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ONCE AGAIN, SAM ALTMAN WANTS TO SHOW YOU
the future. The CEO of OpenAl is standing on a
sparse stage in San Francisco, preparing to reveal
his next move to an attentive crowd. “We needed
some way for identifying, authenticating humans
in the age of AGI,” Altman explains, referring to ar-
tificial general intelligence. “We wanted a way to
make sure that humans stayed special and central.”

The solution Altman came up with is loom-
ing behind him. It’s a white sphere about the size
of a beach ball, with a camera at its center. The
company that makes it, known as Tools for Hu-
manity, calls this mysterious device the Orb. Stare
into the heart of the plastic-and-silicon globe and
it will map the unique furrows and ciliary zones
of your iris. Seconds later, you'll receive inviola-
ble proof of your humanity: a 12,800-digit binary
number, known as an iris code, sent to an app on
your phone. At the same time, a packet of crypto-
currency called Worldcoin, worth approximately
$42, will be transferred to your digital wallet—your
reward for becoming a “verified human.”

Altman co-founded Tools for Humanity in
2019 as part of a suite of companies he be-
lieved would reshape the world. Once the
tech he was developing at OpenAl passed
acertain level of intelligence, he reasoned,
it would mark the end of one era on the
internet and the beginning of another, in
which AT became so advanced, so human-
like, that you would no longer be able to tell
whether what you read, saw, or heard online
came from a real person. When that happened,
Altman imagined, we would need-a new kind of
online infrastructure: a human-verification layer
for the internet, to distinguish real people from
the proliferating number of bots and AI “agents.”

And so Tools for Humanity set out to build a
global “proof-of-humanity” network. It aims to
verify 50 million people by the end of 2025; ul-
timately its goal is to sign up every single human
being on the planet. The free crypto serves as both
an incentive for users to sign up, and also an entry
point into what the company hopes will become
the world’s largest financial network, through
which it believes “double-digit percentages of
the global economy” will eventually flow. Even
for Altman, these missions are audacious. “If this
really works, it’s like a fundamental piece of in-
frastructure for the world,” Altman tells TIME in
avideo interview from the passenger seat of a car
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—DIVYA SIDDARTH, COLLECTIVE
INTELLIGENCE PROJECT

a few days before his April 30 keynote address.

The project’s goal is to solve a problem partly of
Altman’s own making. In the near future, he and
other tech leaders say, advanced Als will be im-
bued with agency: the ability to not just respond
to human prompting, but also to take actions in-
dependently in the world. This will enable the cre-
ation of Al co-workers that can drop into your com-
pany and begin solving problems; Al tutors that
can adapt their teaching style to students’ prefer-
ences; even Al doctors that can diagnose routine
cases and handle scheduling or logistics. The ar-
rival of these virtual agents, their venture-capitalist
backers predict, will turbocharge our productivity
and unleash an age of material abundance.

But AI agents will also have cascading conse-
quences for the human experience online. “As AI
systems become harder to distinguish from peo-
ple, websites may face difficult trade-offs,” says a
recent paper by researchers from 25 different uni-
versities, nonprofits, and tech companies, includ-
ing OpenAl “There is a significant risk that digi-
tal institutions will be unprepared for a time when
Al-powered agents, including those leveraged by
malicious actors, overwhelm other activity online.”
On social media platforms like X and Facebook,
bot-driven accounts are amassing billions of views
on Al-generated content. In April, the foundation

that runs Wikipedia disclosed that AI bots scrap-
ing the site were making the encyclopedia too
costly to sustainably run. Later the same
month, researchers from the University of
Zurich found that Al-generated comments
on the subreddit r/ChangeMyView were
up to six times as successful as human-
written ones at persuading unknowing

users to change their minds.
The arrival of agents won’t only threaten
our ability to distinguish between authen-
tic and AI content online. It will also chal-
lenge the internet’s core business model, online
advertising, which relies on the assumption that
ads are being viewed by humans. “The internet
will change very drastically sometime in the next
12 to 24 months,” says Tools for Humanity CEO
Alex Blania. “So we have to succeed, or I'm not

sure what else would happen.”

For four years, Blania’s team has been testing
the Orb’s hardware abroad. Now the U.S. rollout
has arrived. Over the next 12 months, 7,500 Orbs
will be arriving in dozens of American cities, in
locations like gas stations, bodegas, and flagship
stores in Los Angeles, Austin, and Miami. The
project’s founders and fans hope the Orb’s U.S.
debut will kick-start a new phase of growth. The
San Francisco keynote was titled “At Last.”

It’s not clear the public appetite matches the ex-
ultant branding. Tools for Humanity has “verified”
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just 12 million humans since mid-2023, a pace
Blania concedes is well behind schedule. Few
online platforms currently support the so-called
World ID that the Orb bestows upon its visitors,
leaving little to entice users to give up their bio-
metrics beyond the lure of free crypto. Even Alt-
man isn’t sure whether the whole thing can work.
“I can see [how] this becomes a fairly mainstream
thing in a few years,” he says. “Or I can see that
it’s still only used by a small subset of people who
think about the world in a certain way.”

Yet as the internet becomes overrun with Al
the creators of this strange new piece of hardware
are betting that everybody in the world will soon
want—or need—to visit an Orb. The biometric code
it creates, they predict, will become a new type of
digital passport, without which you might be de-
nied passage to the internet of the future, from dat-
ing apps to government services. In a best-case sce-
nario, World ID could be a privacy-preserving way
to fortify the internet against an AI-driven deluge
of fake or deceptive content. It could also enable
the distribution of universal basic income (UBD)—
a policy that Altman has previously touted—as Al
automation transforms the global economy. To ex-
amine what this new technology might mean, I re-
ported from three continents, interviewed 10 Tools
for Humanity executives and investors, reviewed

Blania, left, and
Altman debut the
Orb at World’s
U.S. launchin
San Francisco on
April 30

ll

hundreds of pages of company documents, and
“verified” my own humanity.

The internet will inevitably need some kind
of proof-of-humanity system in the near future,
says Divya Siddarth, founder of the nonprofit
Collective Intelligence Project. The real ques-
tion, she argues, is whether such a system will be
centralized—“a big security nightmare that enables
alot of surveillance”—or privacy preserving, as the
Orb claims to be. Questions remain about Tools for
Humanity’s corporate structure, its yoking to an
unstable cryptocurrency, and what power it would
concentrate in the hands of its owners if success-
ful. Yet it’s also one of the only attempts to solve
what many see as an increasingly urgent problem.
“There are some issues with it,” Siddarth says of
World ID. “But you can’t preserve the internet in
amber. Something in this direction is necessary.”

IN MARCH, I MET Blania at Tools for Humanity’s
San Francisco headquarters, where a large screen
displays the number of weekly “Orb verifications”
by country. A few days earlier, the CEO had at-
tended a $1 million-per-head dinner at Mar-a-Lago
with President Donald Trump, whom he cred-
its with clearing the way for the company’s U.S.
launch by relaxing crypto regulations. “Given Sam
is a very high-profile target,” Blania says, “we just
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decided that we would let other companies fight
that fight, and enter the U.S. once the air is clear.”

As a kid growing up in Germany, Blania was a
little different from his peers. “Other kids were,
like, drinking a lot, or doing a lot of parties, and
I was just building a lot of things that could po-
tentially blow up,” he recalls. At the California

VERIFYING YOUR HUMANITY

When you visit an Orb, the machine extracts biometric data from your iris and
uses it to activate a “World ID” stored on your phone. The company believes the
device will become a vital, privacy-preserving way of proving you're not an Al.

Institute of Technology, where he was pursuing o U 3 )

research for a master’s degree, he spent many 0 . s .‘//

evenings reading the blogs of startup gurus like 2. -

Paul Graham and Altman. Then, in 2019, Blania = Skt ~r

received an email from Max Novendstern, an en- Deploying Proof of Extracting
trepreneur who had been kicking around a con- the Orb persontiood e ctde
cept with Altman to build a global cryptocurrency o015 for Humanity (TfH) The first thing the Orb The Orb then takes a

network. They were looking for technical minds to
help with the project.

Over cappuccinos, Altman told Blania he was
certain about three things. First, smarter-than-
human AI was not only possible, but inevitable—
and it would soon mean you could no longer assume

is currently rolling out
Orbs worldwide. Today
there are 1,609 around
the world, and the com-
pany plans to launch
7,500 across the U.S.
alone within the next

does is check if you're
human, using a neural
network that takes
input from various
sensors, including an
infrared cameraand a
thermometer

~ high-resolution photo
of your iris. An on-device
algorithm turns this pic-
ture into a 12,800-digit

binary number called
an iris code. The same
iris will always yield the

that anything you read, saw, or heard on the inter-
net was human-created. Second, cryptocurrency
and other decentralized technologies would be a
massive force for change in the world. And third,
scale was essential to any crypto network’s value.
The goal of Worldcoin, as the project was ini-
tially called, was to combine those three insights.
Altman took a lesson from PayPal, the company
co-founded by his mentor Peter Thiel. Of its ini-
tial funding, PayPal spent less than $10 million
actually building its app—but pumped an addi-
tional $70 million or so into a referral program,
whereby new users and the person who invited
them would each receive $10 in credit. The refer-
ral program helped make PayPal aleading payment
platform. Altman thought a version of that strat-
egy would propel Worldcoin to similar heights.
He wanted to create a new cryptocurrency
and give it to users as a reward for signing
up. The more people who joined the sys-
tem, the higher the token’s value would
theoretically rise.
Since 2019, the project has raised
$244 million from investors like Coin-
base and the venture-capital firm An-
dreessen Horowitz. That money paid for
the $50 million cost of designing the Orb, plus
maintaining the software it runs on. The total
market value of all Worldcoins in existence, how-
ever, is far higher—around $12 billion. That num-
ber is a bit misleading: most of those coins are not
in circulation, and Worldcoin’s price has fluctuated
wildly. Still, it allows the company to reward users
for signing up at no cost to itself. The main lure
for investors is the crypto upside. Some 75% of all
Worldcoins are set aside for humans to claim when
they sign up, or as referral bonuses. The remaining
25% are split between Tools for Humanity’s backers

50 TIME June 23,2025

12 months

‘I'M REALLY
EXCITEDTO MAKE
A LOT OF MONEY.

—ALEX BLANIA, CEO,
TOOLS FOR HUMANITY

same code

and staff, including Blania and Altman. “I'm really
excited to make a lot of money,” Blania says.

From the beginning, Altman was thinking about
the consequences of the Al revolution he intended
to unleash. (On May 21, he announced plans to
team up with famed former Apple designer Jony
Ive on anew Al personal device.) A future in which
advanced Al could perform most tasks more ef-
fectively than humans would bring a wave of un-
employment and economic dislocation, he rea-
soned. Some kind of wealth redistribution might
be necessary. In 2016, he partially funded a study

of basic income, which gave $1,000 per month to

low-income individuals in Illinois and Texas.

But there was no single financial system that

would allow money to be sent to everybody

in the world. Nor was there a way to stop

an individual human from claiming their

share twice—or to identify a sophisticated

Al pretending to be human and pocket-

ing some cash of its own. In 2023, Tools

for Humanity raised the possibility of using

the network to redistribute the profits of AI

labs that were able to automate human labor.

“As Al advances,” it said, “fairly distributing ac-

cess and some of the created value through UBI will

play an increasingly vital role in counteracting the
concentration of economic power.”

Blania was taken by the pitch, and agreed to join
the project as a co-founder. “Most people told us
we were very stupid or crazy or insane, including
Silicon Valley investors,” Blania says. At least until
ChatGPT came out in 2022, transforming OpenAI
into one of the world’s most famous tech compa-
nies and kick-starting a market bull run. “Things
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Checking for
uniqueness
The Orb examines
whether any other Orbs
have seen your iris
code before, using a
technique that allows
encrypted data to
be compared without
revealing the underlying
data itself
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Preventing
duplicates

The Orb “anonymizes”
your iris code by turning
it into several distinct
encrypted codes, and
sends each to a dif-
ferent secure server.
TfH says the system
prevents users from
repeatedly signing up
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Worldcoin
issued

Once you have “veri-
fied” your humanity, a
packet of Worldcoin
lands in your World
App, which can be
claimed in 12 install-
ments. The value
fluctuates, but today it
is worth about $42
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suddenly started to make more and more sense to
the external world,” Blania says of the vision to de-
velop a global proof-of-humanity network. “You
have to imagine a world in which you will have
very smart and competent systems somehow fly-
ing through the internet with different goals and
ideas of what they want to do, and us having no
idea anymore what we’re dealing with.”

AFTER OUR INTERVIEW, Blania’s head of com-
munications ushers me over to a circular wooden
structure where eight Orbs face one another. The
scene feels like a cross between an Apple Store and
a ceremonial altar. “Do you want to get verified?”
. she asks. Putting aside my reservations for the pur-
poses of research, I download the World App and
follow its prompts. I flash a QR code at the Orb,
then gaze into it. A minute or so later, my phone
buzzes with confirmation: I've been issued my own
personal World ID and some Worldcoin.

While I stared into the Orb, several complex
procedures had taken place at once. A neural net-
work took inputs from multiple sensors—an in-
frared camera, a thermometer—to confirm I was
a living human. Simultaneously, a telephoto lens
zoomed in on my iris, capturing the physical
traits within that distinguish me from every other
human on earth. It then converted that image into
aniris code: anumerical abstraction of my unique
biometric data. Then the Orb checked to see if my
iris code matched any it had seen before, using a
technique allowing encrypted data to be compared
without revealing the underlying information. Be-
fore the Orb deleted my data, it turned my iris code
into several derivative codes—none of which on its

own can be linked back to the original—encrypted
them, deleted the only copies of the decryption
keys, and sent each one to a different secure server,
so that future users’ iris codes can be checked for
uniqueness against mine. If I were to use my World
ID to access a website, that site would learn noth-
ing about me except that I'm human. The Orb is
open-source, so outside experts can examine its
code and verify the company’s privacy claims.
“I did a colonoscopy on this company and these
technologies before I agreed to join,” says Trevor
Traina, a Trump donor and former U.S. ambassa-
dor to Austria who now serves as Tools for Human-
ity’s chief business officer. “It is the most privacy-
preserving technology on the planet.”

Only weeks later, when researching what would
happen if I wanted to delete my data, do I discover
that Tools for Humanity’s privacy claims rest on
what feels like a sleight of hand. The company ar-
gues that in modifying your iris code, it has “ef-
fectively anonymized” your biometric data. If you
ask Tools for Humanity to delete your iris codes,
it will delete the one stored on your phone, but
not the derivatives. Those, it argues, are no longer
your personal data at all. But if I were to return to
an Orb after deleting my data, it would still recog-
nize those codes as uniquely mine. Once you look
into the Orb, a piece of your identity remains in
the system forever.

If users could truly delete that data, the prem-
ise of one ID per human would collapse, Tools for
Humanity’s chief privacy officer Damien Kieran
tells me when I call seeking an explanation. People
could delete and sign up for new World IDs after
being suspended from a platform. Or claim their
Worldcoin tokens, sell them, delete their data, and
cash in again.

This argument fell flat with E.U. regulators
in Germany, who recently declared that the Orb
posed “fundamental data protection issues” and
ordered the company to allow European users to
fully delete even their anonymized data. (Tools for
Humanity has appealed; the regulator is now re-
assessing the decision.) “Just like any other tech-
nology service, users cannot delete data thatis not
personal data,” Kieran said in a statement. “If a
person could delete anonymized data that can’t
be linked to them by World or any third party, it
would allow bad actors to circumvent the security
and safety that World ID is working to bring to
every human.”

ON A BALMY AFTERNOON this spring, I climb a
flight of stairs up to a room above a restaurant in
an outer suburb of Seoul. Five elderly South Ko-
reans tap on their phones as they wait to be “veri-
fied” by the two Orbs in the center of the room.
“We don’t really know how to distinguish between
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AT and humans anymore,” an attendant in a com-
pany T-shirt explains in Korean, gesturing toward
the spheres. “We need a way to verify that we're
human and not Al So how do we do that? Well,
humans have irises, but AI doesn’t.”

The attendant ushers an elderly woman over to
an Orb. It bleeps. “Open your eyes,” a disembod-
ied voice says in English. The woman stares into
the camera. Seconds later, she checks her phone
and sees that a packet of Worldcoin worth 75,000
Korean won (about $54) has landed in her digital
wallet. Congratulations, the app tells her. You are
now a verified human.

A couple dozen Orbs have been available in
South Korea since 2023, verifying roughly 55,000
people. Now Tools for Humanity is redoubling its
efforts there. At an event in a traditional wooden
hanok house in central Seoul, an executive an-
nounces that 250 Orbs will soon be dispersed
around the country—with the aim of verifying
1 million Koreans in the next 12 months. South
Korea has high levels of smartphone usage, crypto
and AT adoption, and internet access, while average
wages are modest enough for the free Worldcoin
on offer to still be an enticing draw—all of which
makes it fertile testing ground for the compa-
ny’s ambitious global expansion. Yet things
seem off to a slow start. In a retail space
I visited in central Seoul, Tools for Hu-
manity had constructed a wooden struc-
ture with eight Orbs facing one another.

Locals and tourists wander past looking
bemused; few volunteer themselves up.
Most who do tell me they are crypto enthu-
siasts who came intentionally, driven more by
the spirit of early adoption than the free coins.

The next day, I visit a coffee shop in central
Seoul where a chrome Orb sits unassumingly in
one corner. Wu Ruijun, a 20-year-old student from
China, strikes up a conversation with the barista,
who doubles as the Orb’s operator. Wu was invited
here by a friend who said both could claim free
cryptocurrency if he signed up. The barista speeds
him through the process. Wu accepts the privacy
disclosure without reading it, and widens his eyes
for the Orb. Soon he’s verified. “I wasn’t told any-
thing about the privacy policy,” he says on his way
out. “I just came for the money.”

AS ALTMAN’S CAR winds through San Francisco,
I ask about the vision he laid out in 2019: that AT
would make it harder for us to trust each other on-
line. To my surprise, he rejects the framing. “I'm
much more [about] like: What is the good we can
create, rather than the bad we can stop?” he says.
“It’s not like, ‘Oh, we’ve got to avoid the bot over-
run’ or whatever. It’s just that we can do a lot of
special things for humans.”

52 TIME June 23,2025

ALTMAN HAS A
HABIT OF MAKING
IDEALISTIC
PROMISES THAT
SHIFT OVERTIME

It’s an answer that may reflect how his role has
changed over the years. Altman is now the chief
public cheerleader of a $300 billion company that’s
touting the transformative utility of Al agents. The
rise of agents, he and others say, will be a boon
for our quality of life—like having an assistant on
hand who can answer your most pressing ques-
tions, carry out mundane tasks, and help you de-
velop new skills. It’s an optimistic vision that may
well pan out. But it doesn’t quite fit with the proph-
ecies of Al-enabled infopocalypse that Tools for
Humanity was founded upon.

Altman waves away a question about the influ-
ence he and other investors stand to gain if their
vision is realized. Most holders, he assumes, will
have already started selling their tokens—too early,
he adds. “What I think would be bad is if an early
crew had alot of control over the protocol,” he says,
“and that’s where I think the commitment to de-
centralization is so cool.” Altman is referring to the
World Protocol, the underlying technology upon
which the Orb, Worldcoin, and World ID all rely.
Tools for Humanity is developing it, but has com-

mitted to giving control to its users over time—a

process they say will prevent power from being

concentrated in the hands of a few executives

or investors. Tools for Humanity would re-

main a for-profit company, and could levy

fees on platforms that use World ID, but

other companies would be able to com-

pete for customers by building alternative

apps—or even alternative Orbs.

The plan draws on ideas that animated

the crypto ecosystem in the late 2010s and

early 2020s, when evangelists for emerging

blockchain technologies argued that the cen-

tralization of power—especially in large so-called

Web 2.0 tech companies—was responsible for

many of the problems plaguing the modern inter-

net. Just as decentralized cryptocurrencies could

reform a financial system controlled by economic

elites, so too would it be possible to create decen-

tralized organizations, run by their members in-

stead of CEOs. How such a system might work in

practice remains unclear. “Building a community-

based governance system,” Tools for Humanity

says in a 2023 white paper, “represents perhaps the
most formidable challenge of the entire project.”

Altman has a pattern of making idealistic prom-
ises that shift over time. He founded OpenAI as a
nonprofit in 2015, with a mission to develop AGI
safely and for the benefit of all humanity. To raise
money, OpenAl restructured itself as a for-profit
company in 2019, but with overall control still in
the hands of its nonprofit board. Last year, Alt-
man proposed yet another restructure—one which
would dilute the board’s control and allow more
profits to flow to shareholders. Why, I ask, should
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the public trust Tools for Humanity’s commitment
to freely surrender influence and power? “I think
youwill just see the continued decentralization via
the protocol,” he says. “The value here is going to
live in the network, and the network will be owned
and governed by alot of people”

Altman talks less about universal basic income
these days. He recently mused about an alterna-
tive, which he called “universal basic compute.”
Instead of AI companies redistributing their prof-
its, he seemed to suggest, they could instead give
everyone in the world fair access to super-powerful
Al Blania tells me he recently “made the decision
to stop talking” about UBI at Tools for Humanity.
“UBI is one potential answer,” he says. “Just giving
[people] access to the latest [AI] models and hav-
ing them learn faster and better is another” Says
Altman: “I still don’t know what the right answer
is. I believe we should do a better job of distribu-
tion of resources than we currently do.”

When I probe the question of why people should
trust him, Altman gets irritated. “Iunderstand that
you hate AT, and that’s fine,” he says. “If you want to
frame it as the downside of Al is that there’s going
to be a proliferation of very convincing Al systems
that are pretending to be human, and we need ways
to know what is really human-authorized vs. not,
then yeah, I think you can call that a downside
of AL It’s not how I would naturally frame it

The phrase human-authorized hints at a ten-
sion between World ID and OpenAT’s plans for Al
agents. An internet where a World ID is required to
access most services might impede the usefulness
of the agents that OpenAl and others are develop-
ing. So Tools for Humanity is building a system
that would allow users to delegate their World ID
to an agent, allowing the bot to take actions on-
line on their behalf, according to Tiago Sada, the
company’s chief product officer. “We’ve built

Visitors view Orbs
in Seoul; Tools for
Humanity aims to
“verify” 1 million
Koreans over the
next year

everything in a way that can be very easily dele-
gatable to an agent,” Sada says. It’s a measure that
would allow humans to be held accountable for the
actions of their Als. But it suggests that Tools for
Humanity’s mission may be shifting beyond sim-
ply proving humanity, and toward becoming the
infrastructure that enables A agents to proliferate
with human authorization. World ID doesn’t tell
you whether a piece of content is Al-generated or
human-generated; all it tells you is whether the
account that posted it is a human or abot. Even in
aworld where everybody had a World ID, our on-
line spaces might still be filled with Al-generated
text, images, and videos.

AsIsay goodbye to Altman, I'm left feeling con-
flicted about his project. If the internet is going to
be transformed by AT agents, then some kind of
proof-of-humanity system will almost certainly
be necessary. Yet if the Orb becomes a piece of
internet infrastructure, it could give Altman—a
beneficiary of the proliferation of AI content—
significant influence over aleading defense mecha-
nism against it. People might have no choice but to
participate in the network in order to access social
media or online services.

I thought of an encounter I witnessed in Seoul.
In the room above the restaurant, Cho Jeong-
yeon, 75, watched her friend get verified by an
Orb. Cho had been invited to do the same, but de-
murred. The reward wasn’t enough for her to sur-
render a part of her identity. “Your iris is uniquely
yours, and we don’t really know how it might be
used,” she says. “Seeing the machine made me
think: Are we becoming machines instead of hu-
mans now? Everything is changing, and we don’t
know how it’ll all turn out” —With reporting by
STEPHEN KIM/SEOUL O

This story was supported by Tarbell grants
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