



[image: Predictive State Cover]






When

Intelligence Becomes Infrastructure




 





 





THE




PREDICTIVE




STATE




 





How China is Rewiring Governance for the AI Century




 





Jan Krikke




 





DCO Books








 





 





The Predictive State




How China is Rewiring Governance for the AI Century




Copyright © Jan Krikke 2026




DCO Books




 





First published 2026




This first edition published by




Proglen Trading Co., Ltd




Bangkok Thailand




http://www.dco.co.th




 





ISBN 978-616-456-092-5




 





All Rights Reserved






“The sage manages affairs through wu wei and teaches

without speaking.”




— Laozi




A Note on the Character 治




The cover of this book bears the Chinese character 治 (zhì). In modern Chinese, it

means "to govern" or "to administer." But its origins and

broader usage reveal a deeper story.




The character is a phono-semantic compound. On the left is

the radical for water, 氵.

On the right is 台, which

provides the pronunciation. The water radical is not incidental. In ancient

China, the fundamental duty of a ruler was to regulate rivers—to control

floods, to irrigate fields, to bring the unruly forces of water into productive

order. Governance began with hydraulic engineering.




Over time, the meaning of 治

expanded. It came to mean "to treat" or "to cure"—as in 治疗

(zhìliáo), medical treatment. The same character that described taming a river

also described healing a body. And from there, it extended to the

administration of society: 治理

(zhìlǐ), governance; 统治 (tǒngzhì), rule.




What unites these meanings is a shared conception of

governance as bringing a system into a desired state—whether that system

is a watershed, a human body, or a society of millions. The governor is not merely

a ruler. The governor is a healer, a hydraulic engineer, a steward of

equilibrium.




This book is about a contemporary iteration of that ancient

intuition. The Predictive State, as it emerges in China, treats society as a

system to be understood, anticipated, and maintained in balance. The means have

changed—data flows rather than water flows, algorithms rather than dikes—but

the underlying logic remains recognizable. Governance is the art of bringing a

system into order.




Prologue




When a City Learns to See




In 2016, Hangzhou was drowning in traffic.




The city of nine million people, nestled among the hills and

lakes of eastern China, had grown faster than its infrastructure could

accommodate. Congestion clogged the arteries of the city. Commutes stretched

beyond endurance. Emergency vehicles lost precious minutes navigating gridlock.




The problem was not unique to Hangzhou; it was the familiar

story of a Chinese city in the midst of breakneck urbanization. But Hangzhou

would become the site of something unprecedented.




That year, the municipal government entered into a

collaboration with Alibaba Cloud, the computing arm of the e-commerce giant

headquartered in the city. The goal was modest: use existing infrastructure to

manage traffic more intelligently.




The city already had thousands of traffic cameras, but their

feeds were reviewed manually, if at all. Road sensors collected data that went

unanalyzed. Bus schedules operated on fixed timetables, indifferent to actual

conditions.




The system they built began with connection. Cameras were

linked into a unified network. Vehicle GPS data was integrated. Bus schedules

and road sensors were added. What emerged was a single platform that could see

what was happening across the city in real time. The engineers called it the

City Brain.




The first intervention was deliberately modest. The City

Brain took control of traffic light timing at a few hundred intersections.

Instead of operating on fixed schedules, lights adjusted continuously based on

actual traffic flows. The results were immediate. Travel speeds increased.

Congestion eased. A system that had been designed to monitor was now managing.




But the City Brain did not stop there. As data accumulated,

it began to learn. It identified which intersections jammed before rainstorms.

It predicted which roads would become overloaded before holidays. The logic

shifted. Instead of responding to congestion after it formed, the system began

adjusting traffic lights before congestion materialized. Intervention

moved earlier in the causal chain.




By 2018, the City Brain had expanded across the entire city

center. Traffic speeds had increased by an estimated 15 percent. Emergency

vehicles received prioritized routing, their paths cleared automatically

through intersections. The system was no longer a traffic management tool. It

was becoming something else.




Then the City Brain began absorbing new domains. Hospital

data was integrated, allowing emergency services to coordinate with trauma centers

before ambulances arrived. Public safety systems were connected. Water

utilities joined the platform. When a water main broke, the system could

simultaneously adjust traffic, dispatch repair crews, and notify affected

residents. A single platform was coordinating across domains that had

previously operated in isolation.




The transformation was visible not in a single dramatic

moment, but in the accumulated effect of countless small adjustments. A traffic

light that changed a few seconds earlier here. An ambulance route that cleared

automatically there. A bus schedule that adjusted to actual demand. The City

Brain was not a central command post issuing orders. It was a layer of

coordination beneath the visible operations of the city.




Human operators remained in the loop throughout. No

algorithm made final decisions. The system suggested; officials decided. But

the relationship between human judgment and machine processing had been

reconfigured.




Operators no longer reacted to problems after they emerged.

They interpreted signals generated by the system and intervened before outcomes

fully materialized. The speed and scale of coordination exceeded anything a

human team could achieve alone.




The City Brain did not emerge from a master plan. It was

assembled incrementally, through trial and error. Early versions failed in ways

that taught valuable lessons. Data systems that could not communicate were

redesigned. Models that produced unreliable outputs were refined. Institutional

resistance was overcome through demonstrated results. What began as a traffic

experiment became a template for a new mode of governance.




What made the City Brain significant was not its

technological sophistication alone. Similar traffic management systems exist in

cities around the world. What distinguished Hangzhou was the trajectory.




The system was not designed as a discrete application with

fixed boundaries. It was designed to expand, to absorb new domains, to become

more integrated over time. The City Brain was not a product. It was a platform

for continuous integration.




By the time the COVID-19 pandemic arrived in early 2020, the

logic that the City Brain had pioneered was ready to scale. When the crisis

demanded population-scale coordination—contact tracing, mobility management,

risk classification—the infrastructure and institutional capacity built over

the previous decade made rapid response possible. Health code systems emerged

within days, linking identity, mobility, and health data into a single signal.




What began in Hangzhou with traffic lights had become a

national system for governing through anticipation.




The Hangzhou City Brain is not an isolated experiment. It is

the most visible expression of a deeper transformation. Across China, similar

systems are being built: digital payment platforms that generate continuous

data streams, identity systems that enable visibility, coordination layers that

connect domains previously separate. Together, these systems constitute a new

model of governance.




The global conversation about AI is often framed as a race.

But what is emerging is not a single trajectory, but different ways of

organizing intelligence. In some systems, intelligence is developed as a

capability. In others, it is embedded across infrastructure.




The story begins with traffic lights in Hangzhou. It ends

with a question that will define the coming decades: as intelligence becomes

embedded in the infrastructure of everyday life, who will shape the systems

that shape us?
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