Development Strategic Plan defined Al as “a transformative technology that holds promise
for tremendous societal and economic benefit.” A parallel report by the President of the
Council of Economic Advisors similarly emphasized Al's potential impact on productivity
and growth. The US government's insistence on the promises and centrality of Al has only
grown since. Al was featured prominently in the FY 2020 Administration Research and
Development Budget Priorities memo, and the criticality of Al for military applications was
also stated in the US National Defense Strategy in 2018.

As Al won space in policy debates, so did the influence of Big Tech in defining the US Al
policy. In 2018, the National Security Commission on Atrtificial Intelligence (NSCAI) was
formed. Chaired by Eric Schmidt, this commission also featured top executives from
Google, Microsoft, and Amazon among its members. The NSCAI wrote two reports for the
US President and Congress with recommendations on ways to advance Al development
for national security and defense.

The NSCAI's main message was that the US was unprepared to defend its lead in the Al
age and that this would come at the expense of its economy and democracy. Its overall
assessment is synthesized in the following quote:
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[flor the first time since World War I, America’s
technological predominance — the backbone of its
economic and military power — is under threat.
China possesses the might, talent, and ambition to
surpass the United States as the world's leader in Al
in the next decade if current trends do not change.
Simultaneously, Al is deepening the threat posed by
cyber attacks and disinformation campaigns that
Russia, China, and others are using to infiltrate our
society, steal our data, and interfere in our
democracy.'®

The NSCAI argued that the US must overcome its vulnerabilities regarding the three main
ingredients of every Al model: data, computing power, and talent. Their final document
gave recommendations to tackle each of these issues. Their final report also argued that
the US government must invest in Al R&D, particularly infrastructure, and suggested a
reorganization of the US DoD and Intelligence Community to ensure that by 2025 they
were Al-ready.!”!

In the 756 pages of its final document, the NSCAI provides detailed instructions on the
role of each actor in the Al ecosystem. Concretely, most Al R&D, while financed by the
state, should be done by firms and universities. The report also calls for more stringent
IPRs for Al, data, and biotechnology. Explicitly referring to Big Tech’s capabilities in the
tech war with China, the report claims that “even large tech firms cannot be expected to
compete with the resources of China or make the big investments the U.S. will need to
stay ahead. We will need a hybrid approach meshing government and private-sector
efforts to win the technology competition.”!'®

This hybrid approach is quite beneficial for Big Tech: while the US government takes the
economic risk and makes colossal R&D investments, they retain and strengthen the
means to collect associated gains. Overall, the NSCAI report makes a strong case for
techno-nationalism. In relation to chips, the NSCAI report concludes that “the United
States should commit to a strategy to stay at least two generations ahead of China in
state-of-the-art microelectronics and commit the funding and incentives to maintain
multiple sources of cutting-edge microelectronics fabrication in the United States.”''!

In line with these claims and also with the broad diagnosis of the US weakness and the
policy recommendations suggested by the NSCAI, in 2021 Biden launched a 2 trillion USD
infrastructure plan called “The American Jobs Plan” (AJP). To overcome what the plan
described as the Chinese threat, it committed 180 billion USD for R&D in Al and
biotechnology. Another 300 billion USD was committed to manufacturing subsidies,
including major subsidies for chipmakers. While the AJP was not approved as such by the
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Congress, the focus on chips and tech-related R&D became the primary goal of the US
Chips and Science Act.

The narrative that China could surpass the US in digital technologies, posing a major
threat to democracy, and that US Big Tech companies are the best defense against this
threat, has been a consistent argument used by these corporations to discourage
Western governments from regulating them. This rhetoric was vividly showcased during
the 2020 congressional hearing as the primary reason why US Congress should avoid
acting against Big Tech.

By early 2023, a new US report on Al came out entitled “Strengthening and Democratizing
the U.S. Artificial Intelligence Innovation Ecosystem. An Implementation Plan for a
National Artificial Intelligence Research Resource” (NAIRR). The NAIIRR task force was
composed of current and former Google employees and made consultations with
Microsoft and Amazon. Among its recommendations on how to produce and use Al for
research, the report suggested expanding the use of public clouds in connection to the
extended use of Al:

To facilitate a federation of existing on-premise and
commercial cloud resources, established Federal
agency programs could be leveraged. For example,
the NIH Science and Technology Research
Infrastructure for Discovery, Experimentation, and
Sustainability (STRIDES) Initiative program provides
access to Amazon Web Services, Microsoft Azure,
and Google Cloud resources.””!

The NAIRR recommendations came out in January 2023, less than two months after Chat
GPT's first generative Al interface was introduced (in late 2022). By the end of that year,
the US government introduced its executive Al order on the “Safe, Secure, and
Trustworthy Development and Use of Artificial Intelligence.” Big Tech's influence can be
read between the lines of this regulation. The order does not mandate Al companies
disclose the data that was used for training their models or indeed the model parameters.
Instead, it mainly regulates harmful Al uses. This was precisely what Big Tech had lobbied
for given that Al regulation was perceived as inevitable under Biden's administration.

Months ahead of this regulation, during an interview with CNBC on May 16, 2023,
Microsoft's CEO Satya Nadella had made an open case for regulating Al applications,
remaining silent about the regulation of Al production where Microsoft looms large:
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We do not have to wait for regulation to have
standards or adopt the misstandard, | call it the start
of any self-regulation. Then, on top of that, if we talk
about regulation, maybe we can unpack it from the
application domain, because after all context in
which something is being applied, in education,
healthcare, retail and we can have the regulatory
frameworks that already exist.”"

Furthermore, when the order was introduced in late 2023, then US Vice President Kamala
Harris declared, “Let us be clear: when it comes to Al, America is a global leader. It is
American companies that lead the world in Al innovation. It is America that can catalyze
global action and build global consensus in a way that no other country can.”'*?/ She did
not mention the sustained public investment in science and technology or the US national
innovation system, in particular its universities. For the former vice president, the US was
an Al leader thanks to its tech companies. Her statement can be read as a sign of
consolidation of Big Tech's sociotechnical imaginary.

The Science and Technology Studies (STS) professor Sheila Jasanoff has defined
sociotechnical imaginaries as “collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly
performed visions of desirable futures, animated by shared understandings of forms of
social life and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in science and
technology.”?*/ While they become an “imaginary” once they are disseminated and
adopted widely — even if there can be multiple imaginaries in tension at the same time —
would-be imaginaries can be first introduced, articulated, and propagated by specific
actors, ranging from states to corporations.

It could be therefore argued that US Big Tech companies like Microsoft, Google, Amazon,
Meta and even other players who depend on their funding and/or clouds like OpenAl or
Palantir are decisively trying to institutionalize a new chapter within the history of socio-
technical imaginaries that link science and technology to growth and progress. This
chapter is one in which their technologies are thus deemed essential not only for fulfilling
that desire, but also for preventing the obverse, which they explicitly and systematically
represent as China's technological development, distracting the conversation from the
fact that their own Al is developed and used for the same antidemocratic purposes. As
this imaginary becomes the dominant one, they further entrench their power and expand
their income and wealth concentration.”*
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Al and cloud promotion during Trump’s second
term

Trump's administration revoked Biden's Al regulation on January 23, 2025, in an order
entitled “Removing Barriers to American Leadership in Al." While it ultimately proved
harmless to Big Tech power, Biden's executive order at least placed some limits on their
business by restricting certain Al uses and represented a compliance cost.

Revoking Biden’s Al regulation was presented as a prerequisite for the US “Al Action Plan”
launched by mid-2025. According to the Plan, the “Al race” is supposed to usher in “a new
golden age of human flourishing, economic competitiveness, and national security for the
American people.” It is hard to see a new golden age unfolding as the plan’s “Build, baby,
build!" policy, aimed at expanding and maintaining Al infrastructure, especially the US

power grid, will only deepen the planetary crisis.

Equally hard to believe is the promise of a golden age in economic competitiveness.
Those advocating for Al as a growth engine rely on investigations that only look at
microeconomic studies, such as the effect of introducing generative Al in call centers,
disregarding their macroeconomic effect.”>) Meanwhile, economist Daron Acemoglu has
projected that macroeconomic productivity gains from Al adoption will be less than 0.53
percent over the next decade.”®!

It is far more likely that the US will instead grow through the global appropriation of
intellectual rents, capturing value from the rest of the world as they capture data and
knowledge that is co-created globally.””) The other source of US growth will also be
reliant on rent, but one comparable to land or urban rent paid by those storing and
processing their digital solutions, including Al models, on Big Tech clouds. Needless to
say, it is highly unlikely that this value capture will result in better working conditions and
salaries in the US, since this hasn't been the case since the 1970s./°®/ Most likely, this
scenario will further benefit the minority of executives, CEOs, and a few others that
manage Big Tech stocks.

The US Al Action Plan reaffirms the government'’s alliance with US tech giants — a
relationship some thought was weakening when Musk distanced himself from the
administration. But behind the scenes of the souring in Trump-Musk's relationship, the
ties with Big Tech have only grown stronger. On top of offering them an expanded power
grid, streamlined permits to install datacenters, and an international push for adoption of
their models and solutions, the Plan includes deregulation of Al and the revision of all
Federal Trade Commission investigations launched during Biden's term to prioritize Al
innovation over any form of regulation, once again buying into Big Tech-crafted narratives
as to why they should not be regulated.

A commitment to invest public funds in Al science and technology in close partnership
with the private sector, especially cloud giants, also stands out. The Al Action Plan
suggests forming agreements with US cloud giants to provide the research community
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with greater access to digital infrastructure as well as models, data, and software as a
service. This initiative falls under the NAIRR pilot, following recommendations from the
2023 report mentioned above.

The US Action Plan has essentially adopted NAIRR recommendations while going even
further, as it encourages researchers to make more datasets publicly available, while
remaining silent on the fact that Big Tech companies secretly hoard the largest and most
diverse datasets. By disclosing more datasets, researchers will be inadvertently favoring
those with the most advanced algorithms and capabilities, who will in turn be able to
make use of these to further improve their models and develop new ones. These are, of
course, cloud giants and their satellite start-ups.'*”

From a geopolitical standpoint, it is particularly telling that the Al Action Plan is not only
aimed at fostering Al development and adoption within the USA; it explicitly states that to,
win the Al race, the US “must also drive adoption of American Al systems, computing
hardware, and standards throughout the world.” It must thus be read as part of the US
strategy for rebuilding its hegemony and governance — in alliance with and relying on its
Big Tech — over other sovereign territories.

The Plan assigns roles in what would further cement a US-led Al international division of
labor: major US tech firms and allied start-ups handle Al production, while the rest of the
“allied world” adopts their technologies. It has never been made more explicit that the US
government does not intend each nation to democratically decide its (technological)
future, which should instead be determined by a few US corporations.

Overall, the turn towards corporate diplomacy signaled by the US National Security
Strategy is already anticipated in the Al Action Plan since it emphasizes not only the need
to reinforce the innovation prowess of American businesses, but also to expand the US
commercial ties with its allies and even non-allied countries such as China on that basis.
This is seen as a way to “remain the world’s strongest, richest, most powerful, and most
successful country for decades to come”.*”!

If the Al Action Plan is successful, we will be interacting with ever more US-based
generative Al models when it comes to customer service, translations, writing software,
and marketing campaigns, and even with tasks previously performed by artists, journalists,
software developers, and scholars. Al has also been replacing decision-making in warfare.
The centrality of the cloud in the Al Action Plan is particularly stressed in its call to
“aggressively adopt Al” within the US armed forces. The Plan openly acknowledges the
US Department of War's dependence on cloud giants, stating that the DoD should
prioritize “agreements with cloud service providers, operators of computing infrastructure,
and other relevant private sector entities.” The close ties between the US DoD, now
renamed the US Department of War, and Big Tech, are among the oldest and strongest
within the US administration.
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4 Military Ties

Between 2008 and 2021, Microsoft was paid USD 3.2 billion from contracts with the US
DoD. In comparison, Amazon received USD 50 million in the same period.”®'!
Nonetheless, the centrality of Amazon for the DoD, in particular for the provision of data
processing services, has expanded recently. Among other services, the US Air Force'’s
satellite control system runs on AWS. Even if it runs on an isolated service called AWS
GovCloud (US) that complies with all the US security requirements, the technological
dependency remains.

On the cloud, services are sold as black boxes so that organizations do not get real access
to the technology.°?! Hence, as the US DoD privileged the cloud to use Al and other
digital tools, it significantly deprived itself from learning by doing, using, and interacting
with the technology. If the military does not understand how the technology on which it
depends works, its chances to autonomously define a strategy shrink and the dangers
associated with using Al for military purposes can only expand. The result has been an
asymmetric relation that already favored corporations during Biden Administration.!

In 2023, under the auspices of the accelerated adoption of generative Al, both the head of
the CIA and the director of the FBl emphasized, once again, the threat of being outpaced
by China.l**! This is why, according to the FBI director, the FBI was “proactively aligning
resources to engage with the intelligence community and our private sector partners to
better understand the technology and its downstream impacts.” This is exactly what
Trump has done across the board for defense technology since the outset of his second
term in office.

According to USAspending.gov data for the 2025 fiscal year (ending in September 2025),
the current total value of Microsoft's 153 active contracts was over USD 1.5 billion.%"!
AWS had 80 active contracts with the US DoD for a current total of over USD 573 million.
In comparison, the current total value of the US DoD contracts with its most known
Defense Tech suppliers, Palantir and Anduril, were USD 1 billion (563 contracts) and USD
515 million (83 contracts), respectively. Google meanwhile only had 11 active contracts,
totaling USD 18 million. This is why the USD 200 million contracts signed in July 2025
were seen as an extraordinary development for the company, which in 2025 changed its
policies to openly selling defense technology.

Big Tech companies are not like other military contractors, or even defense tech
companies, insofar as they develop military and commercial solutions side by side.
Indeed, Amazon, Microsoft, and Google offer a diversity of tailored military services on
their clouds, but the military industry is only one of their many cloud and Al application
verticals. Business-wise, military applications operate just like other industries. If anything,
they are costlier because cloud providers need to comply with all the security
requirements.
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This is why, as the US military becomes locked into the cloud, compared to traditional
military suppliers and defense tech companies, contracts with the DoD are loose change
for Big Tech. In 2024 alone their respective total revenues were USD 281.7 billion for
Microsoft, USD 638 billion for Amazon, and USD 350 billion for Alphabet (Google’s parent
company). Unlike companies such as Palantir or Anduril, making money is certainly not
the main driver behind cloud giants’ contracts with the DoD and more broadly with the US
government. As an example, Google has recently agreed on a 71 percent temporary
discount on technology sold as a service to the US government.“°!

Amazon, Microsoft, and Google do not depend on US government contracts to churn a
profit, though they can and will use the government’s increasing dependence on their
technologies to negotiate more favorable regulation, lobby for US support against other
countries’ regulations, and encourage the promotion of their Al ecosystem. These
(geo)political motives are fundamental for their sustained dominance in the long run and
can be seen as prime motives driving cloud giants to openly align with the US DoD and
with the US government more broadly.

5 Did Anything Change with Trump 2.07

The unprecedented agreement sealed between Big Tech and the current Trump
administration is not only a change in degree but in content, form, and context.

Content

At the level of content, the current Trump administration is seeking to plan the
development of Al and other digital technologies side by side with — while aiming to
establish supremacy within — Big Tech.

While previous administrations promoted industrial policies that directly responded to Big
Tech requests, the current US administration is going one step further and strategically
investing, acquiring equity in companies that occupy critical segments of digital
technologies’ value chains in which the US depends on foreign actors, while reinforcing
the US global dominance in other critical segments of these chains.

The government's decision to authorize Nvidia to sell H200 Al chips in China — even if
these are not the company’s cutting-edge chips — should be read through the lens of the
US government more actively planning the global economy in alliance with US Big Tech.
China was already developing frontier models using Nvidia GPUs smuggled from other
countries, while local companies were making progress in chip development.

The US government thus acknowledged that China is a huge Al market and that leaving it
underserved in Al chips risked giving more leeway to Chinese players; a leverage that one
day may eat out part of the US business in third countries. It thus authorized Nvidia to sell
Al chips, yet not its best technology. In exchange Nvidia will have to pay 25 percent in fees
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to the US government on Chinese sales'®’! — a sign of how the US government is not
willing to simply leave Big Tech running the show.

China also dominates the mining and, especially, separation and refining of rare earths
elements. In April 2025, the Chinese government introduced export controls on seven
heavy rare earth elements. The list was expanded to include five additional elements in
November 2025. Al and broadly digital technologies are among the affected industries,
since rare earths are used in semiconductors’ manufacturing and as chip components
that process every digital service on the cloud and on premise. This affects every digital
technology, because they are all interconnected and they all require infrastructure to run
which requires semiconductors, and because most use the cloud, which is pay as you go,
cloud giants adjust the price of compute. To reduce such dependence, the US
government has made equity investments in companies extracting critical materials. For
instance, it committed to invest USD 35.6 million into Upper Kobuk Mineral Projects
(UKMP), a joint venture owned by Trilogy Metals and the Australian mining firm South.%®!
The investment is aimed at the development of critical mineral resources in Alaska’s
Ambler mining district.

On top of these smaller commitments, the US government acquired a ten percent equity
investment in Intel, to assure that CPUs, another core segment of digital value chains,
remained under the control of US companies. Sam Altman's proposal to give the US
government a five percent stake in OpenAl further exemplify corporate-state
entanglements.*? It also seeks to respond, albeit through an extremely small stake, to
growing societal discomfort with Al-driven wealth concentration.

These decisions better fit China’s state planning toolbox than to the US' allegedly liberal
ruling.

Form

In terms of form, corporate and political powers in the US no longer hide their close
connections. On the contrary, they celebrate and share them publicly, while openly
defending one another. By supporting Trump like never before, Big Tech in exchange
received the overt support of the US government precisely when they needed it the most,
as lawsuits against Big Tech opened during Biden's administration were brought to an end
and governments around the world were advancing targeted regulations.

In August 2025, Trump posted on his social media platform Truth Social that he stood up
to defend American tech companies against any other government'’s attempt to levy taxes
or regulate digital markets and services. The post stated that he would increase tariffs on
those countries’ exports and institute export restrictions. Trump reaffirmed this warning in
late June 2026, when he threatened to impose 100 percent tariffs if the European Union
agreed on a common digital tax.*"’

Meanwhile, a federal judge ruled that Meta's acquisitions of Instagram and WhatsApp did
not violate US antitrust law. Google was favored too after initially losing a landmark case
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against the United States District Court for the district of Columbia, initiated during the
Biden Administration. Google had been found to be a monopolist that had unlawfully
acted to maintain such a position in general search engines. The requested remedies
decided by the end of 2025, which did not include any divestment or wide opening of its
private datasets, are relatively lenient for a company the size and power of Google.*"!

The systematic evidence of the government’s support allows US tech giants to soften their
previous rhetoric portraying China as a threat. Even if Chinese companies remain their
main rivals, what prevails for Big Tech — yet not so much for still unprofitable Al start-ups
that offer a single product that China also develops — is that China is a vast market and a
source of knowledge and data that they are eager to tap into further.

Context

Multiple factors have also favored the strengthening of the US's corporate and political
ruling coalition during Trump's second term. Contextual motivations for US Big Tech
leaders to strengthen ties with Trump can be summed up as the structural change in the
political tide and geopolitics.

In its different expressions, the far right has moved from the fringe to the center of the
political arena globally. They are being socially normalized as a political actor that is here
to stay. By controlling social media and internet searches, companies like Meta, X, and
Google gauge and simultaneously influence the political mood. They are firsthand
witnesses as well as responsible for the propagation of far-right ideas.

Concerning geopolitics, the culture surrounding the use of digital technologies for warfare
shifted with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and Israel’'s genocide in Gaza. In line with a time
of open conflict, the legitimacy of the US ruling coalition goes as far as Big Tech's warfare
involvement.

By 2017, Google had sizeable contracts with the Pentagon, secretly kept under Project
Maven. Made public by its employees, Google was forced to withdraw from the project in
2018 to avoid further employee criticism and protect the reputation it had built around a
narrative that included the motto “don’t be evil”. Yet by 2025 Google was publicly extolling
its contracts with the US DoD.

The pact between Trump and Big Tech and its legitimacy have been favored by the
explosive adoption of Al following the release of ChatGPT. The Al boom, a boom that
included DeepSeek’s release of its competitive models as open systems in January 2025,
gave another convincing reason for acting together. The costs borne by Big Tech —in
terms of global reputation and concessions of power to successive US governments —
seemed less significant than what they stood to win: US government backing at a moment
when concerns about the role of Big Tech were growing while parliaments across the
globe discussed Al regulation and the European Union was moving to implement its Al
Act.
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The coalition scored a victory with the European Commission's decision to postpone the
enforcement of the Al Act. Al had become globally adopted, and its promises widely
accepted, putting pressure on the European Commission on top of direct trade
negotiations with the US. In summary, the coalition reinforced its ideological victory in a
context that favors the far right as well as Al-solutionist narratives. The US government’s
alliance with Big Tech, ruling through their technologies, and wielding the threat of
weaponizing Al-generated interdependence, could only be materialized in this scenario.

Weaponized interdependence

The concept of “weaponized interdependence,” introduced by the political scientists
Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman, describes how asymmetric global networks
controlled by multinational corporations can be exploited by their home states to advance
political objectives.*?! Because Al is being applied across industries and value chains, it
offers the most extensive potential for weaponizing interdependence.

Farrell and Newman identified two mechanisms of state-driven weaponized
interdependence: “chokepoint” and “panopticon” effects. Chokepoints refer to bottlenecks
that occur when companies from a single country dominate a critical segment of a value
chain. A clear example is the US's dominance in the frontier design of semiconductors or
China's control over the rare earth elements value chain. Chokepoints often arise from the
intellectual monopolization of essential knowledge required for production or from the
control over a scarce natural resource.

The panopticon effect, on the other hand, refers to having exclusive access to the
structure, flow, and content of a network. Essentially, it refers to the ability to monitor all
information created and exchanged within a network, understanding who does what and
how. The cloud enables Amazon, Microsoft, and Google to enjoy such a panoptic effect.
431 US companies also hold a collective chokepoint in frontier Al models with only a few
exceptions like Mistral, which anyway depends on US capital, or DeepSeek, which anyway
offers its models on Amazon, Microsoft, and Google clouds./*!

Against this backdrop, there are plenty of opportunities for the US government to
weaponize Al-related interdependence. Microsoft complied with the US executive order
against the International Criminal Court (ICC) based in The Netherlands, when it
suspended the email account of the ICC prosecutor that was investigating Israel's war
crimes.*”! The US Department of Commerce’s temporary ban on foreign use of selected
Anthropic models can equally be read through this lens. It can also be interpreted as
another example of the US government flexing its muscle within its ruling coalition with
US Big Tech.

More broadly, there is also a major opportunity for an even more extended use of Al for
surveillance and warfare. This corporate and political coalition provides a privileged space
to military agreements. In exchange, Big Tech gets more than simply economic
compensation. Their loyalty is rewarded through a fierce state defense of their interests
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against foreign governments in their attempts not only to regulate US tech companies but
also expand digital sovereignty.

6 The Costs of the Coalition

For this alliance among frenemies to stand, there is a cost for both the US government
and Big Tech. For Big Tech, this is the acceptance of adverse resolutions in antitrust
cases, albeit when such resolutions do not significantly hurt their power. Amazon will pay
a USD 1 billion civic penalty and refund USD 1.5 billion to Prime subscribers in a
settlement over claims from the US FTC that showed that it had deceived consumers into
signing up into the service.*® Meanwhile, Google has accepted its loss in what was
probably the US landmark antitrust case since the lawsuit against Microsoft over 20 years
ago.*”) Google also agreed to pay USD 24.5 million to settle a 2021 lawsuit against
YouTube that claimed that it unfairly blocked Trump's account after the US Capitol attacks
on January 6, 2021.14/

In turn, as | have shown throughout this report, the US government accepts this state of
affairs in order to expand its dependence on Big Tech, most notably on cloud giants — as
these companies’ technologies remain black boxes. This weakness opens space for a
future scenario in which the US government becomes simply too dependent on Big Tech
and subordinates itself to their ruling power. Its growing reliance on a few corporations for
providing technologies that become central to every corner of the public administration is,
slowly but steadily, weakening state political power against corporate power.

When speaking of power relations, Giovanni Arrighi draws on Talcott Parsons'’ distinction
between distributive power as a zero-sum game, and collective power as a positive-sum-
game, to argue that the latter is exercised when “cooperation among distinct agencies
increases their power over third parties or over nature.” “91'In the case of Al, however, this
mutual dependency is unbalanced as it can be said that the US is governed by a few
private sector giants who do not depend on the former to make their business, especially
since the rest of the world’s governments are equally becoming dependent on their
technologies, which hinders their chances of effectively regulating Big Tech and
developing decoupled alternatives. Compared to the Cold War period, governed
interdependence in the development of frontier technology remains in the hands of US
actors, but the roles have been inverted.

It is hard to see how future US administrations could replace their dependence on
Amazon, Microsoft, and Google or even regulate these corporations, once the whole
public sector runs on their clouds. It is even harder once we compute how previous
administrations, while promoting and aligning with Big Tech, simultaneously attempted
but ultimately failed to regulate them. When referring to Big Tech in the 2020 US Congress
hearing, Congressman David Cicilline concluded: “Simply put, they have too much power.”
This was followed by a stronger antitrust foothold against Big Tech led by the US FTC
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during Biden’s administration. However, despite these attempts, these giants have only
become more powerful since then.

In light of the above, the US government equity in key companies like Intel — and
eventually OpenAl — and its share of Nvidia exports to China could also be interpreted as
a way to position itself as an economic power that can sit and negotiate with other Big
Tech with more leverage. Energy and its infrastructure are other assets in the hands of the
US government. OpenAl has urged the US adminstration for more energy to power Al
datacenters in a move that represents the interests of cloud giants as much as its own and
that, once again, uses the threat of China as the main reason why its entreaty should be
heard.'*® Tech giants depend on electricity and drinking water to keep the Al engine
running. While the US government could use this weakness and negotiate the conditions
for its energy investment with Big Tech, the Al Action Plan already included the
government'’s decision to expand and maintain the US power grid, signaling that official
will comply with Big Tech's demand. The US National Security Strategy equally stressed
this point, which was further backed by the Department of Energy’'s “Manhattan Project
2.0,” which supports expanding nuclear energy in the service of the Al race.l"!

Meanwhile, cloud giants and Nvidia continue to announce investments for datacenters
around the world, thereby reducing their reliance on the US government's political
support. US corporate giants are also putting in additional efforts to present themselves
as allies to other governments in their attempts to expand digital sovereignty. They even
use phrases like “sovereign cloud” to describe how their expansive infrastructure
investments around the globe make them even more indispensable.>?!

Overall, the coalition between the US government and Big Tech remains a long-lasting
arm-wrestle between frenemies. Today's more stable, though still weak, equilibrium in
their distribution of power is advantageous to both corporate and political leaders amid
increased sovereignty concerns in the rest of the world. Either the coalition stands, or it
breaks because one of its parts manages to structurally best the other in such a way that it
no longer needs to make the concessions negotiated within it. The expected scenario is a
more unilateral, undemocratic control of US powers over critical technologies which will
reinforce the US’s — corporate and/or political — world dominance, exercised not only
over other economies but also impacting most US citizens and organizations.

Alternatives are urgently needed to prevent the further extraction of nature, data, and
knowledge from around the world while there is an entrenchment of an Al divide in which
the majority of people use, and through their prompts contribute to the further
entrenchment of, technology as a black box controlled by a minority.”! Given the
centrality of digital technologies for the public sector, opinion forming, and decision-
making, a future without alternatives would most likely bring less democracy, more
inequality, and a tech-driven worsening of the ecological crisis.
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7 Digital Sovereignty as Democratic Public-
Led Technology Governance

Governments cannot rely on the expectation of competition from Chinese actors as a
market solution to concentrated power. The interplay between the Chinese government
and its Big Tech does not significantly differ from the US story. A world more evenly
divided between technological (and thus economic and political) dependence on US or
Chinese powers would still represent one of mass subordination.>*

Yet this is not a limitation for building and expanding degrees of digital sovereignty in the
rest of the world if we define it not as a strictly territorial or national question but as a
matter of governance. We must turn attention to who decides and how what technologies
are developed and used, whose technologies, what data is retrieved, for what purposes,
and where and to what extent a region can cope with datacenters. All these are matters
that should be defined democratically, by empowering workers and citizens to govern the
technology they regularly use.

Concretely, what is needed is an independent, public-led ecosystem that could be built as
a collective effort of those who stand against antidemocratic ruling powers. Such a
solution must be tailormade to the size of the collaboration and could also include US
states or cities, such as the city of New York, that want to build an alternative to Big Tech
and its authoritarian and predatory systems. It should be integrated with publicly governed
infrastructure, platforms, and models. In other words, to replace Big Tech’s predatory
domination of tech ecosystems, the focus should not only be on digital infrastructure but
also on replacing their clouds as the economic space for development, exchange, and
deployment of digital technologies.

Foundational technologies including infrastructure for building this alternative should be
shared openly and should be developed by prioritizing their potential contribution to
solving key social and ecological problems and empowering the majority of people. This
alternative should also be governed by new democratic institutions with representation
from unions, independent civil society organizations, and experts not only on the actual
development of digital solutions but also on their multiple implications.

To this end, a starting point could be to transform existing state-owned
telecommunication and software companies into a (or a few, one per region) consortium
of interconnected and democratically governed digital companies. This collaboration of
existing state-owned companies — extending from Brazil and Uruguay to Vietnam and
even cases in Europe — should be mandated to:

1. Assure equal opportunities to every organization and individual participating in their
cloud platform.

2. Respect privacy.
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3. Promote the creation of public value by prioritizing technologies that serve
communities and remain within planetary boundaries.

While open sourcing and building digital commons should be a primary aim of this public-
led digital stack, the single promotion of these shared or open proprietary regimes will not
suffice. The adoption and promotion of open-source solutions could have offered an
alternative to intellectual monopolies in the 1990s, but even back then adoption was
dwarfed when compared to Windows operating system and the Office package. Software
was installed in our devices from the outset, enabling a system in which open source —
and piracy — could effectively replace proprietary technologies. Since then, two major
transformations have occurred.

One has been Big Tech’s subsumption of open source into its broader predatory
ecosystem, which renders impossible to imagine a sovereign solution based only on open
source. The cloud is the other major transformation. It has enabled such an entanglement
of digital technologies that it seems impossible to build independent, standalone
solutions that do not eventually depend on the cloud either to rent computing services or
run and eventually sell resulting solutions. The advent of Al has rendered this option even
less feasible. The degree of centralization of the whole digital network that we witness
today inside the clouds of Amazon, Microsoft, and Google, coupled with the massively
increased world dependence on digital technologies, cannot be solved by relying
exclusively on the decentralized ideas of software and Al engineers.

It would in any case not be enough to focus on investment in and reliance upon open
source as the major alternative, as the open-source community, even if more democratic
than Big Tech, remains a small fraction of our society. If we truly want to democratize
digital technologies, its development cannot be exclusively entrusted to an expert group
as they are not prepared to identify their technologies’ social, ecological, political, ethical,
and economic implications. Even after considering different types of expertise, the kind of
public alternatives to Big Tech that should be built remains a political decision. As such, it
cannot exclusively be commissioned to experts.

Governments should equally use public procurement to ensure the feasibility and steer
the development of digital technology towards prioritizing public value. Public
procurement contributes to rendering this solution feasible. It will be further
accomplishable if such an alternative ecosystem is designed, at a preliminary stage, for
serving a specific area within the public administration. This will make it not only
technically feasible but also more affordable.

In regard to the necessary investment, governments should agree on levying specific
taxes to partially compensate for these giants’ extraction of intangibles (data and
knowledge) and nature. A tax on these twin extractivist practices, based on the
complementarity between data (and knowledge) extraction and the use of electricity and
drinking water in their datacenters will not in itself terminate Big Tech's predation.
However, it will contribute to redistributing associated gains. Such a tax should ideally be
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coordinated and levied together by likeminded governments sharing the goal of
prioritizing people and the planet. It should also be complemented with moratoriums on
the construction of new private hyperscale datacenters.

Finally, expanding digital sovereignty by building an alternative to Big Tech, is not only a
matter of redistributing the economic gains associated with the collective coproduction of
digital technologies. It is also a matter of redirecting digital technologies so that they are
developed for the benefit of communities while remaining within planetary boundaries.
Concretizing this aim requires new public institutions that are capable of democratically
governing technological development. They must prevent a public-led digital ecosystem
from replicating the priorities and ways of producing and appropriating knowledge that fit
the needs of concentrated corporate and political power.

A new digital R&D agency for the democratic setting of the digital research agenda
should be created. It should promote international collaboration, solidarity, and
interdisciplinarity for mapping and advancing an R&D agenda that should emerge from
combining creativity with a focus on addressing the needs and desires of the
communities.

Creating such an agency could be an opportunity to design an institution that exemplifies
the democratization of science and technology not only by broadening access to their
outputs, but more importantly to their production and the setting of R&D agendas
understood as inherently political. In doing so, the construction of a public-led digital
ecosystem opens a door for reimagining public governance and accountability in ways
that expand democracy and rebuild our communities within planetary boundaries.
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