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1 Introduction

The OpenAl website states that GPT-5, released in August 2025, is “our smartest, fastest, most useful model yet,
with built-in thinking that puts expert-level intelligence in everyone’s hands! In an introductory video, text
flashes across the screen in few-second intervals, listing GPT-5’s many virtues: “Thinks deeply when you need it
to...an expressive writing partner...make it your own.” The webpage goes on to tout state-of-the-art performance
“across coding, math, writing, health, visual perception, and more,” displaying model performance on benchmarks
ranging from the AIME—a math competition for American high schoolers—to GPQA Diamond—a “PhD level”
question-answering benchmark published by researchers at New York University, Cohere, and Anthropic—to
an internal-to-OpenAl benchmark titled “economically important tasks.” There is a list of example use cases,
including “poetry,” “understanding cancer risk,” and “band global tour planning”; prompts representing these use
cases are paired with outputs by GPT-5 that demonstrate “striking metaphors,” “respond[ing] empathetically,”
and “sophisticated operational contingency planning.”
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A substantial body of academic scholarship, journalistic reporting, and popular commentary has characterized
such discourses as “hype,” produced and circulated to manipulate the public perception of what generative Al
products like GPT-5 are capable of, and to fuel an ongoing wave of overinvestment in the Al industry [e.g., 20, 88].
This work contends that these products are not nearly as capable as their makers claim, and that many of their
suggested use cases have harmful consequences. Seeking to pierce through the widespread circulation of Al hype,
researchers have sought to more accurately evaluate model performance and associated risks across domains.

Our work takes a different approach: rather than interrogating particular claims for their truth value, we
are interested in the form these discourses take, in relation to the social projects they are part of. A range
of anthropological, historical, and sociological work has examined the various discourses that interpret and
rationalize social conditions that would otherwise seem incoherent or unjust [e.g., 11, 31]. Other scholars have
highlighted the centrality of discourse to the project of Al itself [7, 72]. Building on this work, we seek to interpret
what we refer to as Al capabilities discourses: those spectacular narratives that ostensibly lay out the capabilities
and use cases of the latest Al models. What is required to make statements like “built-in thinking” sayable,
“poetry” and “understanding cancer risk” comparable as items that belong in the same list, and all of these
components interpretable as features of an advanced technology that is also a desirable consumer product? And
what functions do these statements help perform, as they proliferate in economies structured by the imperative
of capital accumulation and marked by widespread precarity?

To address these questions, we analyze a collection of marketing materials for generative Al models released
by four companies currently developing these products: OpenAl, Anthropic, Google, and Meta. We attend to these
materials’ content, and the visual motifs, linguistic constructions, and semiotic connections they contain. We
show that Al capabilities discourses join ideas about flexibilized, cognitive work that are prevalent in present-day
capitalist societies with ideas about intelligence that are associated with AL As such, they index a consolidating
alignment between Al development and capitalism. We also show how Al capabilities discourses render a wide
variety of social activities as interchangeable, and as subsumable into this Al-capitalism alignment. In this way,
like preexisting discourses that have circulated in capitalist societies for the past few decades [11, 31, 114], Al
capabilities discourses rationalize the accumulation of capital while undermining the terrains on which people
can contest the conditions of their labour, lives, and societies—regardless of whether the claims contained in
them are true, false, or hyped up.

2 Background

By Al capabilities discourses, we mean discourses that describe the capabilities supposedly contained in generative
Al'models. Al capabilities discourses lay out the range of things models are capable of, the ways that people can use
these models, and the various domains in which they could be used. As seen in the opening vignette from OpenAl,
these discourses can touch on technical functionalities (e.g., “visual reasoning”), use cases (e.g., coding an app),
qualities (e.g., “responding empathetically”), and domains (e.g., “health”). Al capabilities discourses often project
impressions that have become closely associated with generative Al models: that they are “general-purpose,”
that they represent profound technological advancements, and that they will be societally transformative. With
the recent and rapid growth of the Al industry, narratives lauding the capabilities of Al—e.g., that “artificial
general intelligence is already here” [128]—have proliferated across media, marketing, academic, and policy
communications. As we discuss in §3, we focus on Al capabilities discourses as articulated by AI companies—a
setting that foregrounds their role in marketing and serves as a discursive prototype for other sites.

To stage our approach, we start by surveying two predominant ways that scholars have engaged with Al
capabilities discourses: by seeking to interrogate the “realness” of Al’s reported capabilities [72], and by unpacking
the discursive moves involved in articulating them. We then offer a brief account of the political and economic
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conditions in which Al development and Al discourses are embedded, and then survey work on prevalent
ideologies that have circulated in these conditions.

2.1 Prior engagements with Al capabilities discourses

2.1.1  Contested capabilities of generative Al. Claims about the capabilities of Al models, in particular (multimodal)
large language models, have been at the centre of popular and academic critiques. These accounts have highlighted
the (often vast) gaps between purported capabilities of large language models and their actual behaviours,
targeted the conceptual and terminological muddiness of “AI” [108], and drawn attention to the eugenicist and
transhumanist ideologies undergirding notions of “intelligence” [62]. They build on long-standing theoretical
debates about whether algorithmic systems (of any type) can (or could ever) “reason,” “understand,” or “think”
[21, 27, 50, 107, 122], and extend more recent interrogations of common practices in Al development, particularly
the construction and use of benchmark datasets in the training and evaluation of Al models [10, 13, 26, 28,
48, 64, 77, 91, 95]. They are further related to a robust body of literature showing how the extractive and
reductive logics of algorithmic systems produce harms and exacerbate inequities in a wide range of settings,
like healthcare, law, education, and interpersonal relationships [25, 30, 57, 79, 98, 106, 118]—and how these
systems can obscure oppressive social projects through a veneer of progress or objectivity [22, 45, 53, 76, 119].
Pointing to the increasingly outsized influence of hyped-up claims about Al critics of generative Al have often
framed the technology, and its surrounding business model, as a “con” [20] or “snake oil” [88]. To combat these
claims and deflate the power of the Al industry, these critics often underline the need for better scientific theory
or experiments, more careful and critical accounts of what Al can and cannot do, and increased Al literacy
[27, 64, 65, 73, 82, 96, 104, 112].

2.1.2  Discursive practices of Al. Other work has attended more closely to the function of these discourses, arguing
that “Al hype” consists of the sorts of promises and threats that discipline and demoralize labour, while exciting
capital [30]. Narratives about Al—what it is, what it will do, and what it might be capable of—are essential to the
Al industry, given its reliance on large-scale venture capital and government investments [12, 123, 125]. Such
discourses are a feature of all technologies: as Bassett and Roberts [14] note, automation in particular has long
left both workers and employers anxious in the face of seemingly impending change, which never arrives as
abruptly as anticipated. In this way, “Al hype” and Al capabilities discourses are not unique. However, such
scaffolding discourses are especially important in the context of Al (broadly) and generative Al (specifically) to
define intended uses and applications and articulate risks and benefits. Many things—or, as the marketing would
have it, anything—can be framed as “predict-the-next-token” tasks, putting the onus on developers and other
interested parties to demonstrate and describe relevant use cases.

Hong [72] argues that “public dramas around genAI’s realness question are a central medium for perpetu-
ating [a] strategic misrecognition” whereby “visceral resemblance at the output level” is taken as indicative of
intelligence. The attribution of human-like cognitive processes based on such outputs can be usefully understood
as a “form of human sense-making” whereby certain qualities (e.g., agency, intelligence) are projected onto
objects [72]. Similarly, Stark [105] suggests that Al models like ChatGPT or Claude might be best understood
as “animated characters,” designed to encourage projection of human qualities that models intrinsically cannot
have. This misrecognition is strategic because it “calibrates collective expectations” regarding Al, and because
the public dramas surrounding Al—events, controversies, press accounts, etc.—are driven by Al developers and
other invested actors [72]. Whether they ascribe positive or negative effects to Al, many of these public dramas
presuppose that Al is “here to stay” [70], thus justifying and legitimating investment in research and development,
and further fueling public discourse [32, 102].

In this way, discourse has been understood as central to Al research and development, going back to its
inception. As Agre [7] explained almost three decades ago, terms such as “learning” or “planning” in Al are



FAccT 26, June 25-28, 2026, Montreal, QC, Canada Zhang, Blodgett, and Markl

components of a “set of technical schemata that can be expanded into a narrative thematics for any particular
domain” He draws particular attention to the “elasticity” of such vocabulary, noting that it simultaneously serves
as a “technical proposition to quite specific and circumscribed set of functionalities and algorithms” and as an
“empirical proposition to anything at all that can plausibly be glossed with the term” [7]. In this way, the discursive
practices of Al “figure[] in a project of instrumental appropriation,” rendering everyday life into “the object of a
colonial project of reform” [5].

These discursive practices are co-constituted with the material conditions in which they operate. Scholars
have detailed the ways that ideas and discourses about technology have developed in tandem with intensified
processes of marketization, flexibilization, and financialization [6, 24, 57, 63]. Entwined with political economy;,
Al discourses soften the ground for material developments. As Hong [72] makes clear, the public dramas of
Al legitimize financial, cultural, and political investments into the Al industry, helping to accelerate changes
to the economy and the physical landscape alike, whether through the accumulation of capital or through the
construction of data centres [116, 125].

2.2 Economic and political context

Booming Al industry aside, much of the world is experiencing deep social unrest and economic instability.
Seeking to account for the constellation of ways that life has become increasingly difficult for more and more
people, commentators have pointed to “the affordability crisis,” “the care crisis,” “the unemployment crisis,” “the
climate crisis,” and more [39, 49, 59, 86, 113]. Many social theorists have illustrated how these crisis conditions
result from the inherent structural tendencies of capitalism [16, 58, 84]: capitalism’s “power to make and destroy
worlds” systematically undermines “the social relations and social subjects constituting and constituted by it”
[36]. The specific form that capitalism has taken in recent decades, spurred by deindustrialization, stagnating
economic growth, and shifts in social policy, is one characterized by intensified precarity, punishing austerity,
unprecedented inequality, and financialized speculation [19, 31, 35, 44, 68]. For instance, in the US, Al-related
investments are driving up the value of stock exchanges, in spite of widespread skepticism around the benefits of
Al technologies [55, 124]; meanwhile, successive presidential administrations have gutted a wide range of social
services [38, 44, 67]. While there are differences in how capitalism manifests around the globe, in this paper we
will focus on its effects in Western societies.

Changing labour dynamics are especially pertinent to the functions of Al capabilities discourses, since they
forefront ideas around work and productivity. Recent decades have seen a broad shift away from long-term
employment to flexibilized, short-term work across many sectors, from delivery and transport to education and
healthcare [11, 19, 117]. Meanwhile, government policies in countries like the US and the UK have tied essential
protections and provisions like health care, pensions, and residency permits to people’s employment status, all
the while instituting legal regimes that curtail workers’ ability to organize and bargain [51, 93, 103]. As a result,
the power of people to collectively act to improve their labour conditions, always tenuous under capitalism, has
further diminished.

Concurrently, there has been an ongoing process of tertiarization in Western societies, as economies have
shifted away from the industrial production of goods towards service provision [19, 126]. The service sector,
which spans a variety of fields, including hospitality, education, financial services, and healthcare, is characterized
by particular labour conditions: aspects of self and sociality, like language, cognition, and affect, are critical to
service-oriented jobs [52, 71]; accordingly, people are often expected to “rethink and transform one’s self to best
fit one’s job” [114].
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2.3 ldeologies and discourses of capitalism

Capitalism is not solely defined by material conditions, but rather involves both “practical arrangements and
practices of knowledge [and] their complex cogeneration and entwining” [36]. As Boltanski and Chiapello [31]
observe, “in many respects, capitalism is an absurd system” that must somehow be made intelligible: it can only
reproduce itself if many people buy into an obviously oppressive arrangement, where the ability to survive is
tethered to exploitation.

In their longitudinal analysis of management literature, Boltanski and Chiapello trace the shifting forms of the
“spirits of capitalism” that justify people’s commitments to capitalism. At the end of the nineteenth century, for
instance, when work predominantly took place in small family firms, economic arrangements were associated
with “progress” and “freedom from local communities,” while practices like book-keeping and saving money were
understood to lead to financial success and security. In recent decades, by contrast, the management literature
has started to conceptualize work as more temporary, structured by projects that are necessarily short-term
in a world cast as beset with rapid technological and social transformations. To be successful, workers “must
be adaptable and flexible” to be rewarded with “opportunities for development” and access to new networks,
which then open up the possibility of future projects. As Baker [11] demonstrates, these ideologies affect both
workers and capitalists. The entrepreneurial entreatment to “make your own job” shapes workers’ behaviours,
rationalizing an interminable process of self-improvement, and contributing to a widespread sense of exhaustion
and burnout. Meanwhile, the valorization of qualities like entrepreneurialism serves as a justificatory logic for
managers to discipline their labour force and ruthlessly downsize and outsource: in a company that must be
flexible and efficient, there is no room for insufficiently entrepreneurial workers.

The concurrent processes of flexibilization, tertiarization, and financialization are often interpreted as reflecting
the emergence of a new “knowledge economy,” characterized by immaterial, “cognitive” labour [3, 111]. An
Economist article from 1982 predicts that “brainworkers [...] in the future would be most workers,” while a core
idea in the influential—and eugenicist—1994 book The Bell Curve was that “knowledge workers had displaced the
manual workers of the past, and these workers’ new ideas were now ultimately the source of value,” with figures
like entrepreneurs, scientists, and artists constituting a new “cognitive elite” [11, 31, 78]. Contemporaneously,
economists and management consultants elaborated a theory of “human capital” where people’s cognitive capac-
ities were rendered as zones for speculative investment, seen as portfolios that could be grown, diversified, and
risk-managed, via means like higher education and employee management [3]. Other aspects of personhood were
likewise recruited into this new regime of valuation. Anticipating (presciently) a shift away from industrialized
economies after the Second World War, a 1947 report from the US government calls for education that could
foster “personal and social development [...] that is intensive, accurate, and comprehensive enough to give the
student command of marketable abilities,” including “skills involved in critical and constructive thinking” [114].
As we describe in §5, skills discourses, which discursively cement the segmentation of personhood and sociality
into productive units, exhibit resonances with Al capabilities discourses.

Capitalist ideologies, in conjunction with capitalist conditions, are productive: they reproduce capitalist
relations, they legitimize exploitation, they justify the disposal of people who can’t keep up, and they obscure the
necessity for collective struggle by valorizing an individuating pathway to success that, given continually dismal
economic conditions, will never actually guarantee security, let alone success, for most people [11, 31, 40]. The
power of these ideologies comes from the ways they are entwined with these conditions; as Baker writes, they
are “not merely the result of an intellectual misunderstanding or a campaign of active deception” but rather are
sustained by “the all-too-real decomposition of the working class, [...] the demolition of its social and political
institutions, [and] the separation of workers from the work that underpinned their self-consciousness as a class”
[11]. Destroying the hold of these ideologies on society, then, is not a mere matter of correcting the record and
“pointing to the objective existence of class somewhere ‘out there’” [11]; what’s required is struggle for better
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material conditions conjoined with the development of new subjectivities and forms of social life. We think of
the relation between Al capabilities discourses and the conditions in which they proliferate similarly, as both
tightly entrenched and subject to transformation.

3 Data and approach

Four companies—OpenAl, Anthropic, Meta, and Google—presently dominate the Al sector, in multiple senses:
the majority of Al users use the generative Al products they develop (i.e., various versions of GPT, Claude, Llama,
and Gemini), a large proportion of Al research is produced and sponsored by them, and they exert substantial
influence in popular media and policymaking [2, 34, 121]. We examine these companies’ websites, attending to
the ways they describe their generative Al models. To build out a corpus, we started with the homepages for each
model on company websites, and then followed links to technical reports, news releases, blog posts, and other
pages focused on aspects such as particular use cases. We tried to be as comprehensive as possible, collecting as
much website content as we could find.

While our account is informed by our exploration of the entire corpus, for this paper we focus on materials
pertaining to models released in 2024 and 2025. During this time, the Al industry grew dramatically, consolidating
political and economic power. The target audiences for these materials accordingly expanded and blurred.
Nominally “scientific” documents, such as descriptions of a new model version on a company’s research blog,
were more broadly circulated as public spectacles [72]; materials attesting to the models’ generalist capabilities
were often interwoven with materials selling them as general-purpose products. We specifically sought to examine
the all-encompassing quality of these materials: how do the ways they treat various use cases, application domains,
and capabilities work together to produce a sprawling whole?

Analytically, we take up a central premise of critical discourse analysis, that “discourse is structured by
dominance” [127], and its central focus on “how language distinctively figures in the new capitalism” [54]. We
approached our data as sites of ideological work, where discourses and signs are engaged in “the active making of
social life” [60]. We sought to situate Al capabilities discourses in an understanding of the social relations that
give rise to them, following interpretivist sensibilities from traditions like situational analysis [42]. Given the
multimedia nature of our materials, we considered a broad range of linguistic and semiotic features.

We performed multiple rounds of analysis; over several iterations, each author examined separate parts of
the data, producing memos while selecting key observations to discuss as a group. During weekly meetings, we
shared preliminary analyses and collectively formulated our account of Al capabilities discourses. Each of us
are trained as natural language processing researchers, and have some familiarity with the technical operations
of large language models, with linguistic and sociolinguistic theories, and with the intellectual and cultural
sensibilities of fields like AL As workers in higher education institutions and industry research labs, we are also
intimately familiar with the increasing precaritization of our professions, and the ever-escalating imperative to
affix our intellectual labour to economic value. Our positionalities thereby oriented us to the ways that these
discourse materials assembled specious technical and sociological claims to produce looming, barely-desirable
renderings of work and life.

Given our choice of data, we offer a necessarily partial view of Al capabilities discourses, focusing on companies’
narration of their products in sites primarily oriented towards sales, branding, and the cultivation of public and
institutional buy-in. As such, we read our data as prototypical examples of the broader category: they are highly
distilled, and intent on casting their objects in a positive light. While they exemplify discursive features that recur
across other sites, like academic papers and policy documents, they lack the nuances and contradictions that may
be present elsewhere. We also note that our choice of material and our analytic frames are primarily centred in
Western, specifically American contexts; consequently, we leave out of focus the discursive tactics Al companies
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deploy as they expand into markets around the world. There are multiple ways, then, for future work to fruitfully
situate Al capabilities discourses in a broader range of contexts, and to examine their varied articulations.

4 The discursive landscape of Al capabilities discourses

We provide an overview of Al capabilities discourses and their key discursive features, attending to the space of
model capabilities they lay out, and the associations they draw between cognition, productivity, and flexibility.

4.1 Boundless lists of interchangeable things

“There’s never been a worse time to be a problem, or a better time to be a problem solver,” reads the Anthropic
website, underneath a short video depicting problem solvers solving problems. The problem solvers are represented
by a diverse array of people: men in suits leaning their heads against glass walls in frustration, a woman in
athleisure holding a camera in a sun-speckled forest, a man wearing a backwards baseball cap leaning over a
laptop next to a kitchen sink, a rock climber, some joggers, some people in a car next to the joggers, a trio of
citizen scientists in a desert launching a homemade rocket, dancers in a studio, a woman in a cavernous hall
admiring the architecture, a different woman in a dark room admiring a digitally-rendered manifold on the ceiling.
The problems depicted range from concrete to abstract: a child’s science fair project, the construction of said
rocket, physiological analyses of said joggers and dancers, a birds-eye view of the neat grid of lights in a city,
math on a whiteboard, microscopes, furrowed brows, papers strewn across a floor, chess pieces floating in midair.
“Keep thinking.” the video concludes.

The Anthropic video exemplifies a key quality of Al capabilities discourses: the scope of things presented as Al
capabilities is vast. In the span of one and half minutes, the video flits between offices and the outdoors, between
work applications and extramural engagements, between science and art: everywhere, one can find “problems”
that Claude can take up. Whether Claude can actually tackle any one of these problems, or what it would even
mean to construe a particular vignette as a problem, is beside the point. The rapidity through which scenes cycle
suggests something more impressionistic: these are impressions of the many forms problems could take, the
many domains where problems could be found, and the many problem solvers for whom Claude could be helpful.
“Problem” is a category that elastically expands with one’s imagination; “if you can dream it, Claude can do it”

Al capabilities discourses evoke this sense of boundlessness across numerous long lists of things, including
and beyond sprawling video montages. Elsewhere, the Anthropic website states that “people are using Claude
to—" followed by text that changes every few seconds, listing activities like “rehearse a sales pitch,” “debug a
wedding website,” or “create a 30 day meal plan” As a different take on the motif of interchanging text, a page
providing an “overview” of ChatGPT prominently displays an animation consisting of three rows of blocks that
travel leftwards or rightwards across the screen. Each block contains a potential ChatGPT prompt (clicking the

»_

blocks will actually run the prompts): “looking for an eco-friendly yoga mat that won’t slip”; “write a python
script to automate sending daily email reports”; “how are oil prices impacting global energy markets”; “explain
nostalgia to a kindergartener”; etc. Indeed, the size of these lists of things, and the web design, often suggest they
should be appended with “and more.”

One quality of these lists is that individual entries are often not comparable to each other. “[L]ooking for an
eco-friendly yoga mat that won’t slip” seems to call for something entirely different from “explain nostalgia to a
kindergartener”; it is unclear what comparisons one could meaningfully make between purchase recommendations
for a specific type of yoga mat and the intensely social activity of relating an emotional experience to a young child.
Likewise, it is unclear how a good sales pitch could reflect the same criteria as a good 30 day meal plan. A video on
Google’s Gemini 3 starts by declaring that “Gemini has been multimodal since the beginning,” with modalities—
represented by terms overlaid on abstract images—like “see,” “hear,” “understand,” “generate,” “reasoning,” “think,”
“take action.” Several of these terms do not seem straightforwardly interpretable as modalities; even before getting



FAccT 26, June 25-28, 2026, Montreal, QC, Canada Zhang, Blodgett, and Markl

to whether Gemini can really “understand” or “reasoning,” one is confronted with the heterogeneity of these
descriptors.

The diversity of things invoked that Al can do is perhaps appropriate for a product pitched as “general-purpose”
However, this diversity also suggests a peculiar tactic for describing the world. The grammatical and visual
syntax of the videos and moving text suggest that the things mentioned have an interchangeable quality. The
point is not the content of each descriptor—what activity it points to, what its success criteria are, whether a
model can meet these criteria—so much as it is yet another thing on an ever-extending list, and therefore in some
way like the other things on that list. The technical, substantive, and sociocultural particularities of these things
are immaterial; in fact, the juxtapositions can often be jarring, as seen in OpenAI’s pitch from §1 that GPT-5 is
capable of both “understanding cancer risk” and “poetry,” or Meta’s list of six “capabilities” investigated in Llama
3’s human evaluations, “English, reasoning, coding, Hindi, Spanish, and Portuguese.” What matters is that there
are many things, and there could be many more.

4.2 Cognition, productivity, and flexibility

In Al capabilities discourses, Al is intelligent, thinks, and reasons. Equipped with “superpowers,” Meta’s Llama 4
Behemoth is “one of the smartest LLMs in the world”; OpenAI’s GPT-5 “puts expert-level intelligence in everyone’s
hands”; Google’s Gemini is “your partner in complex reasoning.” The intelligence of Al products is positioned
as well-suited to these open-ended lists of capabilities, with lists referred to by various thinking-related terms.
Alongside “problems,” Anthropic also mentions “challenges,” “your toughest work,” and anything that you can
“dream.” Google offers Gemini to “Dream it. Describe it. Done”, while Meta promises that Llama will “build your
greatest ideas.”

Across these discourses, then, there is a recurring association between cognition and actualization, between
thinking and accomplishing things. This association takes shape in Anthropic’s figure of the “problem solver,” and
its video rendering of cognitive work in motion. It can also be seen in the types of people frequently featured in
these discourses—scientists, coders, creatives, high-powered executives—as well as common examples of things
that Al is offered up as doing—writing, learning, coding, researching, analyzing, building—that involve being
thoughtful and also productive.

This association also takes shape in descriptions of what cognition brings you—all manner of positive outcomes
enabled by intelligence and reasoning. Al can conduct analyses and grasp subtleties (conduct “due diligence,”
“capture the nuances of user intent,” and “crack[] nuanced localization”); acquire any and all kinds of expertise
(Llama learns the “language of futb6l,” which is “filled with idiomatic phrases and insider jargon”; “custom Al
experts for help on any topic ... anything from a career coach or brainstorm partner to a coding helper”); produce
truth and objectivity (“uncovering the truth in the most challenging research cases”); create knowledge (“push
the boundaries of healthcare innovation and bioinformatics”); help humans improve (“break it down with clear,
step-by-step guidance”); and work on humans’ behalf where they evidently cannot (“The volume, velocity and
complexity of financial information far exceed human comprehension, making smart decision-making nearly
impossible for the average investor”).

In some sense it is of course unsurprising that cognition is a central theme, since Al is about intelligence.
But what these discourses forefront is the enregisterment of intelligence with a constellation of other qualities—
knowledge, information, truth, insight—and domains—health care, finance, software development—that connote
social and economic success. The expansive promise of Al is befitting of a specific type of world, governed by the
accumulation and circulation of information, where value is linked to the cognitive and organizational power to
process these information flows.

The capaciousness of capabilities-related terms is also perhaps unsurprising, given the Al field’s oft-commented
on propensity for vague language [e.g., 108]. In Al capabilities discourses, this vagueness is instrumentalized to
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suggest a sense of flexibility. Absent any specification of the situated actions that are involved in researching,
writing, planning, and thinking, these terms are instead taken to denote abstract capabilities that could be applied
across sites and domains, from the high-value (e.g., “cutting through the [financial] noise”) to the personal
and empowering (e.g., self-care). Thus, “planning” can be applied to “plan a date night,” “create a 30 day meal
plan,” “plan effective content calendars to drive engagement,” and “transform your prompt into a personalized
multi-point research plan” These activities are abstracted and packaged as Al capabilities, suggesting a sense of
mobility across vastly disparate areas of life.

5 How Al capabilities discourses work

In AI capabilities discourses, a variety of activities are evacuated of their technical and sociocultural specificities,
and enfolded into a regime where a generalist cognitive capacity—of the sort Al is understood to have—leads to
success. In what follows, we elaborate on some of the discursive tactics that they employ to perform this function.

5.1 Al capabilities discourses as skills discourses

To unpack how Al capabilities discourses work, we start by connecting them to longer-running iterations
of capitalist discourses. Over the last few decades, skills discourses have emerged as predominant ways of
narrativizing ideas about work and personhood in increasingly flexibilized, service-oriented economies. Skills
discourses construct workers as “bundles of skills,” and advise or exhort workers on the skills they should acquire
or enhance. In a semiotic study of skills discourses, Urciuoli [114] identifies two primary discursive features. First,
the variety of things that can count as a skill “cover a range of disparate practices, knowledge, and ways of acting
and being”; “listening,” “Photoshop,” and “French” can all be considered skills [114]. Second, there is a vagueness
to skills terms that nonetheless implies a position, exhibiting a “tendency to expand with ideas of how the world
is or should be” [114]. The keyword “skill” itself, for instance, points to a category that has ballooned in scope
with the deindustrialization of Western economies, and has moved from being associated with artisanal craftwork
to being associated with business success, like “leadership skill” [92, 114]. These properties are exemplified in
materials produced by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, an influential non-profit organization whose
members included American policymakers and representatives from Adobe Systems and Microsoft. The types
of skills promoted by this organization included “learning and thinking,” “information and communications
technology,” and “life skills” What these descriptors have in common is that they are part of a “vision for 21st
century education to ensure every child’s success as citizens and workers in the 21st century” [1, 114].

As we’ve shown, these characteristics of indeterminacy (in what counts as skill) and strategic vagueness (in
what terms point to) carry over to Al capabilities discourses. Alongside these discursive resonances, there is also
a substantive overlap in what counts as a skill and as an Al capability. In skills discourses, the prototypical skill is
a “soft skill” like “communication” and “writing”—aspects of self or social interaction which are also valuable
across a range of jobs. Strongly associated with ideas about cognition, soft skills are contrasted with “hard skills,”
which connote technical specialization for specific professions; in an economy where jobs tend to be short term,
soft skills are associated with a beneficial flexibility. While skills discourses articulate “aspects of personhood
with exchange value on the labor market” [114], Al capabilities discourses load these aspects of personhood into
Al products, operationalizing ideas around AI’s humanlike qualities.

Skills discourses, via their semiotic qualities, segment people into technologies of self [56]. By putting all sorts
of activities into undifferentiated lists, held together by vague terms indexing capitalist values, skills discourses
cast these activities as of a type: shorn of particularities, they become discrete things, presumed to be measurable,
rankable, and befitting the “skills” or “qualifications” section of a resume or LinkedIn profile, “located as the
property of the individual, who then [carries] them, luggage-like, from job to job” [92]. As a skill, for instance,
“communication” involves acting in ways that index business success, embedding an assortment of assumptions
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about race, class and gender [46, 71, 85, 114, 115]. Detached from the rich, relational ways that people communicate
with each other, “communication” is recast as something that could be assessed in performance reviews and
inculcated in corporate training modules, like “time management” and “prompt engineering.” Accordingly, skills
discourses function as disciplinary discourses imposed on individuals, tasked with upskilling and reskilling in
conditions of labour precarity.

The strategic vagueness of skills discourses also allows them to work as ways of consolidating capitalist class
interests [114, 115]. Whether these discourses are nonsensical or compelling depends on whether or not one buys
into the visions on offer by coalitions like the Partnership on 21st Century Skills, and their underlying ideological
presuppositions. Accordingly, skills discourses function as shared discursive templates for the reproduction of
economies structured by the valorization (and material unavoidability) of flexibilized work. In aligning capitalist
interests, skills discourses have helped structure social policy, with profound effects. For instance, the Common
Core, a set of standards produced by policymakers for K-12 education in the United States, was shaped in part by
the Partnership and its emphasis on assessable, economically-valuable skills. Critics, in turn, have traced a broad
undermining of learning conditions to the Common Core, pinning present failures on “the mischaracterization
of intrinsically humanistic modes of thought as generic academic skills [...] as though the modes of thinking
intrinsic to the liberal arts have been fracked” [41].

Drawing on the structure and content of skills discourses, Al capabilities discourses reiterate these disciplining
and aligning functions. In ostensibly articulating all the things that Al can do, they play off of these older
discursive forms to align Al with the same capitalist social orders, and they carry forth the rendering of practices
and aspects of personhood as commodifiable and commensurable things, then as skill, now as Al capabilities.

5.2 Discursive techniques

A key difference between Al capabilities discourses and skills discourses is that rather than entreatments for
people to accumulate skills, Al capabilities discourses are entreatments for them to avail themselves of the
capabilities offered by Al products—a more technologically advanced way for people to “make themselves into
Swiss Army knives, with the tools to adapt to any new task or role” [101]. Two primary ways that Al capabilities
discourses point to these capabilities is via prompt examples and benchmark statistics—both of which, ostensibly
evidencing model capabilities, extend the work of skills discourses in rendering social activities and aspects of
people as segmentable, measurable, and valuable.

5.2.1 Prompt examples. One recurring way that Al capabilities discourses illustrate what Al products can do is by
including examples of prompts for performing various activities. Prompts are often shown with the corresponding
model outputs. These examples point to the products’ practical usefulness; for instance, OpenAl includes a series
of videos of OpenAl employees, hunched over their laptops, narrating out loud as they enter prompts into
ChatGPT to “build a budget,” “create a presentation,” “make an itinerary,” and “plan a date night.” That people are
typing the prompts in, and watching the output get rendered piece-by-piece, underlines that things are being
processed, computed, and thought about in real time, for the benefit of a real person doing real things.

Prompting has been taken up by Al companies as a key index of Al advancement. An OpenAl webpage on
how “AT has been evolving at an incredible rate” illustrates this claim by displaying responses to prompts like
“What would you say if you could talk to a future OpenAl model?” and “Write a limerick about a dog” for each
GPT version, positioned along a timeline, implying that the higher quality of responses by more recent versions
indicates “the progress made so far” The linguistic and interactional qualities of using Al products often projects
the impression of humanlike power [72, 105]. Examples of prompts, encapsulating these symbolic qualities, can
be found on almost every webpage in our data.

It takes work to conceive of an activity as achievable via model prompting; articulating an activity in terms of
any grammar of action necessarily reduces or alters it [6, 8]. The need for operationalization becomes especially
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conspicuous for activities that do not seem straightforwardly achievable via stylized self-talk. That self-talk has
emerged as a powerful technology of the self in skills discourses—suitable for workplace productivity and therapy
alike—helps to smooth these gaps [46, 101]. In a webpage headlined “A Student’s Guide to Writing with ChatGPT,
for instance, OpenAl lists suggestions—with links to executable prompts—such as “complete your understanding
by asking specific questions” and “test your logic with reverse outlining,” effectively rendering the articulation of
complex ideas as Al-augmented self-talk.

Prompt examples draw on many other ideological presumptions to evoke the impression that Al can perform
an activity. For instance, Google’s website for Gemini 3 highlights that one can “Learn anything” with Gemini.
This is illustrated with a video depicting a PDF of a scientific paper being uploaded to Gemini, followed by a
prompt, “I want to learn about ‘Scaling deep learning for materials discovery’ (see attached PDF). Create beautiful,
elegant 3D interactive visuals that explain it” The video goes on to show some examples of said visuals, while its
caption glosses “learn anything” as “Understand complex topics in a way that makes sense for you—with clear,
concise, and helpful responses.” Notably, neither the caption nor the video substantiate what exactly is meant
by “learn[ing] anything,” so much as invoke an expanding space of associated qualities: “learning” as related to
“complex topics,” of which advanced scientific research is emblematic; “understanding” as related to user-friendly
responses that look scientific. All of these qualities are linked to the prompt example for “Learn anything,” as if
they are imminently attainable via prompting Gemini.

Unsurprisingly, given the poetics of Al capabilities discourses, prompts almost always occur in lists, as if each
list item were equally achievable via model-prompting. On the Gemini website, for instance, “Learn anything”
is listed alongside two other capabilities, “Build anything” and “Plan anything,” both with their own video
demonstrations: a prompt to “create a polished, retro-futuristic 3D spaceship web game” is followed by clips of
the resultant Al-coded spaceship game; a prompt that simply reads “organize my inbox” is followed by a sequence
that pans between generated task lists, email drafts and intermediate model output (“I'm solidifying the final
steps”). Elsewhere on the same page, Google offers yet more “hands-on” examples: descriptions of even more
capabilities (“Gain a deeper understanding through more nuanced responses”) attached to video demonstrations
that, in similarly associational ways, package these capabilities—or, at least, exemplars vaguely and indexically
attached to the words invoking them—into the prompt-output form.

5.2.2 Benchmark statistics. Another way that Al capabilities discourses convey model capabilities is via quan-
titative performance measures on various benchmark tests. Benchmark results are often organized into large
tables to facilitate comparison: each row is a different test, while each column represents one of the company’s
various model offerings, an earlier version of the model, or a main competitor (for instance, Google compares
Gemini 3 Pro to Gemini 2.5 Pro, Claude Sonnet 4.5 and GPT-5.1, while Meta compares Llama models of various
sizes to different versions of Gemini, DeepSeek, and GPT). Another common form is the bar graph; for instance,
OpenAT’s blog post introducing GPT-5 includes a series of bar graphs visualizing GPT-5’s performance next
to older OpenAI models. These metrics almost always come with footnotes specifying parameters or links to
separate documents detailing evaluation procedures. Complementing the lively depictions of model usefulness in
prompt examples, benchmark statistics give the sense that serious science was done to verify that the models are,
indeed, that good.

Benchmarks are, of course, a long-standing feature in Al research [9, 66]. They are a standard way to mark
scientific advancement, and, as the field has turned to the market, a standard way of comparing models across com-
peting companies. In Al capabilities discourses, benchmarks serve as shorthands for technological advancement,
and therefore, value. While benchmark results are usually presented somewhat separately from the qualities and
use cases mentioned elsewhere in the data, one can still trace clear correspondences; for instance, that OpenAl
lists “health” as a headline capability and “understanding cancer risk” as a exemplary use case for GPT-5 is backed
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up elsewhere with a mention of state-of-the-art performance for HealthBench Hard; the website goes on to note
that “those gains show up in everyday use”

Numerous critiques of benchmarking [91, 120] have raised issues ranging from the choices of construct to
be measured—including under-specified or reductive framings of broad concepts like “general knowledge” or
“math” [28, 95]—to operationalizations [13, 33, 81], reporting practices [37, 97], and underlying “competitive
epistemologies” [64, 89]. Yet benchmarking accords with a widespread social practice: there are many standardized
tests for human performance, in line with the ideological investment in the idea of general—and economically
productive—intelligence, and in tune with the quantifiability of skills [69, 78].

In fact, in Al capabilities discourses, results of academic benchmarks are often reported alongside those of
human tests: as evidence of GPT-5’s mathematical capabilities, for instance, OpenAl lists performance on the
AIME high school math exam; for GPT-4’s release, OpenAl additionally foregrounded the bar and sommelier
exams. Regardless of whether these measures adequately capture math, law, and wine-tasting aptitude, they
draw on presumptions that all of these are skills that are testable and rankable. Knitting together connotations
of educational achievement, class and personhood, they additionally project a sense of cognitive capacity as
affixed to social value. The semiotic functions of benchmarks are exemplified in the GPQA benchmark, which
recurs across the data, and is often glossed as “PhD-level.” Completing a PhD has little to do with the format
of the benchmark, which involves answering exam questions. The implication, rather, is that good benchmark
performance indicates belonging with the uppermost echelons of the cognitive elite.

The substantive concerns and measurement models behind “Humanity’s Last Exam” (a “multimodal benchmark
at the frontier of human knowledge™), SWE-bench Verified (a test of how often models generate correct code),
and the proprietary OpenAl benchmark referred to as “Economically important tasks” have very little in common.
Nonetheless, that these metrics can all be packaged in a single table, or a series of similar-looking bar graphs,
suggests that these things are all of a kind with each other, because they all result in a performance metric. In the
context of Al capabilities discourses, this commensurability additionally facilitates comparison shopping: Meta
and Google both list the monetary cost of using their models and their competitors’, per input and output token,
in the same table as benchmark statistics for each model.

6 The social and political implications of Al capabilities discourses

Building on the ideologies inscribed in capitalist discourses, and the imagined superhuman qualities of AI, Al
capabilities discourses reify and productize a notion of abstract cognitive power. The thinginess [108] of cognition
is exemplified by OpenAl stating that GPT-5 comes with “built-in thinking,” comparing benchmark results for
different versions of GPT-5 “with thinking” and “without thinking,” and offering a premium option, GPT-5 Pro,
where users pay extra for “extended reasoning” Such a product has many capabilities that can be used for many
activities and to supplement many aspects of social life and personhood, all of which have likewise been packaged
as things one can get by using Al

Al capabilities discourses, like the skills discourses they build on, instrument a process of alienation: all manner
of situated, relational, embodied practices are cast as things. While in skills discourses these things can be acquired
via education and training, and then cashed out on the labour market, in AI capabilities discourses, it is perhaps
more accurate to say that these things are rented from the Al product [100]. This arrangement is often framed as
a time-saving measure; it is also, as Boltanski and Chiapello [31] write, a legible strategy for contending with
precarity: “given the comparatively unpredictable character of fruitful projects, it is difficult to anticipate the
kind of assets one might need [...] it is therefore reasonable to prefer ready, temporary access to resources that
are borrowed, employed or expended in the framework of the project, while maintaining sufficient flexibility to
refund them when required.” In the context of economies already marked by the depletion of labour conditions, Al
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capabilities discourses thereby rationalize shifts in the control of skills from workers “into a machine,” depressing
wages and forming pretexts for mass layoffs [30].

Such shifts, moreover, are not constrained to the workplace. In their expansive scope, Al capabilities discourses
essentially offer a “natural language interface for everyday life,” as articulated in an OpenAl webpage profiling
the use of GPT-5 by a South Korean startup offering “lifestyle AL” These are neat taglines for a product attuned
to the totalizing governmentality of contemporary capitalism. In capitalist economies structurally predisposed
to undermine peoples’ collective capacities for life, care, and sociality [4, 16, 58], to package such capacities as
discretized rentable things has grotesque implications. For instance, the promotion of AI’s health and self-care
capabilities—as seen in their preeminent status in OpenAI’s most recent marketing materials—disavows the
idea that care is contingent on mutual interdependence among people, and instead underwrites deadly psychic
attachments to Al products [23].

Al capabilities discourses, like their discursive antecedents, also instrument the alignment of capitalist class
interests, as ways of marking a variety of fields as domains ripe for transformation by Al For instance, Al
has rapidly proliferated in schools and universities, with many institutions striking deals with AI companies
to integrate their products in classrooms and on campuses [94]. Meanwhile, education is foregrounded across
Al capabilities discourses. OpenAl features large collections of example prompts “made by students, for stu-
dents,” and “faculty from a dozen disciplines;” Anthropic has a dedicated sales page for education, that seems
conspicuously attuned to widely-circulating discourses that cast Al as fundamentally antithetical to teaching
and to critical thought [e.g., 65]: it suggests Claude “asks the questions that help you find the answers yourself;”
and “foster([s] critical thinking through guided exploration, prioritizing deep conceptual understanding over
convenient shortcuts” As we’ve noted, such statements are less about operationalizing teaching and critical
thinking, and more about incorporating these activities into the loose semiotic field of Al capabilities. These
discursive tropes are echoed when people in educational institutions rationalize investments in Al products; for
instance, an announcement from the provost’s office of a major American university points to new generative Al
tools that are “designed to be an expert in almost any topic you desire,” and that can be used for “building novel
applications, making new discoveries, or connecting systems to optimize and enhance data flow and outputs™

Whether these capabilities will help “mak[e] Al work for educators,” in the context of these discourses, is
besides the point. As Agre wrote of Al, “computing has been constituted as a kind of imperialism; it aims to
reinvent virtually every other site of practice in its own image” [7]. In sectors like education, that have already
undergone decades of restructuring to align with market imperatives, Al capabilities discourses are powerful
tools for this reinvention: they serve as a prototype for Al industry spokespeople and university administrators
alike to articulate shared interests that index the circuit of investments flowing between them. These discursive
dynamics extend to other fields as well; both OpenAl and Anthropic have increasingly foregrounded healthcare,
and more recently, government operations. As Urciuoli writes, the semiotic indeterminacy of Al capabilities
discourses—what is meant by “enhancing the capabilit[ies] of government workers” or “powering custom clinical
solutions”?—“index advantageous alignments based on shared values” [115]. In the present moment, these shared
values are backed by substantial financial investments and political reconfigurations [18, 74].

We suggest that Al capabilities discourses help to shift the terrain on which people can contest the conditions
of their labour, lives, and societies—not in terms of these conditions and of their collective desires for better ones,
but in terms of whether these conditions can be reformulated as subject to Al capabilities, and more broadly, as
subject to capitalist logics. Al capabilities discourses function as a technofuturist worldbuilding vernacular for
the capitalist class. Meanwhile, in inscribing a skill-rental model, they discursively alienate people from “the
practices and knowledge that come out of [...] one’s experience of work, of politics, of one’s own household life
and neighborhood life” [47].

3https://provost.umich.edu/making-ai-work-for-educators-a-u-m-generative-ai-update/
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It is not inevitable that Al capabilities discourses will succeed at reshaping the political terrain. As our analysis
has traced, these discourses build on existing ways of making an unjust and incoherent world intelligible; their
power, and the present conditions of capitalism, are linked together. But there are other ways to interpret the
world, pointing to other ways to transform it. If the field of Al has embedded capitalist logics since its inception
[63, 90], it took decades of discursive work, atop the consolidation of material and political resources, to articulate
ways of valorizing Al’s centrality in contemporary capitalism—and even then, not everyone is convinced. As Hall
writes, “politics [is] where forces and relations, in the economy, in society, in culture, have to be actively worked
on to produce particular forms of power” [68]. The active work of Al can be subverted; other work can be done.

7 Discussion and conclusion

In this paper, we’ve examined Al capabilities discourses as discourses that do ideological work for capitalism.
Al capabilities discourses align a staggering variety of social activities with a regime of flexibilized, cognitive
work that is structured by, and helps to reproduce, the conditions of contemporary capitalism. They render social
activities as essentially fungible, packaging them as things that someone can use Al to do; at the same time, they
cast Al as valuable—even central—to this regime.

Our account adds to existing critical understandings of discourses that sell Al: that they consist of misrep-
resentations of what Al can do—and what humans can do in comparison—that benefit the AI industry while
devaluing human qualities [e.g., 20, 72]. Our work elaborates on how these discourses interact with the political
and economic context in which they circulate. It is not just that quantitative and qualitative reports of what Al
can do are misleading, and that the field’s ambitions for artificial general intelligence are categorically impossible.
What we suggest is that the Al industry, building on the totalizing scope of capitalism, projects an idea of how the
world works that is plausible, because it is continuous with prevailing ideas about work and about personhood,
and with the material conditions that these ideas are embedded in. This worldbuilding work, in turn, helps to
narrow the terrain on which political action against Al, and against capitalism, can happen.

With this understanding of Al capabilities discourses as articulated with political economy, we offer some
remarks on tactics for contesting Al development and proliferation. As we’ve outlined in §2, a large body of
scholarship has engaged with these discourses as collections of mistaken or absurd claims, to be debunked,
corrected, or ridiculed with better scientific techniques, deeper engagements with social scientific theory, and
more measured accounts of how the technology really operates. Such strategies can serve as useful ground-
clearing for broader efforts, but are limited in their ability to check the power of the Al industry, because they
risk drawing attention away from the ideological work these discourses do [29].

In the context of Al capabilities discourses, claims about what Al can do carve social life into discrete skills,
capabilities, and use cases, and rerender these things in terms of AL If the point is to contest the broader systems
of exploitation that the project of Al is woven into, then simply offering better assessments of the ability of an Al
model to do productive cognitive work leaves intact the reifying logics that continue to alienate people while
organizing capital. Critical scholarship on Al should therefore aim to interrupt the ideological work performed by
these claims, dismantling the grounds on which they are sayable rather than simply interrogating their truth value.
Our work demonstrates one potential analytic approach: troubling ready-at-hand framings of Al, excavating the
historical continuities and political projects embedded in these framings, and widening the aperture to analyze
the broader conditions in which discourses and ideologies are produced.

To conclude, we insist that critical engagements with Al must involve helping people build up the capacity
for situated political contestation, shifting the terrain away from the regime of decontextualized skills and
capabilities, and abstract cognitive power [16]. Here, we take up Baumer and Khovanskaya’s orientation of
remantling, “[attending] to the social relations, subjectivities, and temporal conditions through which technologies
and practices take shape,” and “shift[ing] focus toward how people are already navigating and unsettling the
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dominant logics of the present” [17]. If researchers wish to effectively critique the discourses of the Al industry,
they should “identify, understand, and amplify” [17] efforts aimed at dismantling the ideological and political
regimes that empower Al, towards building alternative futures.

After all, in recent years, there has been a resurgence of counterhegemonic political action, in labour organizing,
transnational solidarity movements, and beyond [43, 75, 80, 99, 109, 110]. The process of political organizing—
of recognizing, and then acting on this recognition of shared vulnerability and collective power [40]—has
transformative potential, with respect to both material conditions and ideology [15]. Organizing practices like
workers’ inquiries, for instance, enable people to elaborate “exact and positive knowledge” of their activities and
working conditions [61, 83, 87, 129] in the context of broader political struggle. This conjunction of discursive
and political work—taking place on the terrain of situated practice—is essential for subverting the discursive
and political work performed by Al capabilities discourses, replacing the narrowly-circumscribed question of
what Al can or cannot do with more capacious arenas of contestation, in which to imagine the sorts of worlds we
would like to make together.
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