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Prior work has shown that the Chinese regime’s demand of facial recognition AI for the purpose of 
political repression has contributed to frontier innovation in this technology (Beraja et al. 2022a, 
2022b).1 To the extent that such autocracy-enhancing technology can be exported, what are the 
international ramifications of China’s emergent leadership in AI? 
 
We formulate two hypotheses. First, on China’s comparative advantage: we hypothesize that the 
government’s demand for facial recognition AI could enhance Chinese firms’ global  
competitiveness in AI technology. Second, on the political bias of China’s exports: we hypothesize 
that due to the effectiveness of AI technology in suppressing political unrest, China’s exports of AI 
technology may be biased toward autocracies and weak democracies that share similar political 
motivation. 
 
To test these hypotheses, we collect global data on AI trade, compiled from AI companies’ 
announcements of overseas AI deals, either with state or non-state actors. These data are 
aggregated to the exporter-importer-year level. For comparison, we construct analogous data of 
trade in other frontier technologies, such as robotic and genomic products. 
 
We estimate cross-country regressions examining: (1) whether China is more likely to export its 
facial recognition AI technology relative to other countries, and relative to other frontier 
technologies; and (2), whether China’s AI technology is imported more by autocracies and weak 
democracies. Differencing out trade in other frontier technologies allows us to account for other 
unobserved factors associated with whether country-pairs could trade more in frontier technologies 
generally. Finally, (3), we explore the timing of such AI imports and examine whether they increase 
following domestic political unrest. 
 
We find three primary results. First, China indeed exports substantially more AI technologies than 
other countries, and particularly so as compared to other frontier technologies (see Table 1). 
Second, China’s AI technology is imported more by autocracies and weak democracies, and this 
is not the case for the imports of China’s other frontier technologies (see Table 2). Third, countries 
– in particular autocracies and weak democracies – are differentially more likely to import China’s 
AI technology following episodes of political unrest at home (see Table 3). Importantly, there is no 
evidence of differential pre-trends of AI imports leading up to domestic political unrest. Again, these 
patterns are only observed in AI technology, but not other frontier technologies. 
 
To the extent that Chinese facial recognition AI technologies will effectively help governments 
abroad to suppress political unrest, our findings suggest that China’s autocratic regime may beget 
more autocracies via trade in AI. Therefore, it is important for policymakers to frame the potential 
regulation of AI trade around regulations on weapons and dual-use technologies more broadly. It 
is also vital to develop international standards in developing and trading AI technologies. 

 
1 Beraja, Martin, David Y. Yang, Noam Yuchtman (2022a), “Data-intensive Innovation and the State: Evidence from AI 
Firms in China,” Review of Economic Studies. Beraja, Martin, Andrew Kao, David Y. Yang, Noam Yuchtman (2022b), 
“AI-tocracy,” working paper. 



 

Table 1: Chinese vs. US exports of AI vs. frontier technology 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  



 

Table 2: AI and frontier trade by importer/exporter polity 
 



 

Table 3: Imported Chinese AI following local unrest 

 


