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The article analyzes the strategic competition between China and the United States in the
field of artificial intelligence and its security implications for the international system.
Given the growing role of Al as a transformative technology, this research seeks to
explain how this competition affects the global balance of power, cybersecurity, and the
future of technological conflicts. The main hypothesis of the study is that “the
competition between China and the United States in Al has transcended mere
technological rivalry and has evolved into a strategic competition with far-reaching
security consequences”. The research methodology is qualitative-analytic, with data
collected through content analysis of policy documents, reports from international
institutions, and scientific studies related to Al in international relations. Additionally, a
comparative analysis method is used to examine the differences and similarities in
policies and technological governance models of China and the United States. The
research findings indicate that China and the United States follow two distinct models of
Al development. China, adopting a state-centered and centralized approach, has
extensively integrated Al into military, security, and economic domains, emphasizing
rapid deployment and data control. In contrast, the United States, relying on a market-
oriented model and private-sector innovation, pursues qualitative advantages and a
leading role in global standardization. The rivalry between these two models has led to
an intensification of cyber threats, the expansion of military applications of Al, and the
emergence of a form of technological arms race, the tangible results of which can be

observed in a technological redefinition of the power structure in the global system.
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Introduction

Technological transformations have historically played a fundamental role in reshaping power
structures and reconfiguring the international order. From the Industrial Revolution to the
digital age, technology has not only served as a tool for enhancing economic and military
capabilities but has also transformed the very modes of power exercised by states. In this
context, artificial intelligence (AI) has emerged as a transformative technology whose
significance extends far beyond innovation, positioning it as a structural variable in the
contemporary great power competition. Through its wide-ranging applications in economic
production, military affairs, security governance, and political control, Al is increasingly
redefining concepts such as deterrence, technological superiority, and global power balance.

The strategic competition between China and the United States in the field of artificial
intelligence represents one of the most prominent manifestations of this transformation. This
rivalry is not confined to algorithmic development or computational capacity; rather, it reflects
a deeper confrontation between two distinct models of technological development, data
governance, and the integration of technology with national security. China has adopted a
centralized, state-led approach, embedding Al within its broader development and security
strategies and emphasizing rapid deployment, large-scale implementation, and data control. By
contrast, the United States relies on a market-driven model that prioritizes private-sector
innovation, qualitative technological leadership, and global standard-setting.

From a theoretical perspective, this competition can be understood within the historical
evolution of the mode of power. As argued by Buzan and Lawson, technological change not
only alters the distribution of power among states but also transforms the underlying logic of
international order itself. Within this framework, artificial intelligence may be seen as a new
phase in the ongoing trajectory of the industrial revolution—one with the capacity to redefine
global power balances and intensify security competition. Accordingly, the central question of
this study is how Sino—American competition in artificial intelligence generates security
implications for the international system and how these dynamics can be explained through a
realist theoretical lens.

The Research Method

This study employed a qualitative—analytical research design. Data were collected through
systematic content analysis of official policy documents, reports from international
organizations, think tanks, and scholarly literature related to artificial intelligence and
international relations. A comparative analytical method was used to identify similarities and
differences between Chinese and American Al development strategies and models of
technological governance. The theoretical framework combined elements of classical realism,
historical neorealism, and analyses of dual-use technologies and technological power.

The Results

The findings indicate that competition between China and the United States in the field of
artificial intelligence constitutes a contemporary form of great power rivalry embedded within
advanced technological development, producing multilayered security consequences. At the
systemic level, Al functions as a structural variable, reshaping global power balances and
accelerating a form of technological arms competition. This rivalry affects not only the
distribution of power but also the mechanisms through which power and deterrence are
exercised.
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At the level of great powers, the study demonstrates that China and the United States pursue
fundamentally different pathways toward technological advantage. China’s strategy is
grounded in a centralized, state-led model in which artificial intelligence is systematically
integrated into national development plans, industrial policy, and security doctrines. The 2017
Next Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan represents a pivotal milestone in this
approach, articulating the goal of transforming China into a global Al innovation hub by 2030.
Key features of this model include extensive public investment, institutionalized civil-military
integration, and a strong emphasis on data control and large-scale deployment.

A major finding of the study is the centrality of technological adaptation and incremental
innovation in China’s Al strategy. Under this model, successful international technologies are
first emulated and then localized through algorithmic optimization, open-source architectures,
and large-scale deployment. This approach has enabled China to narrow its technological gap
with advanced economies while incurring significantly lower development costs. The case of
the DeepSeek R1 large language model, developed in 2024 at a fraction of the cost of
comparable U.S. models, illustrates the effectiveness of this strategy. At the same time, the
research acknowledges the inherent challenges of this model, particularly the risks of
knowledge dependency and constraints on foundational innovation.

In contrast, the United States relies on a market-oriented model driven by private technology
firms, with a strong emphasis on frontier innovation, foundational research, and qualitative
superiority. American leadership in artificial intelligence is less dependent on rapid
implementation and more focused on producing cutting-edge knowledge, maintaining a
dynamic innovation ecosystem, and shaping global technological standards. These structural
differences transform Sino—American Al competition into a rivalry between two distinct
models of technological governance.

From a security perspective, the findings show that artificial intelligence, as a dual-use
technology, has intensified cyber threats, increased strategic instability, and complicated
traditional deterrence calculations. Al-enabled cyber operations, data theft, algorithmic
manipulation, and automated decision-making systems have expanded the arena of competition
beyond conventional military domains into cyberspace and the digital realm, where the
boundary between war and peace has become increasingly blurred.

In the military domain, both China and the United States regard artificial intelligence as a
central component of future warfare. China’s strategy of civil-military fusion facilitates the
rapid transfer of civilian Al applications into defense systems, accelerating its transition toward
“intelligentized warfare.” The United States, through initiatives such as Project Maven, seeks
to enhance battlefield awareness, target recognition, and decision-making efficiency. These
developments increase strategic uncertainty, reduce human oversight in critical decisions, and
heighten the risk of unintended escalation.

At the geopolitical level, the study finds that Al competition contributes to the formation of
technological blocs and the reconfiguration of alliances. The United States seeks to preserve
the existing order through technological partnerships, standard-setting mechanisms, and the
global influence of its technology firms. China, meanwhile, expands its geopolitical reach by
investing in digital infrastructure and Al-enabled systems in developing countries. As a result,
third-party states face growing pressure to align with competing technological ecosystems,
further complicating the global security environment.

Conclusions
The study concludes that competition between China and the United States in artificial
intelligence transcends the boundaries of technological or economic rivalry and is evolved into
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a strategic competition with profound security and geopolitical implications for the
international system. In this context, artificial intelligence is not merely an instrument of power
but is a primary arena in which power is contested and exercised. The findings confirm that
divergent models of Al development reflect deeper differences in governance structures, state—
market relations, and conceptions of national security. These divergences intensify strategic
rivalry and reduce the prospects for a unified global technological order. Simultaneously, the
acceleration of Al-driven military and cyber capabilities increases the risks of strategic
instability, cyber insecurity, and inadvertent escalation. Overall, the article demonstrates that
understanding the future of global security requires treating artificial intelligence not as an
isolated technological variable but as a core element of broader transformations in the nature of
power, security, and international order. The Sino—American rivalry in artificial intelligence
exemplifies this transformation, with consequences that extend well beyond bilateral relations
and shape the evolving structure of the global system.
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