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AUTHOR,S NOTE

This book is based on over 300 interviervs u irh .:-

an extensive trove of correspondence and docum..-..,

vieu.s ra,ere conducted for this book. Some \\'c:c _

se\-en )rears of reporting on OpenAI, the AI ir.rclu.:

pacts for MIT Technology Review, The WaIl Stree: -, _ ..

trc. Over 150 of the intervieu,,s were with more th-.:-.

OpenAI executives and employees, and a l-randiu, . _

access to detailed documentation of parts of O-:..
ment practices. Another share of the interr-ies-: -'..
t'eut and former erecutives and emplol,ees at \Iicr--,: ,

Google, DeepMind, and Scale, as u,ell as people r, ..
An1, quoted einails, documents, or Slack fl1e sS:-:

or screenshots ofthose documents and correspon.:. _

they appear in lar,l,suits. In cases where I do nor h:-,'. .
tl-re text rvithout quotes. There is one exception. r\.:. -
r.rotes. All dialogue is reconstructed from people s ::

temporaneous notes, or, rvhen marked in the enc: -:
audio recording or transcript. In most cases, I oi ::.

asked those recalling quotes to repeat or conhr -

r-r-ronths apart to test their stability. Every scerls. .
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EMPIRE OF AI

Minutes later, Sutskever sent another Google Meet link to Greg

Brockman, OpenAI's president and a close ally to Altman who had been

the onl.v board member missing from the previous meeting. Sutskever

told Brockman he r.vould no longer be on the board but u,ould retain his

role at the company.

The public announcement went up soon thereafter. "Mr. Altman's

departure foilorvs a deliberative revierv process by the board, ll'hich con-

ciuded that he was not consistently candid in his communications with
the board, hindering its ability to exercise its responsibilities. The board

no longer has conhdence in his abilit.v to continue leading openAl."

On the face ofit, OpenAI had been at the height ofits porver. Ever since

the launcl.r of ChatGPT in November 2022, \t had become Silicon Valley's

most spectacular success story. ChatGPT u,as the fastest-growing con-

sumer app in histor1,. The startup's valuation was on the kind of meteoric

ascent that made investors salivate and top talent clamor to join the

rocket-ship company. Just weeks before, it had been vaiued at up to $90

billion as part of a tender offer it was in the middle of finalizing that

would allow employees to sell their shares to said eager investors. A few

days before, it had held a highly anticipated and highly celebrated event

to launch its most aggressive slate of products.

Altnlan l{'as, as far as the public was concerned, the man who had

made it all happen. He had spent the spring and summer touring the

',vorld, reaching a level of celebrity that was leading the media to compare

him to Taylor Su.ift. He had wowed just about everyone with his unas-

suming small frame, bold declarations, and apparent sinceritv.

Before Vegas, he had once again been globe-trotting, sitting or1 a

panel at the APEC CEO Summit, delivering lines with his usual dazzling

effect.

"Why are you devoting your life to this work?" Laurene Powell Jobs,

founder and plesident of the Emerson Collective and Steve Jobs's widow

had asked him.

"I think this will be the most transformative and beneficial technol-

ogy hu[ranity has 1,g1 invented," he said. "Four times now in the history

A RUN FOR THE THRONE

of OpenAl-the most recent time was just in the l:.:
have gotten to be in the room, when we sort of pu:h :--

back and the lrontierolii..ou"ru forward. anLl ss:.,-
the professional honor of a lifetime."

Shocked emplo,vees learned aboutAltmar.r's firing jLrs: --

the link to the public annoltncement zipping fronr - .
across the company. It was the chasm betu.een :ri .

glou,ing reputation that startled them the most. The . -

pushing eight hundred people. These da1,s, emplor'-=,

tr-rnities to meet and interact with their CEO in Fers
demeanor on global stages was not unlike hou' h. _-.

hands meetings, at company functions, and, ri'he:-, .

:round the office.

As the rumor mill kicked into a frenzv and err,l,
\. formerly Twitter, for any shreds of inforrnatior .-
latched on to rvhat they saw as the most logical e\: _

-\ltman's running for president!" It created a motr=l
rion, before people realized this was not the co.Se . rr * :

rneu. w'ith fresh intensitl, and dread. Had Altn.i.r: _

gal? N{avbe it was related to his sister, emploree-. ,,,

leged in tweets that had gone viral a month before .

rbr-rsed her. Maybe it u,asn't something illegal bu: =,
ihel speculated, perhaps related to Altman's othc:
iundraising with Saudi investors for a neu, AI ch.p . 

=

Sutskever posted an announcement in Open-\I . S

he s'ould hold a virtual all-hands meeting to ans\\ .: :-
''That r.vas the longest two hours ever,,, an erlpJcir e; . 

=

Sutskever, Mulati, and OpenAI's remaining e\ec*-.
screen side by side, stiff and unrehearsed, as the . .-

emplovees in the office ar.rd rvorking from home

Sutskever looked solemn. He was knor.vn amonr -:
thinker and a m1'stic, regularly speaking in spir.irii= .
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EMPIRE OF AI

of sinceritl, thtrt could be endearing to some and ofl-putting to others. He

was also a gooftrall and gentlehearted. He wore shirts with animals on

them to the oitrce and loved to paint them as well-a cuddly cat, cuddly

alpacas, a cuddly fire-breathing dragon-alongside abstract faces and ev-

elydx, objects. Some of his amateur paintings hung around the office,

ir.rclucling a trio of flou,ers blossoming in the shape of OpenAI's logo, a

s1-mbol of u,hat he always urged employees to br.rild: 'A plurality oI

humanitl,-loving AGIs."

Now, he attempted to project a sense of certaintv to anxious employ-

ees submitting rapid-fire questions via an oniine document. But Suts-

kever rvas an imperfect messenger; he was not one that excelled at

landing messages u,ith l-ris audience.

"Was there a specific incident that led to this?" Murati read aloud

first from the list of emplo-vee questions.

"Many of the questions in the document will be about the details,"

Sutskever responded. "What, rvhen, how, who, exactly. I rvish I could go

into the details. But I can't." Anyone curious should read the press re-

1ease, he added. "It actuall1, sa)rs a lot of stuff. Read it maybe a ferv times."

The response baffied employees. They had just received cataclysmic

news. Surely-, as the people most directly affected by the situation, they

deserr.ed more specifics than tl-re general public.

Murati read off a feu. more questions. How did this aIlect the rela-

tionship rvith Microsoft? Microsoft, OpenAI's biggest backer and exclu-

sive licensee of its technologies, ra,as the sole supplier of its computing

infrastructure. \\-ithout it, all the startup's w'ork-performing research,

training AI models, launching products-l,l'ou1d grind to a halt. Murati

responded that she didn't expect it to be affected. They had just had a call

with Microsoft's chief executive Satya Nadeila and chief technology offi-

cer Kevin Scott. "They're all very cornmitted to our r.,r''ork," she said.

What about OpenAI's tender offer? Employees with a certain tenure

had been given the option to sell what could amount to millions of dol-

Iars' r.vorth of their equity. The tender was so soon that man-v had made

plans to bu1, property, or already had. "|lhe tender-r.ve're, um, we're

going to see," Brad Lightcap, the chief operating officer, rvaffied. "1 am in

A RUN FOR THE THRONE

touch u,ith investors leading the tender and some oi - .

already on the cap table. A11 have committed their' ::
the company." " 

^

After several more questiolrs were met with r ugu.

employee tried again to ascertain what Sam had dc:,
to his role at the company? Or did it involve his per.,

once again directed people to the press release. 'Th.
there," he said.

Murati read on from the document. "Will ques::,-

ansr.l,ered at some point or never?"

Sutskever responded: "Keep your expectations -,--

-\s the all-hands continr-red and Sutskever's an:rl.l
more and more out of touch, employee unease quick .

"When a group of people grou. through a dific _

often end up being more united and closer to each c,t:,
''This difficult experience will make us even close: .:
tbre more productive."

"How do you reconcile the desire to gro\\ ro:--
ri ith a frustrating lack of transparency?" an empl,:r.
calli, truth is a necessary condition for reconciliatr,

"I mean, fair enough," Sutskever replied. "Th. .
Iect.

Murati tried to quell the rising tension. "The n-,r.-

ger than any ofus," she said.

Lightcap echoed her message: OpenAI's partneri
vestors had all stressed that they continued to reson.:.

"If anything, we have a flreater dut1, now, I think. r,_-

rnission."

Sutskever again attempted to be reassuring. '\\-r
dients, all of them: The computer, the research. the :

astounding," he said. "When you feel uncertain. l'her .

member those thinpJs. Visualize the size of the cluste .

Just imagine all those GPUs working together."
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An emplol,es submitted a ne\\r question. 'Are we worried about the

hostile takeover via coercive influence of the existing board members?"

Sutskever read.

"Hostile takeover?" Sutskever repeated, a new edge in his voice. "The

OpenAI nonprofit board has acted entirely in accordance to its objective.

It is not a hostile takeover. Not at all. I disagree with this question."

That night, several employees gathered at a colleague's house for a party

that had been planned before Altman's firing. There were guests from

other AI companies as well, including Google DeepMind and Anthropic.

Right before the event, an alert went out to all attendees. "We are

adding a second themed room for tonight: 'The no-OpenAl talk room.'

See you all!" In the end, feu, people stayed long in the room. Most people

wanted to talk about OpenAI.

Brockman had announced that afternoon that he was quitting in

protest. \4icrosoft's Nadella, who had been furious about being told about

Altman's firing only minutes before it happened, had put out a carefullr,

crafted tr.veet: "We have a long-term agreemert with OpenAI with full

access to ever.vthing u.e need to deliver on our innovation agenda and an

exciting product roadmap; and remain committed to our partnersl-rip,

and to Mira and the team."

As rumors continued to proliferate, u,ord arrived that three nore se-

nior researchers l-rad quit the company: Jakub Pachocki and Szymon

Sidor, early employees who had among tl-re longest tenures at OpenAI,

and Aleksander M4dr,r'', an MIT professor on leave r'vho had joined re-

cer-rtly. Their departures further alarmed some OpenAI employees, a sig-

nal of a bleeding out of leadership and talent that couid spook int,estors

and halt the tender offer or, worse, ruin the compan)r, At the party, em-

ployees grew more and more despondent and agitated. A dissolution of

the tencler offer r'vould snatch away a significant financial upside to all

their hard labor, to sa1, nothing of a dissolution of the company, which

would squander so much promise and hard work.

Also that night, the board and the remaining leadership at the com-

pany were holding a series of increasingly hostile meetings. After the all-

A RUN FOR THE THRONE

hands, the false p.oj"",ior-, of unit1, between Sutsk.

leaders had collapsed. N{any ofthe executives u-ho ::
kever during the livestream had been nearlv as blin.i.
the staff, having learned of Altman's dismissal rnonre ':
nounced. Riled up by Sutskever's poor per.formance : -

to meet with the rest of the board. Roughly a dozer-. -
ing Murati and Lightcap, had gathered in a confererc.

Sutskever was dialed in virtually along r.r,ith rhe :

directors: Adam DAngelo, the cofounder and CEO L.

Llnsurer site Quora; Tasha McCauley, an entrepreneL,r :

rranagement scientist at the policS, think tank R-\\D:
ar-r Australian-born researcher at another think rl:...
r ersitv's CSET, or Cer.rter fol Security and Emetgin: I

Under an onslaught of questions, the four board -:-:

evacled making further disclosures, citing tl-reir 1el.
lrotect confidentialit),. Several leaders greu. visihJ,. e

::-r3 that Sarn is untrustrvorthy," Anna Makanju r -.-

:lobal affairs, u,ho had often accompanied Altrnar-l .

-rlTensive, said furior-rsl1,. "That's just not our experitr' -

The gathered leadership pressed the board ro i-: .

ieilts to three emplol.ees, threatening to all quit ii: .
---:r in-imediately. Jason Krvon, the chief strategr- ofrc.
prer iouslr, served as OpenAI's general counsel. uppc: :

rtillegal for the board not to resign, he said, becrru..
rDlilt, this rvould be a breach of the board member. _

The board members disagreed. The1, p1irr1.,i-.. ' --

ullr- consulted larvyers in making the decision rtr : =

,rcted in accordance u'ith their delineated responsr--:

:rot like a normal comparly, its board not like a nc,:.:.,

.Lnique structure that Altman had designed hims.

-.road authoritv to act in the best interest not of Op;:-

-.ut of its mission: to ensure that AGI, or artificial :e
renefits humanitl,. Altman had long touted the boar: .
-1s its most important governance mechanism. Trrua
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point: "Ifthis action destroys the company, it could in fact be consistent

r.vith the mission."

The leadership relayed her lvords back to employees in real time:

Toner didn't care if she destro-ved the company. Perhaps, many employ-

ees began to conclude, that was even her intention. At the thought oflosing

all oftheir equity, a person at the party began to cry.

The next da.v, Saturdal,, November 18, dozens of people, including OpenAt

employees, gathered together at Altman's $27 rnillion mansion to await

more news.

The three senior researchers who had quit, Pachocki, Sidor, and

N{4dry, had rret with Altman and Brockman to talk about re-forming the

company and continuing theiruvork. To some, word of their disctLssions

increased employee anxiety: A nerv OpenAI competitor could intensify

the instability at the company. To others it offered hope: If Altman in-

deed founded a neu.venture, they would leave to go with him.

OpenAI's remaining leadership gave the board a deadline of 5 p,m.

Pacific time that day: Reinstate Altman and resign, or risk a mass em-

plol.ee exodus from the companlr. The board members refused. Through

the rveekend, they frantically made calls, sometitr-res in the middle of the

night, to anyone on their roster of connections who woulcl pick up. In the

face of mounting ire from employees and investors over Altman's firing,

\,Iurati \\,-as no longer willing to serve as interim CEO. They needed to re-

place her r.vith someone who could help restore stability, or find new-

board members who could hold their own against Altman if he actually

came back.

That night, after the deadline came and went, Jason Kwon sent a

nleno to employees. "Ifu'e are still tvorking towards a resolution and we

remain optirnistic," he u.rote. "By resolution, we mean bringing back

Sam, Greg, Jakub, Szymon, Aleksander."

Altman tu'eeted in his signature lowercase style. "i love the openai

team so much."

Dozens of other employees began retr,veeting it with a heart emoji.

A RUN FOR THE THRONE

On Sunday, Altman and Brockman arrived back at ti.
their return. Overthe course of the dry, more ancl ir-lc:-.

them to .u,ait in suspense. B_v then, most emplor-ec. :
board had barel-v slept in more than thirty-six hour.: -
ginning to blur together. Altman tweetecl a selfie 1j-..s :
rorved, displaying a guest badge in his hand. ,,fir.st 

,-.

\\ ear one ofthese," he added as the caption. Leadersh-:

deadline for the board to reinstate Altman and to r.e..:
The pressure \\ras now piling on from all direcrio-- .

\I's other investors, and heavyweights across Silic.-

:ich' siding rvith Altman. A source relayed the plar ':r:, ..

.rnh- u.ould emplovees leave en masse if the decisior. .

!,ut Nilicrosoft would r.vithhold access to its comp.;:

-..nc1 inr.estors would file lawsuits. The combination ri ,-, -1 ,
.,, ithout Altmau untenable.

Still, the board continued to resist. Nearing 9 r _

r:rst the latest deadline, Sutskever posted a long me:::.
.:rlf of the board. Altman was not returning: Emnte:_

C E O of Twitch, was now the new interim head of O p -
",'ould arrive at the office in five minutes to give a :p-i -

::nr"s new vision.

"The board firml1.stands b], its decision as the c,.. -

:r.rd defend the rrission of OpenAI," he u,rote.',put.:_.
-,lr and lack of transparency in his interactions rr i::. -

rined the board's abilit_v to effectively superr-ise r =

:-ranner it wa-s mandated to do."

The Slack instantlr, lit up with dozens of angr.r- r-ep 
=

"You and u,hat fucking army,'

"J,ou're delusional"

"Emmett will be the CEO of nothing,,

Roughl-v two hundred employees paraded out oi : :
:he taik. Murati rushed the executives our the br- -l
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