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3HUKDSV�QR�WHFKQRORJLFDO�GHYHORSPHQW�LV�SRVHG�WR�EH�DV�GLVUXSWLYH�LQ�VR�PDQ\�¿HOGV�
DV�$UWL¿FLDO�,QWHOOLJHQFH��:KLOH�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�KDV�KHOG�WKH�OHDG�LQ�$,�UHVHDUFK�VR�
far, in his new book, AI Superpowers: China, Silicon Valley, and the New World Or�
der, Kai-Fu Lee argues that the future may look very different. Lee, an accomplished 
DUWL¿FLDO� LQWHOOLJHQFH� UHVHDUFKHU� WXUQHG� YHQWXUH� FDSLWDOLVW� DQG� IRUPHU� SUHVLGHQW� RI�
*RRJOH�&KLQD��SRVVHVVHV�D�XQLTXH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�QRW�MXVW�DUWL¿FLDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH��EXW�
RQ� WKH�EXVLQHVV�FXOWXUH�VXUURXQGLQJ� WHFK�¿UPV��ERWK� LQ�6LOLFRQ�9DOOH\�DQG�&KLQD��
The book is insightful, occasionally provocative, and extremely readable, making it 
perfect for non-experts who want to better understand the intersection of business 
culture and technology in the world’s two largest economies and perhaps gain some 
insight into a possible future.

)RU�GHFDGHV��6LOLFRQ�9DOOH\�KDV�UHJDUGHG�&KLQHVH�WHFK�¿UPV�DV�SXUYH\RUV�
of shoddy knockoffs incapable of competing with titans such as Microsoft or Face-
ERRN��\HW�WKDW�SHUVSHFWLYH�KDV�VLQFH�FKDQJHG��7KH�IDLOXUH�RI�$PHULFDQ�¿UPV�WR�WUDQV-
IHU�WKHLU�VXFFHVV�WR�&KLQD��VRPHWKLQJ�/HH�ZLWQHVVHG�¿UVW�KDQG��DQG�WKH�WUHPHQGRXV�
VXFFHVV�RI�&KLQHVH�¿UPV�VXFK�DV�$OLEDED��7HQFHQW��DQG�%DLGX�KDYH�UHYHDOHG�WKDW�
China has narrowed the competitive distance between the two countries consid-
HUDEO\��/HH� WDNHV� WKLV�HYHQ� IXUWKHU��DUJXLQJ� WKDW�GHVSLWH� WKH�$PHULFDQ�¿UVW�PRYHU�
DGYDQWDJH�DQG�HGJH�DW�WHFKQRORJLFDO�LQQRYDWLRQ��&KLQHVH�¿UPV�DUH�EHWWHU�SRVLWLRQHG�
to implement those developments, applying them in thousands of use cases that will 
ultimately transform society. Lee argues that a combination of Chinese business cul-
ture, unparalleled access to data, and governmental coordination will allow China to 
WDNH�WKH�OHDG�LQ�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�DUWL¿FLDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH��D�GHYHORSPHQW�WKDW�FRXOG�SURYH�
WR�EH�ERWK�PDVVLYHO\�GLVUXSWLYH�DQG�SUR¿WDEOH�
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Lee spends considerable time outlining the entrepreneurial culture in China 
and discussing how and why it departs from the Silicon Valley model. He focuses 
RQ�WKH�ZLOOLQJQHVV�RI�&KLQHVH�¿UPV�WR�GR�ZKDWHYHU� LW� WDNHV�� LQFOXGLQJ�VKDPHOHVV-
ly copying others’ intellectual property and even outright lying to customers, as a 
KDOOPDUN�RI�&KLQHVH�EXVLQHVV�FXOWXUH��7KLV�KDV�UHVXOWHG�LQ�D�³JODGLDWRULDO�PHQWDOLW\´�
LQ�ZKLFK� ³FRPSHWLWLRQ� LV�ZDU�´1�$GGLWLRQDOO\��&KLQHVH�¿UPV�DUH�� ³XQHQFXPEHUHG�E\�
lofty mission statements or ‘core values,’”2 leaving them free to follow trends in user 
activity wherever they lead. This relentless focus on making money and willingness 
to embrace bare-knuckle tactics have shaped a generation of ruthlessly effective 
entrepreneurs, who Lee argues are very much up to the task of challenging Silicon 
Valley’s best and brightest. 

7KH�VHFRQG�PDMRU�DGYDQWDJH�RI�&KLQHVH�$,�¿UPV�LV�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�
GHHSHVW�VWRUHV�RI�GDWD��D�UHVRXUFH�/HH�OLNHQV�WR�³WKH�RLO�WKDW�SRZHUV�WKH�JHQHUDWRUV´3 
of AI. This is due to a combination of cultural willingness to share data at the cost of 
SULYDF\�DQG�D�PDVVLYH�HFRV\VWHP�RI�2QOLQH�WR�2IÀLQH��2�2��VHUYLFHV��7KHVH�VHU-
YLFHV��VXFK�DV�IRRG�GHOLYHU\�DSSV��ELNH�UHQWDO�DSSV��DQG�WKH�XELTXLWRXV�:HFKDW�3D\��
UHYHDO�QRW�MXVW�WKH�GLJLWDO�OLYHV�RI�FXVWRPHUV�EXW�DOVR�WKH�GHWDLOV�RI�WKHLU�RIÀLQH�OLYHV�
as well—what foods they eat and when, where they go, what they purchase, with 
whom they spend time and for how long, and so forth. This massive store of data is 
invaluable for training AI algorithms, equipping them with the raw materials needed 
IRU�WKH�³GHHS�OHDUQLQJ´�SURFHVV�PHDQW�WR�VKDSH�DQG�UH¿QH�WKHP�

7KH� ¿QDO� DGYDQWDJH� WKDW� /HH� VHHV� LV� RQH� RI� UHJXODWLRQ��+H� H[SORUHV� WKH�
Chinese system in some depth, discussing how top-down directives are set, leaving 
SURPRWLRQ�KXQJU\�ORFDO�RI¿FLDOV�WR�FRPSHWH�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU�WR�EHVW�LPSOHPHQW�WKRVH�
LGHDV��(YHU\WKLQJ��IURP�WD[�EUHDNV�WR�IUHH�UHQW�LQ�GHVLJQDWHG�(QWUHSUHQHXU�=RQHV��
allows Chinese regulators to incentivize certain kinds of activity by throwing huge 
VXPV�RI�PRQH\�DW�LW��/HH�SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW�PXFK�RI�WKLV�LV�ZRHIXOO\�LQHI¿FLHQW��SURGXFWV�
are made but never used, buildings are left standing empty, investments are misap-
propriated or simply mismanaged, and so forth. However, Lee argues that even an 
LQHI¿FLHQW�SURFHVV�FDQ�VWLOO�EH�DQ�HIIHFWLYH�RQH��HVSHFLDOO\�LI�RQH�LV�ZLOOLQJ�WR�SD\�D�
premium for speed with the hope of reaping the massive long-term upsides of tech-
QRORJLFDO� LQQRYDWLRQ��7KHVH�LQHI¿FLHQW� LQFHQWLYHV�ZHUH�MXVWL¿HG�VLQFH�³WKH�&KLQHVH�
government wanted to engineer a fundamental shift in the Chinese economy, from 
manufacturing-led growth to innovation-led growth, and it wanted to do that in a 
hurry.”4 This top-down regulatory strategy, though heavy handed to American eyes, 
has undoubtedly been effective in transforming China into an economic juggernaut, 
SRLVHG�WR�KDUYHVW�WKH�OLRQ¶V�VKDUH�RI�EHQH¿WV�IURP�WKH�LPSHQGLQJ�$,�HFRQRP\��

1 Kai Fu Lee, AI Superpowers: China, Silicon Valley, and the New World Order 
�+RXJKWRQ�0LIÀLQ�+DUFRXUW������������
2 Ibid., 45.
3 Ibid., 50.
4 Ibid., 65.
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The middle third of the book largely deals with the drawbacks of an AI econ-
omy. Here, Lee focuses on the potential for massive job losses as increasingly so-
phisticated algorithms disrupt entire job sectors from transportation to medicine and 
even to contract law. Although past technological innovations have not resulted in 
catastrophic unemployment, Lee argues that they happened at a much slower pace, 
DOORZLQJ�IRU�SHRSOH�WR�UHWUDLQ�²�D�OX[XU\�WKDW�LQ¿QLWHO\�GXSOLFDEOH�DOJRULWKPV�ZLOO�QRW�
afford us. Lee also argues that the nature of AI lends itself to monopolistic practices. 
5HO\LQJ�DV�WKH\�GR�RQ�³ELOOLRQV�RI�GROODUV�LQ�FDVK�DQG�GL]]\LQJ�VWRFNSLOHV�RI�GDWD´�WKH�
³6HYHQ�*LDQWV�RI�$,´5 (Google, Microsoft, Facebook, Amazon, Alibaba, Baidu, and 
Tencent) are poised to sweep up essentially all AI talent, giving them the capital and 
the tools to reshape the economy. Furthermore, as their AI gets better, these giants 
are likely to offer better services and products to consumers— better economies of 
scale, algorithmic recommendations, and access to products and content — further 
concentrating wealth in ever fewer hands. 

Perhaps the gravest threat that Lee discusses is staggering income inequal-
LW\��:LWK�D�KDQGIXO�RI�¿UPV�LQ�RQO\�WZR�FRXQWULHV�VLWXDWHG�WR�FROOHFW�WULOOLRQV�RI�GROODUV�
LQ�SUR¿WV�IURP�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�DXWRPDWLQJ�DZD\�HQWLUH�LQGXVWULHV��WKH�IXWXUH�ORRNV�YHU\�
EOHDN�IRU�WKH�JOREDO�KDYH�QRWV��:LWKRXW�WKH�QHHG�IRU�FKHDS�ODERU��LW�ZLOO�EH�LQFUHDV-
LQJO\�GLI¿FXOW�IRU�SRRUHU�FRXQWULHV�WR�SXOO�WKHPVHOYHV�XS�WKH�HFRQRPLF�ODGGHU�LQ�WKH�
same way that South Korea and China had in the last few decades. Even in devel-
oped countries, it is unclear what the newly unemployed will do when manufacturing, 
WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ��MRXUQDOLVP��DQG�PDQ\�RWKHU�¿HOGV�DUH�GRPLQDWHG�E\�PDFKLQHV��7KLV�LV�
WKH�GDQJHU�/HH�IHHOV�LV�PRVW�JUDYH��DUJXLQJ�WKDW�³:LWKLQ�¿IWHHQ�\HDUV�,�SUHGLFW�WKDW�ZH�
will technically be able to automate 40 to 50 percent of all jobs in the United States. 
That does not mean all of those jobs will disappear overnight, but if the markets are 
left to their own devices, we will begin to see massive pressure on working people.”6 

One common suggestion, which has become increasingly popular in Silicon 
Valley, is Universal Basic Income (UBI). Such a program would provide every citi-
]HQ�ZLWK�D�JXDUDQWHHG�PRQWKO\�LQFRPH�IXQGHG�E\�WD[HV�RQ�WKRVH�¿UPV�UHDSLQJ�WKH�
EHQH¿WV�RI�DXWRPDWLRQ��/HH�GLVPLVVHV�8%,�DV�D�³SXUHO\�WHFKQRFUDWLF�DSSURDFK²RQH�
WKDW�VHHV�HDFK�RI�XV�DV�D�VHW�RI�¿QDQFLDO�DQG�PDWHULDO�QHHGV�WR�EH�VDWLV¿HG�´7 Lee 
PDLQWDLQV�WKDW�VLPSO\�WUDQVIHUULQJ�VXI¿FLHQW�IXQGV�WR�HYHU\RQH�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�WKH\�GR�
QRW�VWDUYH�RU�EHFRPH�KRPHOHVV�LV�IXQGDPHQWDOO\�LQVXI¿FLHQW�DQG�LQKXPDQ��,QVWHDG��
he suggests using the wealth generated by AI to reshape people’s relationships 
with work itself, using salaries to incentivize prosocial behavior such as caring for 
families, creating art, volunteering, and self-educating. Although the details of such a 
proposal are still limited, it is a fascinating vision of what society could be —one that 
clearly has been shaped by Lee’s personal experiences following a cancer scare, 
which he discusses at length in the book.  

5  Kai Fu Lee, AI Superpowers, 80.
6  Ibid., 199.
7  Ibid., 201.
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³$,�6XSHUSRZHUV´� LV� D� IDVFLQDWLQJ� ERRN� WKDW� H[DPLQHV� D� YLWDOO\� LPSRUWDQW�
issue from a unique perspective. Lee’s conclusions, though plausible, rest on a few 
major premises that I wish were addressed in deeper detail. For example, many of 
KLV�DUJXPHQWV�UHVW�RQ�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�WKH�ZRUOG�LV�LQ�DQ�³DJH�RI�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ´�UDWKHU�
than an age of innovation — that is, this historical point in time will reward wide-
VSUHDG�³JRRG�HQRXJK´�HQJLQHHUV�DSSO\LQJ�$,� WR� WKH�HFRQRP\��$OWKRXJK�SUHGLFWLQJ�
IXWXUH�WHFKQRORJLFDO�GHYHORSPHQWV�LV�GLI¿FXOW��WKHUH�LV�D�FKDQFH�WKDW�WKLV�PD\�QRW�EH�
VXVWDLQDEOH�²�WKDW�WKLV�³DJH�RI�GLVFRYHU\´�ZLOO�UHZDUG�GHHS�WKHRUHWLFDO�LQVLJKWV�RYHU�
novel application of existing theories. Additionally, Lee’s rejection of UBI is some-
what puzzling, and his ideas for what could take its place are, although compelling, 
QRW�WKRURXJKO\�H[SODLQHG��5HJDUGOHVV��³AI Superpowers: China, Silicon Valley, and 
the New World Order is a deeply enjoyable, eye-opening look at a possible future 
DQG�D�PRYLQJ�FDOO� WR�DFWLRQ� WR� ³SURDFWLYHO\�VHL]H� WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\� WKDW� WKH�PDWHULDO�
wealth of AI will grant us and use it to reconstruct our economies and rewrite our 
social contracts.”8

8  Kai Fu Lee, AI Superpowers, 200.
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