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MOTIVATION: AI AS A TECHNOLOGY FOR STATE SURVEILLANCE

AI can transform modern economies (Brynjolfsson et al., 2021) but has brought new challenges:

▶ Undermine democracy / Enhance autocrat power / Empower surveillance capitalists
(Acemoglu, 2021, Tirole 2021, Zuboff, 2019)

▶ In China, access to gov’t data and gov’t demand of facial recognition AI for
surveillance has stimulated innovation and enhanced the regime’s stability
(Beraja et al., 2022; 2023)
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THIS PAPER: INTERNATIONAL DIFFUSION OF SURVEILLANCE AI TECHNOLOGY

Study the global diffusion of surveillance AI, and in particular, the role played by China

▶ Collect novel data on trade of facial recognition AI, and document 3 facts:

1. China has a comparative advantage in facial recognition AI
More likely to export this tech than other countries; especially so as compared to other frontier tech

2. Autocracies and weak democracies are more likely to import facial recog. AI from China
No such bias is observed in AI imports from the US or in imports of other frontier tech from China

3. Autocracies and weak democracies are especially more likely to import facial recog. AI
from China in years when they experience domestic unrest
These imports coincide with the erosion of domestic political institutional quality more broadly
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DATA SOURCES

1. Global trade in facial recognition AI from 2008 to 2021
1.1 Trade deals from the bibliography of “Carnegie report” (Feldstein, 2019)

▶ International procurement of AI surveillance tech by governments (1,300 citations, 75 countries)
▶ Identify key variables with Stanza: exporting / importing countries, year of the deal, exporting

firm, and whether smart city. Then, human verifies that entries are indeed AI trade deals

1.2 Report not comprehensive −→ Compile all facial recognition firms from S&P Capital IQ,
then search firm websites and news/media references to them. Examples

In all, 1,636 AI trade deals from 36 exporting countries to 136 importing countries

▶ Example 1: “Yanbu: A Smart Industrial Oil Kingdom City — Huawei case studies,”

▶ Example 2: “Microsoft’s Smart Government Summit sparks dialogue to shape Kuwait’s
Smart transformation”
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DATA SOURCES

2. Trade in other frontier technologies and country characteristics
▶ UN Comtrade database: trade volume in 16 SITC codes related to 10 techs. in the OECD’s “Science,

Technology and Innovation Outlook” (Robotics, genomics, neuroscience, ...)

▶ Helpman et al (2008): distance between countries, common border, free trade agreement, colonial
history, legal system, language, or religion

▶ GDP (World Bank), AI investment (Netbase Quid), regime type (Polity IV Project)

3. Political unrest
▶ GDELT project: unrest events from a global, comprehensive set of news feeds

▶ E.g., “Laos: Police arrests 8 activists planning to stage protests to condemn land grabs and dam
projects, later releases 6 of them”
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FACT 1: CHINA’S COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE IN FACIAL RECOGNITION AI
Figure 1: Facial recognition AI exports from China and the US

Panel A: China

Panel B: United States

Note: These figures display trade links and number of export deals in AI from China (Panel A) and
the United States (Panel B) to the rest of the world. A thicker arrow represents more deals. Exports
to autocracies and weak democracies (polity score under 7) are displayed in red. Exports to mature
democracies (polity score greater than or equal to 7) are in blue.

10

83 links, 238 deals

57 links, 211 deals

Empirical strategy

▶ Linear probability model

tradeijs = β11i=China + β21s=AI
+ β31i=China,s=AI + Xij + uijs

· Obs. at country-pair by sector level

· 1i=China,s=AI: Export link when exporter
is China and sector is AI

· Xij: import/exporter GDP, distance, ...

· SE’s clustered at exporter level
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FACT 1: CHINA’S COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE IN FACIAL RECOGNITION AI

Figure 1: China vs. RoW, frontier tech exports

1. Gov’t demand of surveillance AI, a form of “home-market” effect (Linder, 1961)?
2. Firm access to gov’t data (Beraja et al., 2022) or explicit industrial policy (Liu, 2019)?
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FACT 2: AUTOCRACIES AND WEAK DEM’S ARE MORE LIKELY TO IMPORT AI FROM CHINA

Empirical strategy

▶ Linear probability model

tradei=China,js = β0 + β11j=low Polity Score
+ β21s=AI
+ β31j=low Polity Score,s=AI
+ Xi=China,j + ui=China,js

· Obs. at importer by sector level. Only
consider imports from China

· β31j=low Polity Score,s=AI: Export link when
importer has a low Polity score and
sector is AI

· SE’s clustered at importer level
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FACT 2: AUTOCRACIES AND WEAK DEM’S ARE MORE LIKELY TO IMPORT AI FROM CHINA

Figure 2: Bias in tech imports from China
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FACT 3: AUTOCRACIES AND WEAK DEM’S ARE ESPECIALLY MORE LIKELY TO IMPORT AI FROM
CHINA IN YEARS WHEN THEY EXPERIENCE DOMESTIC UNREST

Empirical strategy

▶ Event study

tradei=China,s=AI,jt =
t+2∑

h=t−2

β1hunrestjt

+ αt + γj + ujt

· unrest at t in importing country j
when AI trade deal is observed

· time (αt), importer (γj) fixed effects
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BROADER IMPLICATIONS

1. Bias in AI imports from China (facts 2 and 3) reflects in part higher demand in
autocracies and weak democracies for surveillance tech.
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INSTITUTIONAL QUALITY AFTER AI IMPORTS AND UNREST
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BROADER IMPLICATIONS

1. Bias in AI imports from China (facts 2 and 3) reflects in part higher demand in
autocracies and weak democracies for surveillance tech.

2. To the extent that China may be exporting its surveillance state via trade in AI, the
rise of China as a tech leader may enhance and beget more autocracies abroad.

3. More generally, the facts challenge the conventional view that economic integration
is necessarily associated with the diffusion of liberal institutions.

4. Regulating AI trade: products with global externalities (produced using unethically
sourced inputs; generating negative consumption externalities; dual-use).
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Thank you!
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AI VS. OTHER FRONTIER TECHNOLOGIES, IMPORT DURING UNREST
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