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In May 2025, Donald Trump embarked on the first overseas trip of his

new administration, traveling to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab
Emirates with a number of Silicon Valley luminaries in tow. The same day he
touched down in Riyadh, the President rescinded the Biden-era “Framework
for Artificial Intelligence Diffusion,” which had sought to protect strategic
technologies by regulating access to US chips. Whereas Biden had imposed
detailed export controls as part of his national security program, hoping to
contain the rise of China, Trump adopted a more transactional approach,
aimed at flooding other countries with tech in order to consolidate American

market dominance.

Trump’s hosts saw a golden opportunity. Pledging up to $1 trillion to US
companies for the years ahead, the Saudis were allowed to import 18,000 units
of Nvidia’s most advanced Blackwell server, the GB300.! The UAE’s Group

42 Holding Ltd (G42)—the technology holding company through which Abu
Dhabi runs most of its artificial intelligence (AI) ventures—was meanwhile
given permission to import 500,000 units of Nvidia’s H100 chips annually.?
This marked a striking reversal. For the past two decades, the Gulf has been
pumping credit and equity into the American Al ecosystem. Now, while such
financial flows have by no means dried up, these countries have also begun to
appropriate critical elements of American tech’s infrastructure, bringing them
within their own borders. The recent Nvidia deals, and the geoeconomic pivot
they represent, pose a number of questions. Why has Washington moved away
from its protectionist approach and pursued these commercial ties with the
Gulf? Why have Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi, in turn, placed such a major bet
on AI? What does this mean for US imperial strategy more broadly?

For years, the Gulf’s outward investments have assimilated the region into
circuits of accumulation dominated by the giants of the American information
and communication technology (ICT) sector. Following the global financial
crisis, the Gulf’s sovereign wealth funds played a critical role in servicing
Silicon Valley’s insatiable demands for liquidity. This buttressed an American
political economy increasingly tethered to rising asset valuations. Yet the Gulf

financial stakes in Silicon Valley had limited economic effects back home.
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They brought little in the way of tech transfers or upgrades to domestic
productive capacity. Firms in these countries remained far removed from the
technological frontier. As such, the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of
the Gulf (GCC)—the alliance that comprises Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the UAE,
Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar—now seems to be changing tack: reconceptualizing
not only its approach to the tech sector, but also its position within the

fracturing world economy.

As yet, this transition remains fraught and incomplete. Just as the Gulf states
have pinned their fortunes on the seemingly unstoppable rise of US tech, the
primacy of politics has violently reasserted itself, with Tehran responding to
the US-Israeli war of regime change by bombing Amazon Web Services data
centers in the UAE and Bahrain. It thus remains uncertain whether the GCC’s
alliance with Washington, as mediated by Silicon Valley, will turn out to be a
source of economic dynamism or an area of acute vulnerability. The ultimate
outcome will have far-reaching implications for the Middle East and its place

in the inter-state system.

Washington and the Valley

The connection between Silicon Valley and the Gulf has its roots in the
secular decline in research and development capacity in the US. During

the 1960s, the federal agencies that had been charged with leading public,
technology-facing research after the Second World War—the likes of NASA,
the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, and sister institutions—
absorbed approximately 17 percent of federal discretionary spending. In

the first decade of the 2000s, by contrast, the figure dropped below 10
percent. As a share of GDP, federally funded R&D fell from a peak of nearly
2 percent in the mid-1960s to around 0.5 percent by the mid-2010s.? This
altered the state’s relationship with a particular fraction of American capital,
as the emerging ICT megaliths—Microsoft, Amazon, Alphabet (Google),
and Meta (Facebook)—Dbecame increasingly responsible for planning

processes and research capitalization. The tech giants’ relatively low-cost,
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predatory innovation model—reliant on outsourcing, infrastructural control,
and intellectual property-based rent extraction—helped to build what

would become known as intellectual monopolies. Aided by the advance

of platformization, these firms captured an expanding share of the wealth

generated by a newly digitized and service-oriented economy.*

Thus, Silicon Valley was steadily transformed into more than just the main
engine of US economic growth. By the 2010s, it was a behemoth exploiting
and absorbing smaller firms that could subordinate entire industries to its
will, creating staggering fortunes along the way. It developed technologies
that were more and more pertinent to national security, so that whereas the
Pentagon had once invested heavily in Silicon Valley, it now came to rely on
Big Tech for everything from surveillance to cloud communications, robotics
to artificial intelligence. As the US state became existentially reliant on the
tech sector, the latter accrued more power in the world-system as a whole.
The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) disregarded antitrust law and allowed
the leading tech companies—Google, Facebook, and Amazon—to carve out

unassailable monopoly positions across a number of fields.’

Over President Obama’s eight-year tenure, Silicon Valley’s sectoral interests
were elevated into general ones. He created the new executive positions of
Chief Technology Officer and Chief Data Scientist in the Office of Science

and Technology, and Chief Performance Officer in the Office of Management
and Budget, staffing each with industry-friendly appointments. The launch of
US Cyber Command in 2009, followed by the National Security Strategy and
Quadrennial Defense Reviews of 2010, saw the consolidation of this Big Tech—
national security nexus, with digital infrastructure designated as a “national

strategic asset.”®

The rise of American Al

Yet after this initial growth spurt, the tech sector found itself adrift in the late
2010s. With little means to sustain the rate of innovation, it tried instead to
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juice profits from existing products, leading to a sharp deterioration in quality.
Facebook’s $77 billion investment in the “metaverse,” which ultimately
yielded no new product and failed to generate any additional revenue, was

a sign of growing desperation. It therefore looked to generative Al, which

had first taken off in 2012, as a solution. The first Trump administration
responded to the Al race with Executive Order 13859 and the National Al
Initiative: two interventions whose logic was distinctly laissez-faire, giving the

private sector the prerogative to drive the development of the new technology.

This hands-off approach was welcomed by Silicon Valley and more or less
maintained under the Biden administration. While FTC head Lina Khan
made greater attempts to enforce antitrust laws, Meta and Microsoft
outmaneuvered her in court to continue acquiring potential competitors.”
And while the White House made some attempt to impose guardrails on
Al development—for example, through the Blueprint for an Al Bill of
Rights—the general thrust of state policy remained the same: unambiguous
support for Silicon Valley’s lead players and an iron-clad commitment to
furthering their interests. This was evident in Biden’s fall 2024 National
Security Memorandum, which reaffirmed the necessity of private-sector-
led AT development in the context of rising rivalry with China. The CHIPS
and Science Act of 2022, meanwhile, had already offered up tens of billions
in subsidies and tax credits for semiconductor manufacturing and research
in an attempt to protect Silicon Valley from competition. By situating the
Al policy debate within the arena of national security, the administration
gave permission for the tech firms to shirk their official responsibilities on

regulatory standards, reporting, and transparency.®

The Biden administration also helped to secure the massive amounts of
funding that Silicon Valley demanded. Here, the Gulf came in handy. In

June 2023, the White House brokered meetings between Sheikh Tahnoon
bin Zayed of Abu Dhabi and senior executives from Microsoft, Google, and
OpenAL Around the same time, Secretary of Commerce Gina Raimondo was
personally acting as Sam Altman’s sherpa among the GCC powerbrokers as
well. Partly by dint of these efforts, GCC funding for US-based AI companies
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increased fivefold in 2024. Public disclosures indicated that Sanabil
Investments, a subsidiary of Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF),
offered backing to the venture capital houses that helped to sustain Silicon
Valley’s Al ecosystem: Coatue Management, Insight Partners, Andreessen
Horowitz, Founders Fund, Radiate Ventures, and General Atlantic. Abu
Dhabi’s predominantly state-owned MGX and G42 also directly financed
the “hyperscalers,” the cloud-computing companies such as Amazon Web
Services, Oracle, and Google, that are determined to expand American Al
capacity. MGX stood in as one of the primary backers of OpenAl during a
$6.6 billion funding raise in October 2024, only months after Mubadala, the
emirate’s second-largest sovereign-wealth fund, took over the significant
equity position that Sam Bankman-Fried’s FTX held in Anthropic.”

Abu Dhabi had been flirting with Chinese Al alternatives during the first half
of Biden’s tenure, but secret negotiations between Raimondo’s Commerce
Department and the leadership of G42 eventually persuaded the company to
divest from Chinese technology firms and remove Huawei chips from its Al
data centers. The pivot away from China was only partial, as G42’s holdings in
China’s ByteDance (TikTok) were transferred to another state-owned vehicle
(Tahnoon bin Zayed’s Lunate), while the UAE continued to partner with
China on 5G, drone, and military tech. Yet, even so, this climbdown brought
Abu Dhabi closer to the American Al camp. It not only paved the way for
Microsoft to sign a $1.5 billion cloud-computing and Al deal with the UAE in
April 2024; it also put the country’s resources (financial and energy), as well as

its access to global South markets, at Silicon Valley’s disposal.

Gulf onshoring

The second Trump administration is now using its Al policy to serve the
hyperscalers, albeit with moments of incoherence and irrationality along
the way. On his first day back in office, Trump issued an Executive Order

titled “Removing Barriers to American Leadership in Artificial Intelligence.”

This deregulatory reform took aim at the Biden administration’s already
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exceedingly weak consumer protections and reporting requirements. Trump’s
Department of Justice also moved to free the tech giants from antitrust-
related worries. As of August 2025, Attorney General Pam Bondi had dropped
more than a third of the lawsuits and investigations involving tech inherited
from the Biden administration. Last spring and summer, Trump’s Executive
Order “Advancing Artificial Intelligence Education for American Youth” and
his AI Action Plan pledged to rip up “red tape,” pushing Al adoption into both
US K-12 education and what would soon be rebranded the Department of War,
protecting American intellectual property, and removing barriers to building
new data centers and power generation facilities. This was followed by a
December 2025 Executive Order that aimed to block state governments from

imposing or enforcing regulations on AL*

Encouraged by the White House, GCC capital has continued to flow into
Silicon Valley. MGX and G42 have committed to investing $1.4 trillion in the
US over ten years. MGX also participated in a large Series C funding round
for Elon Musk’s xAI and helped fund a $10 billion capital raise for the US Al
platform developer Databricks. Unsurprisingly, these investments are often
channeled through personal patronage networks. Shortly before Trump’s
inauguration, representatives of Tahnoon bin Zayed bought a 49 percent stake
in World Liberty Financial, a crypto venture led by the Trump and Witkoff
families, for $500 million. Two weeks prior to the President’s May 2025 visit
to the Gulf, MGX committed an additional $2 billion of its own capital to the
Trump-Witkoff crypto firm."

After Trump’s visit in May, the rate of Gulf-to-Silicon Valley funding
dramatically accelerated. Anthropic’s $13 billion funding round in September
included the Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) as a “significant investor,”

and QIA joined the UAE’s MGX in supporting a $20 billion capital raise for
xAL" Even more consequential is the Gulf states’ recent move to “onshore”
AL not just pumping cash into the hegemon, but harnessing its technological
capacities as part of their own domestic development plans. MGX, for
example, has joined a consortium led by Nvidia, Microsoft, Blackrock, and xAI

to purchase Aligned Data Centers for $40 billion, a company now exploring
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the possibility of issuing as much as $50 billion in debt to expand its Al
portfolio. Then there is Stargate UAE: a one-gigawatt Al compute cluster joint
venture between OpenAl, Nvidia, Cisco, SoftBank, and G42. In November
2025, the US Commerce Department officially cleared G42 to acquire tens of
thousands of GB300 servers for the project.

The White House fully backs the plan to build out Gulf-based AI compute
clusters and has thrown its weight behind a number of joint ventures. Qatar
and the UAE have signed on to the White House’s “Silicon Declaration,” a
pact for developing the supply chain and digital infrastructure needed for Al
development. Saudi planners have now begun redirecting efforts and capital
toward constructing their own Al data center hub: just last year, the PIF and
xAl launched Humain, a “national champion” for Al, to operate the data
centers using the country’s newly purchased Nvidia GB300s. Its CEO, Tareq
Amin, says he wants to bring 6.6 gigawatts of Al compute capacity online by
2034 —meaning that Saudi Arabia would bear 6 to 7 percent of the world’s Al
workload, a market share surpassed only by the US and China. In November
2025, Humain and Nvidia established a strategic partnership specifying that
the former may purchase up to 600,000 graphics processing units (GPUs)—
the specialized electronic circuits used to train Al models—from the latter
over the next three years. The trade press suggests that these chips will be
used in data centers in both the US and Saudi Arabia. In the US, data centers
are to be managed under a joint venture between Humain and Global AT, an Al
infrastructure company founded by former IBM executives. In Saudi Arabia,
Humain and Amazon Web Services are developing a dedicated Al facility
near Riyadh expected to use Nvidia’s wares. Meanwhile, Sam Altman has
reportedly since early 2026 been pressing to raise $50 billion or more from

the Gulf’s leading sovereign-wealth funds.'*

The GCC’s ability to combine subordination to the US private sector with
national investment throughout the tech value chain is impressive. OpenAl
now deploys its most advanced open models from data centers in Saudi
Arabia, and xAI will soon be training its proprietary models there, too. Gulf

powers are building out their own vertically integrated Al operations, with
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Humain and G42 developing Al infrastructure, model training, and consumer
applications. Humain is also currently piloting a voice-powered product it
hopes may one day challenge Windows, MacOS, and the other global leaders

in computer operating systems."

In sum, the combination of American capitalism’s reliance on Silicon Valley
and the self-destruction of its state-led R&D capacity has caused Washington
to cede leadership of Al development to the dominant corporate players in
the field. The Gulf’s relative abundance of financial resources, access to cheap
electricity, and power generation capacity has brought those players—all of
whom have built their business strategies on the scaling of compute—to see
the GCC’s monarchies as essential allies. And those monarchies are now vying
to become Al powerhouses in their own right with the blessing of the Trump

administration.

Service to empire

The GCC’s bet on Silicon Valley can be attributed to a few major factors.'® The
first is technical: for now, Nvidia produces chips at the industry frontier, which
makes it rational for the Gulf to align itself with American tech. The second

is ideological: Mohammed bin Salman’s fascination with US-styled tech
futurism—and its cyberpunk aesthetic—is well documented, and OpenAT’s
Altman describes Tahnoon bin Zayed as a “dear personal friend.” Yet the

third and most salient factor is the set of incentives, restraints, and path
dependencies imposed by the region’s existing position within the American

empire, which long predates the AI boom.

The GCC’s integration into the US-led post-war order began in 1933, with
Standard Oil of California’s securing of an oil exploration concession in
Dhahran, and consolidated after 1974 when agreements on petrodollar
recycling—investing export earnings in Wall Street banks—were reached with
Washington. For the Gulf regimes, domestic capital accumulation had been

premised on these tributary responsibilities; the most obvious sign of the
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Arabian Gulf’s service to US empire was the countries’ pricing of oil in dollars
and their rerouting of oil receipts into US-dominated capital markets. With
time, however, the Gulf’s subservient position pushed it to accept a more
meaningful role in propping up the financial health of the US. In the 1990s,
Saudi Arabia’s Olayan Group expanded its position in Chase Manhattan

Corp, while one of the country’s royals, al-Walid bin Talal, rode to the rescue
of Citicorp when it was in peril in 1991." The 2008 global financial crisis
consolidated this dynamic, as the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority moved
quickly to save Citigroup while Gulf purchases of US sovereign debt became

critical to the “success” of the Fed’s Quantitative Easing program.'®

Once the crisis began to abate, GCC investment proved equally critical for
the tech-dependent recovery out of the US Great Recession. During this
period, GCC members became ever more conscious of the need to diversify
their national economies away from oil and gas. Partly because of the close
handful of consultancy firms that advise each of these governments, their
national strategies closely resembled one another, with Abu Dhabi, Dubai,
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Kuwait all rolling out “Vision” plans with the same
basic template. For the UAE and Saudi Arabia in particular, this meant taking
a greater interest in AL By the late 2010s, Saudi capital had become the single
largest source of investment in the startups that had sprung up in the environs
of San Francisco." The state murder of Jamal Khashoggi briefly interrupted
the burgeoning Saudi-Silicon Valley relationship (Altman left the board of
Neom in protest) but the backlash soon subsided into a return to business as
usual. Throughout the post-Covid credit crunch, Saudi and Emirati money
continued to backstop personal fortunes and restore stock prices for Silicon

Valley’s leading lights.

The Gulf’s relations with Silicon Valley are also underpinned by the logic of
regime security. In using their capital to support a sector-cum-class fraction
that is central to the American economy and state, the GCC countries are
expecting Washington to reciprocate, backstopping the royals’ hold on power
in an increasingly volatile Middle East. It is telling that Saudi Arabia’s recent

Nvidia deal arrived after Mohammed bin Salman and Trump signed a new
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Strategic Defense Agreement, which, along with provisions on civil nuclear
energy cooperation, stipulated sizable Saudi purchases of US military kit.
These will include an unspecified number of F-35 fighter jets, history’s most
expensive weapon system, and golden goose for Lockheed Martin.”® This is Al

investment gua protection money.

Best laid plans

What might this alignment mean for the future? With their new attempt to
import Al compute power, the leading Gulf regimes have been told of unique
opportunities for rent extraction. In 2022, McKinsey analysts posited that Al
adoption could add $150 billion to GCC economies per annum. PwC more
recently estimated that AT will contribute a minimum of $135.2 billion (or
12.4 percent projected GDP) to the Saudi Arabian economy as of 2030, and
$96 billion (or 13.6 percent GDP) to the UAE’s.” These huge projections are
already giving rise to novel institutional configurations, with the creation of
new planning, regulatory, and financial bodies, as well as corporate entities
that might serve as lead investors.??

Threats are looming. The most immediate are downstream from the Iran war.
Tehran has demonstrated its capacity not only to dictate terms in the Strait
of Hormuz but to threaten US allies to its west whenever it chooses. The US
has meanwhile proved that it lacks both the will and the means to protect its
clients in the GCC from the fallout of its disastrous military adventure. Its
protection racket only extends so far. With no stable political resolution for
the region in sight, the Gulf’s dreams of developing major Al infrastructure
could come to naught.

Even if the status quo ante were to be restored, the systemic financial risks

presented by Silicon Valley’s Al model may well undermine the medium-term
outlook of US-Gulf schemes for global AT dominance. The extraordinary rate
of cash burn by American start-up technology developers, the unprecedented

capital expenditures from hyperscalers (more than $800 billion expected in
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2026), the circular relations binding key players in the industry, and Silicon
Valley’s general disregard for revenue generation all make the Gulf’s long-
term economic forecasts look uncertain.”® While investors were previously
willing to ignore the yawning gap between Al expenditures and revenues, this
began to change in the early months of 2026, amid the disorder unleashed by
the second Trump administration. After an earnings call at the end of January,

Microsoft shed $357 billion in market capitalization in a single day.

There are more reasons to believe that the chickens might soon come home
to roost. Oracle has issued billions in debts in order to build data centers that
OpenAl (among other companies) has pledged to lease; yet OpenAT’s ability
to honor its pledges hinges on the firm continuing to raise funding from the
likes of Nvidia and SoftBank—both of which have signaled that they may

be backing out of their non-binding commitments. Should key American
partners fall on hard times, the knock-on effects could compromise the GCC’s

finances and plans to develop national Al stacks.

The Gulf’s projected capital expenditure on Al data centers further
complicates the financial picture. According to S&P’s projection, the
megawatt load of the Saudi Arabian data center sector will experience 29
percent compound annual growth between 2024 and 2030. An increase

of generating capacity at that scale will need to be met by a major surge in
demand; otherwise, losses resulting from overcapacity could be enormous.
And this is irrespective of the significant challenges of managing chip
obsolescence, as the existing cutting-edge chips may be surpassed within five
to seven years. With the Gulf’s so-called Al national champions troubled by
shortages in skilled labor—despite large Saudi and Abu Dhabi investments in
education and training, and despite offering huge pay packages—the obstacles

to success are daunting.**

There are broader questions about the underlying developmental utility of
the Alindustry. At this juncture, there is little basis to assume AI will generate
substantial enhancements in productivity. Globally, the data suggests that

ATl’'s most immediate labor-market effect is to wipe out what were previously
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secure entry-level jobs, especially in software and related industries. Saudi
Arabia is already struggling with a youth unemployment rate of around 15
percent. It takes Saudi high school and university graduates forty weeks on
average to secure employment. Studies from the King Abdullah Petroleum
Studies and Research Center identify women and youth as those most
vulnerable to Al-derived job displacement.” To ignore these warning signs

and inject Al into the ailing Kingdom is to risk causing major social pain.

AT’s ecological impact must also be considered in relation to the Gulf’s
climatic challenges, not least in Saudi Arabia, where the state plans to

use natural gas-fired plants to supply electricity to the Al clusters under
construction. With data centers sited in locations far too hot for optimal
performance, the fact is that the emissions bill for cooling these facilities—
even where more efficient air and evaporative systems are deployed—is going
to be gigantic. Possibilities for reducing AI’s carbon footprint through the

use of solar plants face a number of obstacles, including the intermittency of
renewable energy. Even with the Saudis making impressive jumps in grid-scale
battery capacity in recent years, the country is a long way off from being able
to store the levels of power needed to ensure that data centers are fed with the

constant energy supply they require.?

The Gulf monarchies have acted as indispensable allies to both the British
and American imperial projects, ensuring the circulation of petroleum to the
benefit of the wealthiest nations and helping to backstop the global dollar-
based financial order. The unashamed role of these regimes in the world-
system is to expand the profit share of income. Their rulers have refined
the art of exploiting workers at home and extracting value abroad, using
petrodollar recycling to plunder the Global South in the 1970s and ‘80s,
then designing corporate models to skirt labor laws and prevent collective
bargaining in the new millennium. They thus have a natural affinity with
AL which is not a simple means for replacing workers so much as a complex
tool for degrading, deskilling, speeding up, and outsourcing labor.”” Gulf
participation in the ventures of Altman et al., driven by a combination of

economic interest, political expedience, and ideological commitment, is also
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the latest stage in this longer historical trajectory. But while the Gulf states
have so far benefited from serving as gilded American proxies, this strategy
could backfire in the near future, both because of the volatility created by US
aggression and the internal contradictions of the Al boom. Over the coming
decade, the health of empire in the Middle East will depend in no small part on
whether this Gulf-Silicon Valley nexus can hang together.
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