
Digital 
crossroads.

Corporate power, sovereignty 
& the ecological breakdown

Dr. Cecilia Rikap
IIPP, University College London

c.rikap@ucl.ac.uk @CeciliaRikap 

mailto:c.rikap@ucl.ac.uk




World powers govern beyond borders

Geopolitical power (US & China)

Corporate power 

 → control beyond ownership

Core(s)/
Periphery(ies)



Research
Top 14 AI Conferences (2018-2020) 
Rikap (2024) Varieties of corporate innovation systems and 
their interplay with global and national systems

Rikap (2023) - Web of Science (2012-2021)

  Microsoft 

Total scientific publications 15,170 

Co-authored publications 13,343 

Share of co-autored publications 88% 

Total Patents 35,233 

Co-owned patents 518 

Shared of co-owned patents 1% 

Knowledge appropriation indicator (share of co-
authorship over share of co-ownership) 59.83 

 



Open Source
1) Keep employees happy

2) Access reusable code for private 
software

3) Get users’ feedback in advance 

4) Profit from developers’ free work

5) Offer adjacent or complementary 
services

6) Create and control an ecosystem

7) Become the norm and standards

open sourcing improves our models, and 
because there's still significant work to 
turn our models into products, because 
there will be other open source models 
available anyway, (…) more specifically, 
there are several strategic benefits. (…) 
more compute efficient to operate due 

to all the ongoing feedback, scrutiny, and 
development from the community. (…). 

Second, open source software often 
becomes an industry standard, (…) on 

building with our stack, that then 
becomes easier to integrate new 

innovations into our products. That’s 
subtle, but the ability to learn and 

improve quickly is a huge advantage and 
being an industry standard enables that. 

Third, open source is hugely popular 
with developers and researchers. (…) so 
this helps us recruit the best people at 

Meta, which is a very big deal for leading 
in any new technology area. And again, 
we typically have unique data and build 
unique product integrations anyway, so 

providing infrastructure like Llama as 
open source doesn't reduce our main 

advantages.



Source: Crunchbase February 2024.

Investments
Double dip: 

Access to the technology

Steer tech + lock-in

Building/strengthening their spheres 
of control

See: Rikap Dynamics of Corporate Governance Beyond Ownership in AI



The public cloud
GAM: 65% of the global market (+ cables)

Supermarket

Digital tech produced, exchanged & 
consumed in their clouds

genAI is a Trojan horse

Black boxes: use without access
→ widespread dependences



Trump 2.0
Revoked Biden’s AI executive order

More AI is more cloud

DoD increased dependence on Big Tech

FY25: Microsoft, $1.5b / AWS $0.5b 

Future: $200M Google

Pushing allies to adopt US AI & cloud



Why do states 
accept to 
subordinate?
AI-driven growth promise

Historical tech and econ (financial) 
dependence

Governing requires data & information 
technologies

Public admin’s daily work

Warfare, police surveillance & genocide

Green Tech



Green-tech

Planning an ecological “transition”

IA-solutionism

Influencing how the ecological crisis is 
being measured

Deepening states’ dependence on BT

We were an official partner at 
COP-27 in 2022, where we 

participated in over 50 events 
and moments throughout the 
conference with public sector 

leaders from the United States, 
Europe, Africa, the Middle East, 

and Asia (…) to showcase the 
role that the technology sector 

can play in enabling climate 
mitigation and adaptation. 

(Google, 2023).See: Rikap & Weko A green transition orchestrated from Big Tech clouds?



Digital 
dependence 
is political

Regulation

Before: AI uses

Now: against every regulation

Promotion

“Digital Public Infrastructure”

Datacenter regimes



Datacenter 
regimes

Mushrooming globally

Promise of growth…

But

Huge ecological footprint

Not a source of employment

No structural transformation of the econ

Net investment not as positive

Twin extractivism



Intangibles extractivism: S&T from the peripheries 
monetized by a few giants from the core.

Epistemic totalitarianism: the AI we got is the AI 
they want → impact on labour

Deskilling 
creative labour



In the workplace (Braverman, Beniger, Pasquinelli)
Disciplining effect of the division of labour

Separation of conception from execution

Between countries (incl military)
Dependency Theory: Development is conditioned by the core’s 
monopoly of tech

What is new?

Control beyond ownership

S&T corporate planning: predation; epistemic totalitarianism

Twin extractivism

Digital chapter: customized control

Digital are 
control tech



Digital 
sovereignty
Territory?

Nationality?

Siemens? Mistral? SAP?

Governance and democracy
Public-led popular power

Ecosystemic planning



World powers govern beyond borders

Geopolitical power (US & China)

Corporate power 

 → control beyond ownership

What’s next?
Ecosystemic regulations

Build a public-led stack

Avoiding techno-solutionism

Core(s)/
Periphery(ies)



Many thanks
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