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No Traffic Lights on the AI Highway
HOW NATIONS ARE IMPROVISING THEIR WAY INTO 

THE AGE OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE — 
AND WHY AMERICA’S DOMINANCE IS NO LONGER GUARANTEED

Driving through Tehran years ago, I noticed 
something about the traffic: there were no real 
lanes, just motion. Cars, buses, and motorcycles 

all flowed forward through an invisible choreography 
of risk and instinct. It wasn’t chaos – it was adaptation. 
Everyone read subtle cues, trusted their reflexes, and 
hoped the other driver would do the same. There were no 
traffic lights – just people making it work.
 	 That image comes to mind every time I think about 
the geopolitics of artificial intelligence. The world is 
entering a similar intersection – no lights, no rules, every 
nation improvising. The United States, China, Europe, 
Saudi Arabia, and smaller but agile players like Portugal 
are all accelerating into the junction, each hoping to 
emerge ahead.
 	 Generative AI isn’t just another technology – it’s a 
new axis of global power. The nations that master it will 
shape the economic, cultural, and security architecture of 
the 21st century. And like Tehran’s traffic, the speed and 

complexity of this race are outpacing the rules meant to 
govern it.
	 In the 20th century, nations measured power in 
barrels of oil and tons of steel. In the 21st century, 
it’s measured in petaflops, terawatts, and tokens. The 
foundation of power has become what I like to call 
the ‘sovereignty stack.’ It has four layers: energy – the 
electricity that fuels data centers; compute – the chips, 
fabs, and infrastructure that transform power into 
intelligence; data – the cultural and linguistic inputs 
that shape how AI ‘thinks’; and people – the scientists, 
engineers, ethicists, and educators who decide how it’s 
used. Control that stack, and you control your destiny. 
Lose it, and you’ll rent your future from someone else.
	 For decades, the United States dominated every 
layer of that stack. Its advantages were in three things: 
cutting-edge research, industrial infrastructure, and 
strategic export controls. Silicon Valley became the 
engine; the Pentagon, the firewall. I saw some of that 

‘As AI becomes 
cheaper and 
lighter, it will 
move to the 
edge – into 

phones, cars, 
homes, and 
classrooms. 
Intelligence 

will no longer 
live only in 
the cloud; 
it will live 

everywhere’
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logic up close while serving in the U.S. Army before and 
after 9/11. America’s faith in technological superiority 
was absolute – if you could out-engineer the enemy, you 
could outlast him. That thinking carried over into the 
digital era. The Biden Administration leaned hard on the 
same strategy, betting that restricting access to high-end 
chips – especially to China – would secure America’s 
lead. NVIDIA’s B100 processors became the new oil 
fields of the digital age. Washington believed that if 
it could control the flow of semiconductors, it could 
control the flow of intelligence itself. A half-trillion-
dollar investment boom followed, building massive 
server farms across the United States. The logic was 
simple: the more computing power America controlled, 
the wider its lead.
 	 Then came DeepSeek. Developed in China, it 
upended the very logic on which U.S. dominance 
was built. DeepSeek proved that cutting-edge AI no 
longer depends on oceans of GPUs or billion-dollar 
data centers. Through algorithmic efficiency and more 
innovative architectures, it achieved performance once 
thought possible only with high-end chips. Suddenly, 
the hardware race mattered less than the software 
imagination.

‘Generative AI isn’t just another 
technology – it’s a new axis of global 
power. The nations that master it will 

shape the economic, cultural, and security 
architecture of the 21st century’

 	 Pat Gelsinger – the former CEO of Intel, a 
company that received billions from the U.S. CHIPS 
Act – announced that his new AI venture would use 
DeepSeek’s technology. I think DeepSeek wasn’t just 
a Chinese accomplishment; it was a sign that AI power 
is decentralizing. The age of computing abundance as 
a moat is ending. The next advantage belongs to those 
who can innovate under constraint.
 	 Ironically, U.S. sanctions may have accelerated 
this shift. By cutting China off from top-tier chips, 
Washington forced its engineers to innovate around 
scarcity. I’ve seen that pattern before. Growing up in 
Iran during the war years, we learned to build with 
whatever we had –to make broken radios work again, 
to find spare parts for machines that shouldn’t have run. 
Scarcity taught improvisation. DeepSeek shows that in 
technology, as in life, constraints don’t stop progress – 
they sharpen it.
 	 Today, Markets everywhere are beginning to grasp 
the implications. When DeepSeek’s results became 
public, some investors panicked, dumping NVIDIA 
stock and questioning the future of the chip boom. 
But they missed the point. Every leap in computing 
efficiency – from the transistor to the microprocessor – 
has unleashed more demand, not less.
 	 As AI becomes cheaper and lighter, it will move to 
the edge – into phones, cars, homes, and classrooms. 
Intelligence will no longer live only in the cloud; it 
will live everywhere. The subsequent great power 
struggle won’t be over who controls centralized 
supercomputers, but who defines the standards for 
billions of decentralized ones.
 	 Another quiet revolution is reshaping this race: 
sovereign wealth funds. While the U.S. depends on 
private venture capital, countries like Saudi Arabia, 
Singapore, and the Netherlands are using their 
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national wealth funds as strategic tools to shape the 
future. These funds don’t just invest in startups – they 
build ecosystems. I’ve seen this firsthand in Riyadh, 
where Vision 2030 and even Vision 2040 are turning 
AI education and infrastructure into national priorities. 
Saudi Arabia’s PIF (Public Investment Fund) is pouring 
billions into data centers, Arabic-language foundation 
models, and AI education. I don’t think this is an act of 
charity; it’s a 50-year bet on knowledge sovereignty. The 
U.S. has the resources but not the mechanism. Venture 
capital chases quarterly returns; sovereign capital builds 
generational resilience. Competing in AI will require not 
just intellectual capacity, but strategic tolerance.
 	 As America rethinks its industrial base, China is 
quietly writing the rulebook. Beijing is drafting what 
could become the world’s first comprehensive AI law 
–  a framework that blends the regulatory caution of 
Brussels with the ambition of Shenzhen. The proposed 
law would regulate generative AI, establish third-party 
safety checks, and create a ‘negative list’ of banned 
applications of AI across society. It’s not just governance 
– it’s industrial strategy masked as regulation. If China 
succeeds, which is not an easy road for them, it won’t 
just manufacture AI; it will define the global norms for 
how AI is governed. That’s technological convergence as 
geopolitical leverage.
 	 Meanwhile, the United States faces its own strategic 
question. For decades, its defense dominance relied on 
manufacturing capacity and superior hardware. But AI-
driven warfare favors speed, software, and adaptability 
over brute force. The war in Ukraine has shown that 
nimbleness often beats size. In a potential conflict with 
China, the ability to innovate under pressure, maintain 
supply chains, and rapidly deploy new AI-driven 
systems may matter more than any single technological 
advantage.

 	 Amid all this, one resource has become scarcer than 
compute or data: trust. Without civic trust, AI becomes 
surveillance. Without allied trust, technology becomes 
fragmented. Without market trust, innovation turns 
speculative. Portugal—my adopted home—reminds 
me that small nations can still lead by cultivating trust. 
Its human-centered approach to innovation, rooted in 
education and transparency, proves that in the age of 
synthetic intelligence, credibility is the most valuable 
currency.
 	 Generative AI is not just changing how countries 
compute; it’s changing how they compete. The U.S. still 
holds a tremendous advantage in talent, infrastructure, 
and research, but we must not mistake dominance for 
durability. Power in this new era won’t come from 
hoarding compute or guarding algorithms –  it will 
come from learning faster, trusting deeper, and sharing 
smarter.
 	 Tehran taught me that you can survive chaos through 
improvisation – but you can only build progress through 
coordination. The world’s AI highway is filling quickly. 
Someone will need to install the traffic lights. Until 
then, nations will keep honking, algorithms will keep 
learning, and history will keep accelerating. n
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Parag Khanna (Singapore)

	� And now that the world population is plateauing, you 
might say that there’s – generously – 15 to 20 cities that 
are world class, global, connected, safe, stable, financial 
and technological hubs. And the talent of the world, 
the wealth of the world will increasingly locate itself in 
one of those 20 cities or between or in multiple of those 
cities simultaneously.”

“�I’m always tracking the incremental or 
meteoric rise of emergent mega cities, 
global cities and hubs.
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