Why Does Everyone Hate Al?

It's the fear, the enshittification, datacenter hostility, and the tech broligarchy
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Many readers are probably aware of the scene in the video above: Eric Schmidyt, t
CEO of Google, recently gave a commencement speech in which he heralded the
coming of Al — and was loudly booed by the students. This was not an outlier. T
have been a number of similar incidents lately, evidence that many people now re
hate Al

Are we talking about a vocal but unrepresentative minority? No. A recent Pew st
found that American adults believe by a wide margin that AI will be negative for

society and, by a smaller margin, that it will be bad for them personally:
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But doesn’t the public always feel that way in the face of innovation? Pew’s write

its findings implied as much, declaring that:

New technology is often met with a degree of curiosity as well as skepticism. .
more Americans incorporate Al into their lives, there are broad concerns abor

impact, its speed and whether the government can properly regulate it.

However, Pew’s own past surveys suggest that historically most Americans have

welcomed advances in information technology. A 1999 survey of attitudes towarc

still-novel internet found extremely positive views about computers and technolc

especially among internet users:
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And in 2015, when social media was still relatively new, Pew found that 71 percei
the public said that tech companies “have a positive impact on the way things ar:

going in this country,” with only 17 percent expressing a negative view.

The fact is that in the past Americans generally greeted emerging technologies v
optimism. So what accounts for the current hostility against AI? Let me offer sev

not mutually exclusive, explanations.

First, we fear that AI will do terrible things because the companies selling it told us
would do terrible things. Last year, for example, Anthropic CEO Darius Amodei de

in an interview with Axios that Al could wipe out half of entry-level white-collar

and drive overall unemployment as high as 20 percent within 1 to 5 years.

More recently Amodei and OpenAI’s Sam Altman have tried to walk back their
predictions of a “jobs apocalypse”. But why were they so willing to promote
apocalyptic visions in the first place? The answer is money. They pushed the ide:
they had a technology that would quickly and utterly transform the economy par
dazzle Wall Street and secure financing, and partly to scare businesses into rushi

into AI adoption for fear of being left behind.

Only belatedly did they realize that declaring that your technology will wreak

devastation would lead to a public backlash, and that this backlash would be a se
problem. Indeed, it’s not just the general public that is lashing out against comps
that use threats of an apocalypse as a marketing strategy. Even major corporatios

saying that they've had enough. Satya Nadella, CEO of Microsoft, who has been

noticeably unwilling to engage in Al fanaticism, recently told the Wall Street Jou

You can’t say, hey, all white-collar jobs are gone and this could even be a weag

and we will use all the power to build data centers.
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Second, many ordinary people view Al negatively because they feel that it is being fi

on them.

It’s true that many people are-voluntarily using large language models for person
convenience or as a business productivity tool. But a significant part of Al use is:

voluntary. This Wall Street Journal headline from February says it all:

Tech Firms Aren’t Just Encouraging Their
Workers to Use Al. They’re Enforcing It.

From startups to giants including Meta and Google, companies are factorir
use into performance reviews and trying to track productivity gains

By Katherine Bindley and Katherine Blunt
Feb.24,2026 8:00 pmET

Why are companies doing this? Presumably they believe that Al will raise
productivity. But just as importantly, they're responding to pressure from financi
markets, which are rewarding companies for quickly adopting Al, apparently wit

regard to demonstrated results.

And while Americans workers are being dragooned into using AI, American
consumers are being force-fed AI whether they want it or not. Most dramatically
Google has replaced its search engine with Al, without offering the option to op:

One has to turn to obscure workarounds or third-party sites to get traditional se:

results.

So many people feel, rightly, that they aren’t being allowed to choose whether to

Al — not using Al has become hard both as a worker and as a consumer.

Third, datacenters are a highly visible reminder of AI's costs. Datacenters occupy hug

tracts of land — one proposed site in Utah will be twice the size of Manhattan. T

guzzle electricity and water. When they generate some of their own power, they «
major local pollution. Not surprisingly, there is intense opposition to datacenter

construction. According to a Reuters Ipsos poll, 57 percent of Americans — two-
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of Democrats and half of Republicans — would oppose a datacenter in their

neighborhood. Only 14 percent would support one.

Fourth, even before the advent of Al, tech companies had lost the public’s trust. Over t]
years Pew has regularly surveyed the public for its views on technology companis
asking whether they have a positive or a negative effect “on the way things are g¢
In 2015 public opinion of tech companies was overwhelmingly positive. By 2022,

year ChatGPT was released, that goodwill had evaporated.

Effect of technology companies on the way things are goi

~Pc
* N¢

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Source: Pew ¢ Created with Datawrapper

Why have Americans turned on tech companies? While it surely reflects growing
awareness of the psychological and societal harm done by social media, much of

reflects the enshittification of tech products.

Finally, Al is tightly linked in the public mind with the tech oligarchs who are pushing
There is widespread awareness of the growing concentration of wealth and powe

the top and how this is distorting our politics and harming our society. Aside fro
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MAGA faithful, Americans overwhelmingly favor government policies to reduce

wealth inequality:

Should the government try to reduce wealth inequality?

[l should [ Should not

40

-
2U

All adults Non-MAGA Republicans MAGA Republicans

Source: YouGov * Created with Datawrapper

And Al is widely perceived, for good reason, as a technology that will increase th
concentration of wealth at the top. Indeed, as I said, the Al companies themselve
have already told us that the technology will have extremely negative effects on

workers.

There are, then, multiple, mutually reinforcing reasons the public views AI negai

And no, this isn’t normal skepticism about change. This intense backlash is spec

And the backlash is already having major political consequences. True, the Al
industry, true to form, has been throwing money at elections in an effort to boos

friendly politicians and defeat critics. But most of these efforts have failed. Indee
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accepting Al money or being associated with tech in general is beginning to lool

politically toxic.

There’s a strong element of poetic justice in this turn of events. The Al industry
deliberately made itself look menacing as a financial strategy, believing that the
markets would reward the appearance of being “edgy.” In so doing, however, tecl
made itself highly unpopular. And even in an era in which money all too often bt

power, public opinion matters.
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