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Open Weights


Shane Larson



Introduction: The Letter That Named the Stakes

Jensen Huang does not post.

The man runs the most valuable company on Earth, and for years his public communication strategy has been simple: keynotes, leather jacket, done. He does not weigh in on policy fights. He does not sign group letters. So when, on July 24, 2026, Huang published his first personal post — not an NVIDIA press release, his own words, under his own name — people who watch this industry for a living stopped what they were doing and read it.

The post pointed to a joint statement titled “Open Weights and American AI Leadership.” Within hours, Satya Nadella amplified it. Then the signatory list started circulating, and it read like a seating chart from a dinner party that should never have happened. NVIDIA and Microsoft. Meta and IBM. Hugging Face and Palantir. Andreessen Horowitz and Y Combinator. Mistral, Mozilla, Dell, CrowdStrike. Companies that compete viciously for the same customers, the same engineers, and the same government contracts had signed the same document, making the same argument.

Think about how strange that is for a moment. Palantir and Mozilla do not agree on much. A16z and IBM occupy different universes. Meta gives its models away; Microsoft’s most important partner sells access to closed ones. When companies with this little in common converge on a single position, one of two things is happening: either they’ve all been captured by the same lobbyist, or they’ve all independently run the numbers and arrived at the same answer. This book argues it’s the second one — and that the answer they arrived at is the most important strategic question in American technology policy right now.

What the Letter Actually Claims

Stripped to its core, the argument goes like this. The United States has spent three years treating AI leadership as a race to build the single best model — the tallest skyscraper, guarded behind an API, rented out by the token. That framing is wrong, or at least dangerously incomplete. Real leadership doesn’t come from owning the best sealed artifact. It comes from being the ecosystem the world builds on.

And an ecosystem requires something specific: models whose weights — the actual learned parameters, the thing that makes a model a model — are freely available to download, adapt, and run. Not just to rent. To own, in the operational sense. A startup in Ohio should be able to pull down a capable American model and build a product on it without asking permission. A hospital network should be able to fine-tune one on its own records, on its own servers, where patient data never leaves the building. A factory should be able to run one on the floor, air-gapped from the internet. A university lab should be able to take one apart to see how it works. The Department of Defense should be able to deploy one in environments where a cloud API is not an option and never will be.

None of that is possible with closed models. All of it is routine with open weights.

The letter’s signatories are not making a charity argument or an ideology argument. They are making a power argument: the country whose open models become the world’s default infrastructure gets to set the standards, train the talent, capture the commercial ecosystem, and embed its values in the technology everyone else builds on. The country that locks everything behind APIs gets, at best, a very profitable rental business — right up until someone else’s open models eat the base of the market.

Why This Book, Why Now

Three things make this the moment to take that argument seriously and at length.

First, Washington is actively deciding. The White House AI Action Plan of July 2025 explicitly encouraged American open models — a genuine shift in official posture. But encouragement is not settled policy. Congress and the executive agencies are, right now, debating export controls on model weights, restrictions aimed at preventing distillation of frontier models, and liability frameworks that would fall hardest on anyone who releases weights publicly. Several of these proposals, whatever their intent, would function as a ban on American open-weight AI. These debates will be resolved in the next few years, and most of the people resolving them have never had the core concepts explained without an agenda attached.

Second, China is not waiting. While American policy circles argued about whether open weights were too dangerous to allow, Chinese labs — DeepSeek, Alibaba’s Qwen team, and others — made aggressive open releases the centerpiece of their strategy. Their models are downloaded, fine-tuned, and deployed by developers on every continent, including in the United States. The question “should advanced open models exist?” has been answered. They exist. The only live question is whose.

Third, there is no accessible book on this. There are excellent books treating semiconductors as national strategy, and export controls as statecraft. There are academic papers on model openness and there are blog posts beyond counting. But there is no serious, readable treatment of open weights as what they have become: a matter of industrial strategy, national security, and economic competition. The July 24 letter was two pages. Two pages can name the stakes. It takes a book to make the case.

What’s Ahead

The argument runs in three parts.

Part One builds the foundation. It starts with the closest thing history offers to a controlled experiment — the open-source software fight of the 1980s through the 2000s, where the same fears now aimed at open weights were aimed at Linux and Apache, and where the verdict came in decisively. Then it explains, in plain language, what open weights actually are, what they are not, and why the distinctions between closed APIs, open weights, and fully open source matter more than most coverage suggests. Then it lays out the economic logic: why shared foundations create more value than sealed ones, and who captures that value.

Part Two confronts the hard cases honestly, because an argument that dodges its strongest objections isn’t an argument. Distillation — the real concern that open models can be used to copy capabilities cheaply. Misuse — what open weights actually change about the threat landscape, and what they don’t. The security case for openness that runs the other direction: inspectability, air-gapped deployment, and freedom from single points of failure. And the geopolitics: what it actually means, concretely, if the world’s default AI infrastructure is Chinese.

Part Three turns to what should be done — by policymakers weighing restrictions that would mostly disarm the wrong side, by companies deciding what to build on, and by the working majority of people whose stake in this fight is real but who don’t yet know they have one.

A note on what this book is not. It is not a claim that closed models are bad or that every model should be open. Closed frontier models are extraordinary, and the companies building them are doing some of the most important engineering work in the world. The argument is narrower and, I think, harder to dismiss: a national strategy that depends entirely on closed models is brittle, and policies that restrict open weights in the name of safety will mostly succeed in ceding the world’s AI foundation to someone else.

The best evidence for that claim is that we have run this experiment before. Forty years ago, a different set of incumbents looked at freely shared software and saw theft, chaos, and a security nightmare. They were certain that giving away source code meant giving away the future. What actually happened is the story of how the modern world got built — and it is where we begin.





Part I: The Argument




Chapter 1: The Open Source Parallel

In 1976, a young Bill Gates wrote an open letter to computer hobbyists accusing them of stealing his software. Most of them were copying Micro-Soft’s BASIC interpreter and sharing it freely, and Gates argued — not unreasonably, from where he sat — that nobody would write good software if anyone could just take it. Fast forward twenty-five years and a Microsoft CEO, Steve Ballmer, was calling Linux “a cancer.” Fast forward another fifteen and Microsoft owned GitHub, ran more Linux than Windows on its own cloud, and had become one of the largest contributors to open-source software on the planet.

That arc — from “sharing is theft” to “sharing is our business model” — is not a story about Microsoft going soft. Microsoft is not soft. It’s a story about one of the most expensive strategic lessons in business history, learned in public, over decades, by the smartest and best-resourced companies in the world. The lesson: freely shared technical foundations don’t destroy value. They relocate it, multiply it, and hand disproportionate power to whoever sits closest to the shared foundation.

You cannot understand the open weights debate without understanding this history, because the open weights debate is this history, replayed with the names changed. The same fears. The same incumbent incentives dressed up as public interest. The same quiet accumulation of advantage by the side giving things away. This chapter tells that story straight, and then is honest about where the parallel holds and where it breaks.

The Invisible Foundation

Start with an inventory of what actually runs the modern world.

The internet’s servers run overwhelmingly on Linux — a kernel a Finnish student started as a hobby in 1991 and licensed so that anyone could use, modify, and redistribute it. The web pages you visit are served mostly by open-source web servers, Apache and later Nginx. The encryption protecting your bank login is OpenSSL and its descendants. Android, the operating system on most of the world’s phones, is built on Linux. Every iPhone and Mac carries deep BSD Unix ancestry — code with an open license permissive enough that Apple could build a trillion-dollar product line on top of it. The tools developers use to write and manage all of this — git, created by the same Finnish programmer to manage Linux development — are open source. The cloud itself, the thing we treat as the pinnacle of proprietary tech-industry value, is mostly a rental business for open-source software running on other people’s hardware: Linux, Kubernetes, PostgreSQL, Redis, and thousands of components nobody paid a license fee for.

None of this was inevitable, and almost none of it was predicted by the people running the industry at the time. In the 1980s and 1990s, the serious money was in proprietary Unix — Sun’s Solaris, IBM’s AIX, HP-UX, DEC’s offerings — and in Windows NT. Each vendor’s strategy was the same: own the whole stack, lock in the customer, charge for every layer. Free software was a fringe activity associated with Richard Stallman’s GNU project, which had spent the decade building free replacements for Unix tools out of an explicitly moral conviction that users should control their own software.

The moral argument won few converts in industry. What won was economics.

The Fight: Same Fears, Earlier Century

It’s worth listing the specific arguments made against open-source software during the fight years, because every one of them is being made against open weights right now, nearly word for word.


	Security. How can software be secure if attackers can read the source code? Every vulnerability is published for the world. Proprietary vendors argued that secrecy was a security layer, and that open code was an open door.

	Quality and accountability. Who stands behind it? If it breaks, whom do you sue? Serious institutions, the argument went, could not run their operations on software maintained by volunteers with no contract and no throat to choke.

	Piracy and theft of value. Open licensing was framed as a solvent that would dissolve the software industry’s ability to fund itself. If the fruit of millions of dollars of engineering can be copied freely, the reasoning went, the engineering stops.

	The crown jewels. For a company to open its own code was described, internally and externally, as giving away the crown jewels — handing competitors the results of your R&D for nothing.

	National interest. In the era of crypto export controls, strong encryption code was legally classified as a munition. The U.S. government spent the 1990s trying to control the export of cryptographic software on national-security grounds, printable source code and all.



Every one of these arguments was made in earnest, by serious people, with real money and real institutional weight behind them. And every one of them turned out to be either wrong or exactly backwards.

The security argument inverted first. It turned out that code exposed to thousands of skeptical eyes gets audited in ways sealed code never does. The catastrophic security failures of the era clustered in proprietary software, where vulnerabilities festered unseen — while the open stack, under constant public scrutiny, hardened. Secrecy wasn’t a security layer; it was a place for problems to hide. (Open source produced its own disasters — Heartbleed most famously — but the disasters were found, publicly dissected, and fixed. The proprietary equivalents mostly stayed buried until someone exploited them.)

The quality argument fell to the observable fact that the volunteer-built kernel was outrunning products with nine-figure development budgets. And “volunteer” quickly became the wrong word anyway: within a decade, most Linux development was done by paid engineers at IBM, Intel, Red Hat, and eventually Microsoft and Google — companies that had each concluded that funding the shared foundation was cheaper and more powerful than building a private one.

The piracy argument misunderstood where software value lives. It turns out that most of the value was never in the code artifact itself. It was in integration, operation, support, trust, and everything built on top. Red Hat built a multi-billion-dollar business selling certainty around free software. Amazon built the most profitable infrastructure business in history largely by operating open-source software as a service. The code was free; the value was in what the code made possible.

Who Won and Who Lost

Here’s the part of the story with direct strategic weight, because it’s about incumbents making choices under uncertainty — the position the United States is in now.


Picture two boardrooms in 1999. In the first, executives look at Linux and see a threat to a lucrative proprietary Unix business. Their conclusion: fight it, litigate it, out-market it, and above all keep the crown jewels locked up. In the second, executives look at the same Linux and see something else: a foundation the whole industry might standardize on, and a once-in-a-generation chance to sell hardware, services, and expertise on top of it. Their conclusion: put a billion dollars behind it and get closer to it than anyone else.



The second boardroom was IBM’s, and the billion-dollar Linux commitment it announced at the turn of the millennium is one of the great strategic calls in the company’s history. IBM didn’t open its own crown jewels; it embraced the shared foundation and positioned itself where the foundation met paying customers. The proprietary Unix vendors who chose the first boardroom’s strategy — Sun most prominently, along with SGI and DEC’s successors — are gone or absorbed. Sun, which built genuinely superior proprietary technology and opened it too grudgingly and too late, was sold for scrap value in 2010. The SCO Group, which chose pure litigation against Linux, bankrupted itself in the attempt.

Microsoft’s arc is the most instructive because Microsoft got to play both hands. The company spent the 2000s fighting open source with every tool it had — the “cancer” era — and won essentially nothing from the fight. Linux took the server market anyway. Then a new leadership generation inverted the strategy: embrace Linux on Azure, buy GitHub, open-source the .NET platform, become a top corporate contributor to the ecosystem. The result was the greatest corporate revival of the era. Microsoft didn’t win by protecting the old moat. It won by becoming indispensable to the thing it couldn’t stop.

Notice what actually happened to power in this story, because the pattern generalizes. Open foundations didn’t eliminate winners. They changed the location of winning. Value moved from owning the artifact to three other places: operating it at scale (the clouds), integrating it for institutions (the Red Hats and consultancies), and building on top of it (essentially the entire modern software industry). And the companies that got there early — that shaped the foundation, employed its maintainers, and made themselves the default way to consume it — collected outsized returns for decades.

Why Shared Foundations Win: The Actual Mechanics

Strip away the history and four economic mechanisms explain the outcome. Each one is worth holding in your head, because each one is already operating in the open-weights world.


	Standardization collapses waste. Before Linux, every vendor maintained its own Unix — duplicated effort measured in tens of thousands of engineer-years, producing incompatible systems that fragmented every market built on top of them. A shared foundation lets an entire industry stop re-solving the same solved problems and compete where differentiation actually matters. The LAMP stack — Linux, Apache, MySQL, PHP — did exactly this for the web: it made launching an internet company a weekend project instead of a capital expenditure, and the resulting explosion of experimentation gave us most of the companies that define the internet today.

	Network effects compound. Every developer who learns the shared stack makes the stack more valuable: more tutorials, more tools, more hires who arrive already trained, more companies confident in adopting it. Proprietary alternatives have to fund all of that themselves. Open ones get it for free, from everyone, forever. This is why open foundations tend toward winner-take-most: the flywheel feeds itself.

	The talent pipeline runs through what’s free. Students learn what they can download. Universities teach what they don’t need a license for. Startups build on what doesn’t require a procurement negotiation. The technology that is freely available at the bottom of the pipeline becomes, twenty years later, the technology that senior engineers and CTOs reach for by reflex. Proprietary Unix lost the server market partly because a generation of programmers learned on Linux in their dorm rooms — it was there, and Solaris wasn’t.

	Inspectability produces trust. Institutions with real stakes — banks, militaries, hospitals, foreign governments — extend deeper trust to systems they can examine and control than to sealed boxes they must take on faith. This seems counterintuitive until you’re the one signing off on the risk. You can audit open code, patch it on your own schedule, run it disconnected from the vendor, and know it can’t be remotely altered or turned off. Sovereignty over your own infrastructure turns out to be something serious buyers will choose over polish, and the open stack offered it when no proprietary vendor would.



Add these up and you get the quiet punchline of the open-source era: the United States won it. Not because of a government plan — there wasn’t one — but because American companies, universities, and developers ended up at the center of every major open project. The foundations were nominally global, but the maintainers, the foundations’ governance, the companies operating them at scale, and the commercial ecosystems on top were overwhelmingly American. The world standardized on infrastructure that was open to everyone and nonetheless projected American technical culture, American commercial power, and American engineering norms into every server room on Earth. That is what winning an ecosystem looks like. It doesn’t look like owning the artifact. It looks like everyone else choosing to build their house on your land.

Where the Analogy Holds — and Where It Breaks

If the parallel were perfect, this book could end here. It isn’t perfect, and pretending otherwise is how advocates discredit themselves. So let’s be precise.

The analogy holds on the fears. The security, quality, theft, and crown-jewels arguments against open weights are structurally identical to the ones leveled at open source, they come












