The rise of Liang Wenfeng: from mathematician to AI pioneer
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Liang Wenfeng has garnered significant attention in the global technology sphere, having transitioned from a largely unknown figure in mathematics to a prominent leader in the artificial intelligence (AI) sector, largely due to the advancements made by his startup, DeepSeek. This rapid rise can be traced back to the company's remarkable achievements, which were reported to have been realised in just a few months at a fraction of the investment required by American competitors.
Liang, often likened to Silicon Valley stalwart Sam Altman, is the founder of DeepSeek, which has made headlines for developing an advanced AI model that some claim upends the existing norms of AI technology investment. At a recent meeting with the Chinese Premier, Li Qiang, Liang was noted for his distinctive attire of a sweater vest and suit jacket, reflecting a casual yet authoritative presence at the summit of Chinese technology leadership.
Born in 1985 in Zhanjiang, China, Liang exhibited a keen aptitude for mathematics from an early age, with reports indicating that even in his leisure time he delved into calculus and AI algorithms. After graduating from Zhejiang University, he established a quantitative hedge fund named High-Flyer, alongside two computer scientists. The fund has been remarkably successful, now managing approximately $8 billion, thereby earning its place among the largest quantitative funds in China.
Despite impressive financial metrics, the journey has not been free of challenges; the fund made headlines in 2021 when it publicly apologised for not meeting the performance benchmarks expected by its investors. Liang credits much of his inspiration to Jim Simons, founder of Renaissance Technologies. In his introduction to a Chinese biography on Simons, he quoted, "Whenever I encounter difficulties at work, I recall Simons’s words: ‘There must be a way to model prices.’"
Within five years, High-Flyer's funds reported average excess returns of over 20% in comparison to market benchmarks, adding to Liang’s reputation as a progressive thinker in finance. His foresight became evident just before the Biden administration imposed restrictions on AI chip exports, as Liang began stockpiling Nvidia graphics processors. He aimed to compile a significant portfolio of these chips, intending to accumulate 10,000 for training models that would ultimately lead to the founding of DeepSeek.
Colleagues and partners initially viewed his ambitions with scepticism, with one remarking on Liang's unconventional appearance and his somewhat vague declarations about creating a game-changing AI technology. By the end of 2022, however, when OpenAI introduced ChatGPT, Liang was one of the few in China with adequate resources to advance AI development.
Liang explained his significant investments in Nvidia chips, saying, “It is like buying a piano. Firstly, it’s because you can afford it. And secondly, it’s because you have a group of people who are eager to play music on it.” This philosophy underscores his commitment to building a conducive environment for innovation.
By 2023, Liang established DeepSeek, reportedly spending around $6 million to train its sophisticated AI model—categorically less than what tech giants like OpenAI and Google have invested in their counterparts. Notably, DeepSeek's model operates under an open-source framework, allowing public access, a strategic move aimed at diminishing the prevailing monopolistic power held by major technology firms.
A rival founder has acknowledged Liang's strategic foresight, asserting, “Liang built an exceptional infrastructure team that really understands how the chips worked.” This infrastructure was bolstered by his decision to bring his best team members from High-Flyer to DeepSeek. 
Liang's leadership style has been characterized by a hands-on approach; he is known to work alongside his employees, even spending nights at the office during demanding projects. This dedication has contributed to a strong company culture, although he has generally maintained a low profile amid his newfound recognition in the technology industry.
While Liang's sudden rise in the AI arena has come as a surprise to many, it has positioned DeepSeek as a significant player in shaping future trends in AI automation for businesses, signalling a potential shift in the global landscape dominated traditionally by Western companies.
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