Debate intensifies over AI's transformative potential and its societal risks in 2024
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In public debate, AI is often framed as destiny rather than choice. A 2024 analysis identified seven recurring narratives around the technology, stretching from the hopeful idea that it will extend human capability to the darker view that it may ultimately overwhelm it. That sense of inevitability runs through much of the current conversation, and it is exactly the mood captured by Mustafa Suleyman’s "The Coming Wave", which presents the AI revolution as potentially dangerous, especially when paired with synthetic biology. According to reviews in The Guardian, Suleyman argues that the central task is containment: not stopping the wave, but preventing it from becoming uncontrollable.
Zack Kass’s "The Next RenAIssance" takes the opposite tone. As McKinsey noted in an interview with Kass, the book treats AI as a turning point on the scale of fire, the printing press or the steam engine, and suggests that the right response is adaptation rather than alarm. Kass presents the technology as both transformative and unavoidable, arguing that leaders must learn to work with it quickly if they want to expand human potential. The premise is not simply that AI will alter industries, but that it already is doing so in ways that will define the next era of work and organisation.
Yet the case for AI as a universal remedy remains shaky. The book’s broader claims about "digital humanism" depend on the idea that technology can be guided by human values, but that sits uneasily beside ongoing accusations that AI firms have trained models on others’ intellectual property and displaced creative workers. Its discussion of sustainability is similarly strained. The authors point to climate pressure, biodiversity loss and the limits of GDP as a measure of progress, but offer only a vague account of how AI would help solve those problems when its own infrastructure carries substantial environmental costs.
The weakest part of the argument is arguably its treatment of creativity. Renaissance culture was not an accessory to progress; it was its engine. By contrast, critics of today’s AI boom worry about mass-produced synthetic content, the erosion of artistic livelihoods and the devaluation of original work. Recent comments from OpenAI’s Aaron Chatterji, reported elsewhere, describing ChatGPT as a consumer rather than a professional tool, add to the sense that the market is moving away from grand claims about scientific breakthroughs and towards cheaper forms of engagement. Sam Altman’s announcement that ChatGPT will soon allow more intimate conversations for verified adults only reinforces that shift towards monetisation and attention-grabbing features.
That is why the rhetoric of inevitable social renewal feels increasingly fragile. The promise once attached to AI was that it would help solve humanity’s biggest problems, from disease to labour shortages. Instead, the public-facing story now looks more like another cycle of platform expansion, content generation and data-centre spending, with the same incentives that shaped earlier tech booms. The lesson from the pandemic years is hard to ignore: technology companies did not suddenly become civic saviours then, and there is little evidence that AI will behave differently now.
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