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“Someone should regulate AI” assumes a someone. In practice AI governance is a crowded stage where six

kinds of actors share power, move at different speeds, and check one another. Knowing who does what turns

headlines about “AI rules” into something you can actually parse.

THE SIX ACTORS

»  Legislatures
Write the binding statutes (the EU AI Act being the landmark) — powerful but slow, often arriving after the
technology shifts.

»  Regulators & agencies
Apply existing law to AI now: consumer-protection, competition, privacy, and election authorities act years before
new statutes do.

»  Courts
Settle live disputes — copyright and training data, liability for AI harms, likeness rights — creating precedent that
binds harder than guidance.

»  Standards bodies
NIST, ISO, IEEE and peers define the measurable frameworks (risk management, provenance formats like C2PA)
that laws then reference.

»  The labs themselves
Usage policies, safety frameworks, and deployment choices function as private regulation for millions of users —
governance without a ballot.

»  Civil society & researchers
Journalists, academics, and advocacy groups surface harms and audit claims; much enforcement begins as their
reporting.

HOW THE PIECES INTERACT

The usual sequence: researchers document a harm, journalists amplify it, agencies act under existing powers,

courts test boundaries, standards bodies codify measurements, and legislatures finally write it down. Meanwhile

labs adjust policies to preempt harsher rules. Influence flows in all directions — and industry lobbying shapes

every stage.

READING GOVERNANCE NEWS

Ask: which actor is speaking, and what force does their instrument carry? A voluntary commitment, an agency

enforcement action, and a statute are different weights of “rule.” Most “AI is now regulated” headlines describe

the lightest one.

INVESTIGATOR'S TAKEAWAYS

•  AI governance is six actor-types, not one regulator.

•  Existing law already applies — agencies and courts move first.

•  Standards bodies quietly define what compliance even means.
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•  Lab policies are private regulation at massive scale.

•  Weigh every governance headline by the instrument's actual force.


