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AI PRINCIPLES IN CONTEXT:  

Tensions and Opportunities for the United States and China 
 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Over the past five years, awareness of the transformative impacts of artificial intelligence (AI) on 
societies, policies, and economies around the world has been increasing. Unique challenges posed 
by AI include the rise of synthetic media (text, audio, images, and video content);1 insufficient 
transparency in the automation of decision making in complex environments;2 the amplification 

of social biases from training data and design 
choices, causing disparate outcomes for 
different races, genders, and other groups;3 and 
the vulnerability of AI models to cyberattacks 
such as data poisoning.4 Awareness of these and 
numerous other challenges has led to serious 
deliberation about the principles needed to guide 
AI development and use. By some counts, there 

are now more than 160 AI principles and guidelines globally.5  
 

Because these principles have emerged from different stakeholders with unique histories and 
motivations, their style and substance vary. Some documents include recommendations or 
voluntary commitments, while a smaller subset includes binding agreements or enforcement 
mechanisms. Despite the differences, arguably a consensus has also been growing around key 
thematic trends, including privacy, accountability, safety and security, transparency and 
explainability (meaning that the results and decisions made by an AI system can be understood by 
humans), fairness and nondiscrimination, human control of technology, professional 
responsibility, and promotion of human values.6 However, in the face of complex and growing 

the United States and China.  
 
The proliferation and partial consolidation of AI principles globally are an important phenomenon 
that has helped define aspirational technological and political trajectories, but it is only the 
beginning of a much longer road of AI governance. High-level principles on their own remain 
vague and hard to implement. The benefits to this flexibility include that principles may be more 
resilient to changes in the future. However, such principles risk remaining superficial or, more 
insidiously, providing a cover of responsibility without offering real accountability. To prevent 
this outcome, numerous efforts are underway to operationalize AI principles via mechanisms 
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ranging from technical tools to oversight boards and committees, frameworks and best practices, 
standards, certifications, and regulations.7  
 
Gaining a better understanding of the cultural and political context surrounding key AI principles 
can help clarify which principles provide productive opportunities for potential cooperation 
between the United States and China and provide insight into the kinds of accountability 
mechanisms most likely to gain traction from diverse stakeholders.  
 
 

INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT  
 
Although the majority of AI strategies and principles stem from particular countries, companies, 
or organizations, several noteworthy international and intergovernmental efforts have also 
appeared in this space. Because the United States and China are leaders of many such initiatives, 
the international context is a relevant part of understanding the goals of each country. For 
example, both the United States and China explicitly support international collaboration in their 
national AI strategies. However, in some cases the two countries have opted to prioritize different 
international forums.  
 
China has played a prominent role in the development of international AI standards, primarily 
through the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the International 
Electrotechnical Commission (IEC).8 International standard setting is an important element of AI 
governance that can enable certain technology companies and countries to have an outsized 
impact on the global stage, for example, by improving the interoperability of Chinese AI systems. 
Meanwhile, the United States has focused on the development of principles and governance 
frameworks through bodies including the G7 and the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD). These efforts have helped establish widespread norms for AI 
development but may fall short of influencing standards or regulation. 
 
For example, in June 2018 the G7 (consisting of Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States) committed to the Charlevoix Common Vision for the Future of 
Artificial Intelligence.9 This vision includes 12 commitments that promote human-centric AI that 
fosters economic growth, societal trust, and equality and inclusion. More recently, discussions 
originating at the G7 led to the development of the Global Partnership on Artificial Intelligence 
(GPAI), which officially launched June 2020 with member countries including the G7 as well as 
Australia, India, Mexico, New Zealand, the Republic of Korea, Singapore, Slovenia, and the 
European Union.10 GPAI aims to guide the responsible development and use of AI, grounded in 
human rights, inclusion, diversity, innovation, and economic growth. The political significance of 
this is discussed further in the Analysis section. 
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The OECD AI Principles, adopted in May 2019 by 42 countries, are of particular importance in 
understanding the international context of AI governance because they highlight a growing 
intergovernmental consensus on a set of principles.11 
 
 The five values-based principles follow:  
 
 Inclusive growth, sustainable development, and well-being  

 Human-centered values and fairness  

 Transparency and explainability  

 Robustness, security, and safety 

 Accountability 
 

One month after their launch, the OECD AI Principles were endorsed by the G20, which notably 
includes China. That endorsement further expanded the reach of the principles to much of the 
world.12 The practical value of this growing consensus is not yet clear, but the OECD launched 
the AI Policy Observatory in early 2020 to provide a platform to facilitate efforts by governments 
and stakeholders around the world to implement these principles. The Observatory is collecting 
examples of AI policies and tools and helping make them more accessible globally. 
 

THE UNITED STATES 
 

The landscape of AI principles development in the United States has involved numerous and 
varied efforts from across government, civil society, and the private sector, resulting in a relatively 
diverse selection of AI principles overall. There have also been examples of multi-stakeholder 
collaboration since the early days of AI governance. For example, a U.S. government report from 

public workshops co-hosted with universities and other organizations.13 This report highlighted 
several themes that have come to be standard in articulations of AI principles: justice, fairness, 
accountability, safety and control, security, and international cooperation. The subsequent launch 
of the American AI Initiative in February 2019 implemented a whole-of-government strategy, 
including explicit collaboration and engagement with civil society and the private sector.14 Though 
designed by a administration and highlighting different priorities, the initiative 
similarly calls for safe and trustworthy AI development created 
freedom, human rights, and privacy. 
 
Another important example of AI principles led by the U.S. government was the January 2020 
White House Guidance for Regulation of Artificial Intelligence Applications, which defines 10 
principles for the stewardship of AI applications.15 
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2016 and updated in 2019.16 The updated version reiterates commitments to addressing the 
ethical, legal, and societal implications of AI as well as ensuring the safety and security of AI 
systems, among other priorities. It also adds an additional strategic priority to expand public-
private partnerships to accelerate AI advances, again highlighting the role of multi-stakeholder 
initiatives in the United States.  
 
Lastly, the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) adopted ethical principles for AI in February 2020, 
which state that DoD  use of AI must be responsible, equitable, traceable, reliable, and 
governable.17 These principles stemmed from recommendations made by the Defense Innovation 
Board following more than a year of consultation with AI experts in commercial industry, 
government, and academia, as well as the American public. 
 
Prominent AI principles in the United States have also emerged from civil society. The Asilomar 
AI Principles are an early and influential set of AI principles that was led by the nonprofit 
organization the Future of Life Institute and developed through a consultative multi-stakeholder 
process that concluded in January 2017. These principles are especially notable because they have 
been endorsed by thousands of AI and robotics researchers and explicitly address research issues 
as well as ethics and values and longer-term issues. The California State Legislature also formally 
supported the Asilomar AI Principles in August 2018, providing a symbolic endorsement of safe 
and beneficial AI development, which was subsequently referenced by the state oversight agency 
in its AI roadmap for California.18 
 
Finally, many examples of high-profile AI principles have come from the private sector in the 
United States. Google published a set of principles in June 2018 that includes issues such as 
avoiding creating or reinforcing bias and incorporating privacy into design.19 
also name several AI applications the company will not pursue, including weapons and 
surveillance technologies that violate international norms, laws, or human rights.  
 
In May 2018, IBM published a set of principles to guide data responsibility, which includes 
ensuring transparency and explainability of AI systems.20 The company has also identified five 
areas of ethical focus for AI.21 Another noteworthy private sector effort comes from Microsoft, 
which published a set of AI principles and also established an Office of Responsible AI as well as 
the AI, Ethics, and Effects in Engineering and Research (Aether) Committee to ensure the 
principles inform company be 22  

AI stakeholders in the United States have been called out for not adhering to their principles. For 
example, Microsoft was criticized for supporting a facial recognition company in Israel, 
AnyVision, which was reportedly used to identify and track Palestinians in the West Bank.23 And 
Google was criticized for developing a censored search engine that internet users in China could 
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access.24 Companies have also been driven to action in efforts to stand up for their principles. For 
example, in response to nationwide protests against police brutality and racial profiling, Microsoft, 
Amazon, and IBM all made announcements and pledges to stop selling facial recognition 
technology to police departments, either for a designated period of time or until a federal 
regulation is 25 
 

CHINA 
 

The idea that China is not interested in AI ethics or principles is a largely unwarranted 
misconception.26 In fact, the exploration of AI principles has been robust for several years. 
However, the development of AI principles in China has generally been characterized by greater 
government involvement, which has led to a relatively more consistent overarching policy. The 
State Council of China released the first major AI national strategy, called the New Generation 
Artificial Intelligence Development Plan, in July 2017. The Development Plan provides a 
comprehensive strategy that includes specific benchmarks for AI industries including the intention 

 27 
 
The Development Plan highlights many goals for AI including calls for risk prevention and threat 
mitigation to ensure safe, reliable, and controllabl

Development Plan is ensuring social stability and public security, which includes monitoring and 
early warning systems such as sensor technologies, video analysis and identification technology, 
biometric identification technology, and police products.  
 
The Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST) helped lead the Development Plan and is also 
one of the bodies designated to help carry out its implementation. MOST established a New 
Generation AI Governance Expert Committee in March 2019 as one component of this work, 
and the committee subsequently released a set of governance principles for responsible AI.28 
These principles include harmony and friendliness, fairness and justice, inclusivity and sharing, 
privacy, security/safety and control, shared responsibility, open collaboration, and agile 
governance. Discussions of these principles specify further criteria of responsibility including 

29 

The principles also call for supporting environmental conservation, avoiding data and platform 
monopolies, anticipating potential future risks from increasingly advanced AI, and supporting 
international dialogue and cooperation with the goal of developing "broad consensus on an 
international AI governance framework, standards, and norms."30 
 
Another notable effort is the Beijing AI Principles, released in May 2019 by the Beijing Academy 
of Artificial Intelligence (BAAI) and a coalition including Peking University; Tsinghua University; 
the Institute of Automation and the Institute of Computing Technology in the Chinese Academy 
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of Sciences; and an AI industrial league including the firms Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent.31 The 
Beijing AI Principles cover AI R&D including taking responsibility for broader impacts and 

.
principles highlight lofty terms including privacy, dignity, freedom, autonomy, and rights. The 
principles also provide guidance for the use and governance of AI including avoiding a malicious 
AI race, continuous research, and the monitoring of risks.32 
 
AI principles have also been released by the private sector in China. For example, in the face of 
increasing international scrutiny about its role in aiding repression and surveillance,33 Beijing-
based facial recognition company Megvii Technology released Core Principles of its AI Practice 
in 2019, which include commitments to not weaponize its technology; to prevent discrimination; 
and to ensure human oversight, robustness, accountability, and data privacy.34  
 
Chinese technology company Tencent released AI principles in 2018, which state that AI should 
be available, reliable, comprehensible, and controllable (referred to as ARCC).35 

spectrum of 
also published a book that includes a chapter discussing AI principles and the need for better 
regulations.36 Nonetheless, a 2020 Tencent AI White Paper highlights the benefits of controversial 
AI deepfake technology and calls on regulators to avoid being overly restrictive.37  

 

ANALYSIS 
 
The emergence of AI principles from stakeholders in both the United States and 
China provides reasonable points of leverage for collaboration if there is sufficient 
political will from both countries to act upon them. There are also tensions and 
divergences, both in the principles themselves and in the broader political and 
institutional environment in which they are employed. Overall, the issue of AI 

Green-Yellow-Red (GYR) 
Framework put forward by the Asia Society,38 meaning that both opportunities and 
substantive challenges stand in the way of greater collaboration between the United 
States and China when it comes to artificial intelligence.  
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Several notable and unique features of AI principles have emerged from China. At a high level, 
the focus is more on concepts of social stability and harmony. To some extent, this is reflective 
of standard rhetoric from the Chinese government, but it also takes a specific form in relation to 
AI. For example, there is frequent discussion of the idea of harmony between humans and 
machines. Prominent Chinese AI scholars have written about how AI principles should move 

-
serving human needs but also considers the coexistence of humans and AI as cognitive living 
systems.39  
 
In a similar vein, principles of sustainability, moderation, and protection of the environment are 
also more commonly cited in Chinese AI principles. Sustainable development has been linked to 
the value of harmony in China, and some scholars have argued that it is central to traditional 
Chinese philosophies such as Confucianism and Taoism.40 Other principles that emerge more 
frequently are related to shared benefits, equal development, and the avoidance of monopolies. 
China has experienced monopolies in numerous sectors but has also fought against them.41 For 
example, the Anti-Monopoly Law, which went into effect in 2008, seeks to restrain monopolies 

42  Moreover, 
according to an engineering ethics textbook taught across the country, unique Chinese 
characteristics stand apart from Western engineering ethical guidelines, including responsibility 
precedes freedom, obligation precedes rights, the group precedes the individual, and harmony 

43 
 
Another difference in Chinese-led AI principles is that there is greater attention to long-term 
considerations and planning. China has tended to prioritize medium- and long-term industrial 
planning, and its approach to AI is no different. While some AI principles from the United States 
(such as the Asilomar AI Principles) encourage thoughtful foresight about potential changes in 
the future, most U.S.-led AI principles are more focused on the near term.  
 
Lastly, there is somewhat more attention in China to 
For example, 
and controllable development of artificial intelligence,  as do the Beijing AI Principles. U.S.-led 
AI principles have tended to focus instead on the idea of human intervention and the ability to 
challenge AI-based outcomes. Such contestability can be understood as a means of control, but it 
may also come into tension with the ideal of human-machine harmonization alluded to in many 
Chinese-based AI principles. 
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U.S.-led AI principles have tended to focus on democratic values, including diversity and human 
rights. This was emphasized in the recent decision by the United States to support the GPAI, 
which is grounded in democratic values, human rights, inclusion and diversity, and support for 
innovation and economic growth. The insistence on these values for AI can in part be understood 

technology offi
 44 

 
To take one example, AI has become entwined in the accounts of human rights violations against 

-enabled surveillance technologies 
including facial recognition technology have reportedly been used for racial profiling and 

45 Law enforcement in the United States has also come under fire for 
potential abuses of facial recognition technologies,46 but the U.S. government is generally trying 
to distinguish itself internationally for upholding more stringent human rights principles in its 
deployment of AI systems. 
 
There is also a distinction in the actions Chinese technology companies can take to implement the 
principle of privacy in AI applications. Widespread data collection programs such as social credit 
scoring raise profound privacy concerns; despite privacy regulations like the Cybersecurity Law 
and Personal Information Security Specification, these frameworks have limits. As recently 

data from abuse by non-
use of private data."47 
 

Despite the differences discussed, numerous similarities do exist between prominent AI principles 
articulated by the United States and China. At a high level, both countries commonly refer to the 
need for safety and security, fairness and justice, privacy, transparency and explainability, 
accountability, diversity, inclusion, access, education and training, and the reduction of 
discrimination and bias. The interpretation and implementation of these principles are hardly 
uniform, but the commonalities are notable nonetheless. 
 
AI safety and security, in particular, have been highlighted for their potential role in AI-related 
diplomacy between the United States and China. For example the U.S. National Security 
Commission on Artificial Intelligence indicated that it is pursuing possible avenues for AI-related 
diplomatic discussions with China in the areas of AI safety and AI's implications for strategic 
stability. 48  Concrete recommendations from AI scholars include pursuing joint projects and 



9 
Exploring AI Issues Across the United States and China: Multi-Part Series   

 

enabling research transparency, developing common testing and evaluation methodologies, and 
facilitating Track 2 and Track 1.5 dialogues (diplomacy activities between a combination of state 
and non-state actors) on AI safety and security.49  
 
It is hardly surprising that AI researchers in particular would share many views about how to 
develop and use AI technologies. Research collaborations between AI experts in both countries 
are common and more than half of Chinese AI researchers study, work, and live in the United 
States. 50  There is also practical value from shared AI principles and standards given the 
interconnected global supply chain for AI components. 51 Nonetheless, formal cooperation is 
complicated. Just one indication of this comes from the multi-stakeholder AI consortium the 
Partnership on AI (PAI). In 2018, PAI welcomed its first Chinese member, internet search 

a comprehensive and global conversation on AI development unless China has a seat at the 
52 All PAI members are asked to uphold a set of shared principles.53 However, in June 2020, 

Baidu suddenly left the partnership. The company cited the cost of membership and said it 

AI technologies"; however, many have questioned if worsening U.S.-China relations are behind 
the change in affiliation.54 
 

CONCLUSION 

As discussed throughout the paper, there are meaningful divergences in AI governance 
approaches between China and the United States. In particular, the translation of AI principles 
into practices surfaces complications as technical decisions collide with economic, social, and 
political realities. Many of these divergences are indeed deliberate, as national governments strive 

to differentiate themselves on the global stage, and the 
United States fights back against "high-tech 
illiberalism," the use of digital technologies to "polarize 
and pervert the politics of democratic societies."55 In 
this environment, it has become more common to hear 
about competition and rivalry than cooperation. 

Rhetoric and practices suppor
risks including cutting corners on safety and governance and increasing the likelihood of conflict.56 
 
We have already seen the difficulty of digital technology governance efforts that become mired in 
unsolvable debates about sovereignty and national priorities. For example, due to political and 
ideological differences between countries, the multi-year process to develop consensus on the 
international regulation of cyberspace at the UN Group of Governmental Experts has been 
unsuccessful and eventually resulted in two divergent processes.57 Despite the current political 

NO COUNTRY WILL BENEFIT FROM 

DANGEROUS DEPLOYMENT OF AI 

TECHNOLOGIES THAT INCREASE THE 

LIKELIHOOD OF CATASROPHES. 
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environment, the same fate is not inevitable for AI technologies. The partial international 
consensus of AI principles indicates significant common ground and potential opportunities 
including joint research initiatives, shared best practices, and alignment on international 
agreements. Moreover, existing differences do not mean that collaboration is out of reach; 
cooperation is possible without agreement on all principles.58 This nuance may be more widely 
understood than often assumed; despite the increasing number of articles in the media that discuss 
AI competition, their proportion of all AI articles has been in decline since 2015.59 
 
Even in low-trust environments, opportunities arise 
lead the charge in reducing accidents and limiting dangerous uses. Without such measures, the 
early deployment of unsafe and unreliable AI systems in consequential sectors is likely to lead to 
unpredictable, harmful, and destabilizing outcomes.60 Even as real and meaningful differences 
between AI principles continue, the risks of AI share similarities with climate change and global 
pandemics: they demand international cooperation.61 No country will benefit from the dangerous 
deployment of AI technologies that increase the likelihood of catastrophes.62 Shared AI principles 
represent a potential starting point for collaboration, which may reduce global security threats and 
advance the adoption of concrete accountability mechanisms for responsible AI. 
 

o AI principles provide a starting point that can be leveraged to support further AI 
governance efforts. Principles provide a common language and set of ideals against 
which stakeholders can be judged. They are generally insufficient on their own but have 
led to further work on tangible accountability mechanisms including policies and 
standards, which are gaining traction in both the United States and China. 
 

o Although both the United States and China have endorsed the OECD/G20 AI 
principles, substantive challenges remain in reaching shared understandings and 
opportunities for collaboration. Analysis of U.S.-led and Chinese-led AI principles 
reveals different conceptualizations of some principles and some variation in priorities. 
Moreover, U.S. efforts to engage in international AI governance forums that exclude 
China may exacerbate the differences over the similarities.  

 

o Despite the political challenges, particular AI principles  including safety, 
security, explainability, sustainability, and fairness  show promise for U.S.-China 
research collaborations. AI systems that are unreliable and vulnerable, that cannot be 
understood and managed, or that cause unintentional harm to people or the environment 
are dangerous for everyone. There is significant common ground and shared interest in 
reducing these risks, especially in research settings and multi-stakeholder forums. We 
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may expect that accountability mechanisms that address these challenges are more likely 
to gain traction in the near term.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Technology and policy related to this topic are constantly evolving. If you think we have missed something or have 
a comment, please contact Heather Evans (hevans@asiasociety.org). 

 

The Asia Society Northern California Center and the Asia Society take no institutional position 

on matters of public policy and other issues addressed in the reports and publications they 

sponsor. All statements of fact and expressions of opinion contained in this paper are the sole 

responsibility of its author and may not reflect the views of the organization and its board, 

staff, and supporters. 
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