The case for smarter AI: why the future may be smaller, open and more human
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The latest edition of the AI Ethics Brief lands at a pivotal moment. As OpenAI launches GPT‑5 and simultaneously releases its first open‑weights model in years, the sector is facing a new set of contradictions—between scale and efficiency, openness and safety, automation and authorship. Together, they suggest that the future of AI may hinge not on how large models become, but on how responsibly they are built, governed and deployed.
OpenAI’s GPT‑5 arrived in early August to muted enthusiasm. Positioned as a unifying upgrade blending reasoning power with responsive performance, the model drew praise from executives and scepticism from users. Many described the rollout as underwhelming, noting changes in access and pricing. While GPT‑5 includes new ChatGPT personas—Cynic, Robot, Listener and Nerd—the broader industry response has framed the release as an iteration, not a revolution.
More consequential may be the debut of GPT‑OSS, a pair of open‑source models released under the Apache 2.0 licence. Built on Mixture-of-Experts architectures, the 120B‑ and 20B‑parameter models are designed for energy-efficient, on-device use. The smaller variant runs on consumer laptops; the larger, on a single high-end GPU. Hugging Face has celebrated the release as a milestone for accessibility and environmental sustainability, with internal analyses suggesting substantial per-query energy savings compared to closed systems.
This shift toward open, modular AI arrives alongside a broader rethink of what effective, trustworthy AI should look like. Research backed by Nvidia and others argues that smaller, specialised language models can outperform larger counterparts on repetitive or domain-specific tasks. In these “agentic” settings—where AI systems automate structured workflows—efficiency, explainability and deployment cost often matter more than raw scale. Modular architectures, combining task-specific models, are gaining traction as a smarter path to practical AI.
At the same time, new scrutiny is being applied to how AI outputs are described and understood. In a provocative peer-reviewed paper titled ChatGPT is bullshit, philosophers from Glasgow argue that large language models are best understood not as liars or truth-tellers, but as generators of plausibly fluent text without regard for factual accuracy. This distinction matters for governance: misstatements by AI are not errors in the traditional sense, but by-products of systems not designed to track truth. The paper calls for more precise language in policy and media to avoid reinforcing flawed expectations.
This theme—truth, authorship and responsibility—also surfaces in ongoing legal analysis. The U.S. Copyright Office recently reiterated that copyright remains tied to human creativity. Works generated solely by AI are not protected, but those shaped by meaningful human input may qualify. The guidance underscores a clear principle: human involvement remains essential to the legal status of creative work, even in an AI-rich landscape.
Practical implications of these debates are already visible. YouTube’s trial of AI-powered age verification in the US, which infers a viewer’s age from behaviour and account history, has sparked concerns from privacy advocates. While the system aims to shield minors from inappropriate content, critics warn of broader surveillance risks. The case illustrates a key tension in responsible AI: protecting users without compromising civil liberties.
Taken together, these developments signal a shift. The AI field is no longer defined solely by the race to build the biggest models. Instead, energy efficiency, openness, domain specificity, and clear governance are emerging as markers of responsible innovation.
For the UK, this presents a timely opportunity. By supporting open‑source development, investing in smaller, task-oriented models, and strengthening legal clarity around authorship and privacy, the UK can lead a more balanced approach to AI. Policymakers can help set international norms that favour explainability, energy savings and public trust over brute force scale.
In this vision, progress is measured not just by parameter counts but by practical impact—how AI can be used reliably, creatively and fairly. Smarter scale, not bigger models, may prove the more sustainable and inclusive path forward. With strong governance, open research and human-centred policy, the UK can help define what responsible AI leadership looks like in a world where contradictions are not bugs but features of meaningful innovation.
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