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Abstract

In this era of globalisation and progressive digitalisation, artificial intelligence (AI) has

become an integral part of our everyday lives. While AI technology is lauded for increasing

economic growth and solving some of the intricate global development challenges, such as

climate change as well as disease and natural disaster forecasting, it has become a threat to

citizen freedom and democracy and there are concerns of data privacy and security. China is

rapidly expanding its AI and has emerged as one of the leading nations in artificial

intelligence, research and development, particularly in the global South. Africa is one of the

continents that has become a destination of the fast-expanding Chinese AI, notwithstanding

that its impacts remain unknown. This research primarily adopted a qualitative research

approach to examine the impact of Chinese AI in Africa and identify opportunities for

facilitating positive influence of Chinese AI and digital presence in Africa. The study found

that the expansion of Chinese AI in the global South, using Zimbabwe and South Africa as

case studies, has been associated with mixed results. Since its beginning in the late 1970s

after the economic reform, the Chinese AI-led automation has resulted in improved
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productivity, particularly in agriculture, health, infrastructure and manufacturing industries.

However, the Chinese AI has been associated with gross human rights violations and

promotion of corrupt practices, such as patronage and rent-seeking behaviour. Additionally,

Chinese AI is undermining the rule of law and the functionality and legitimacy of weaker

state institutions and processes.
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Introduction

Recently, artificial intelligence (AI) has emerged as an integral component of the digital

economy, with significant prospects for transforming our economies and international

politics (Hoffman, 2022). After decades of exponential growth, China’s digital economy has

become one of the prominent economic forces, competing with countries such as the

United States of America (USA) and other global North states in Europe (Meske et al., 2022).

Intrinsically, China is rapidly expanding its AI as one of the leading nations in artificial

intelligence research and development, particularly in the global South, and is competing

with the USA and other global North countries (Lundvall and Rikap, 2022). In 2021, this

Asian economic powerhouse’s AI market was estimated to be worth approximately

US$23.196 billion, and the amount is expected to increase to US$61.855 billion by 2025

(Koty, 2021). Africa is one of the continents that has become a destination of the

fast-expanding Chinese AI, even though its impacts remain unknown (Gravett, 2020; Layton,

2020). While AI technology is lauded for increasing economic growth and solving some of

the intricate global development challenges, such as climate change and disease and natural

disaster forecasting, it has become a threat to citizen freedom and democracy and there are

concerns of data privacy and security (Wang et al., 2022). Moreover, some despotic

governments are using AI technologies to scrutinise and regulate human behaviour, instil

social control and spy on their own people and foreign nationals in order to understand their

activities in private and public places (Gravett, 2020). Recent scientific discoveries have

pointed out that Chinese AI, particularly in Africa, is accelerating digital authoritarianism by

dictatorial governments. This has manifested in Internet shutdowns, digital harassment,

cyber-attacks, disinformation and dissemination of fake news, as well as surveillance and

facial recognition – all with the primary intention of stifling opposition groups and retaining

power (Polyakova and Meserole, 2019).

This study examines the role of Chinese AI in Africa and identifies opportunities for

facilitating the positive influence of Chinese AI and digital presence on the continent. This

research was guided by the following questions:

● What has been the role of Chinese AI in Africa?
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● What policy measures can be adopted to facilitate positive influence and reduce the

negative impact of Chinese AI in Africa?

The subsequent sections of this article are arranged as follows: The next section gives the

methodological approach used in writing this research article. The third section reviews the

literature on Chinese AI in Africa. This segment also gives the theoretical framework

underpinning the research as well as clarification of key terms. Additionally, literature review

also examines China’s digital expansion in the global South as well as the geopolitics and

digital ethics of Chinese AI in Africa. The results and discussion of the paper are presented in

section four beginning with the regional experiences of importing Chinese AI. The final

section of the paper provides a conclusion.

Methodology

To address the above research questions, we adopted a political economy analysis (PEA)

approach in understanding the impact of Chinese AI in Africa. According to Collinson (2003,

p. 3) ‘PEA approach is concerned with the interaction of political and economic processes

within a society: the distribution of power and wealth between different groups and

individuals, and the processes that create, sustain and transform these relationships over

time’. Initially, we systematically reviewed both academic and policy-related literature

relevant to our research questions with a particular focus on Chinese AI in the world and

then narrowed this down to global South countries in Africa. Secondly, the researchers

conducted key twenty informant interviews in Zimbabwe (12) and South Africa (80) with

purposively sampled experts working on areas related to AI, representing the two Southern

African states, Chinese technological firms working in Africa, private sector, development

partners, academia, civil society, think tanks and people in international non-governmental

organisations (INGOs) working in the technology sector to explore and obtain a deep

appreciation of the impact of Chinese AI in Africa. Data were analysed thematically.

Literature review

Theoretical framework: Hegemony and counter-hegemonic struggle
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The researchers primarily adopted Antonio Gramsci’s hegemony and counter-hegemonic

struggle as a theoretical framework underpinning this research. The primary aim of a

theoretical framework is to describe, forecast and appreciate a phenomenon under

investigation and, often, to challenge or further the current stock of knowledge (Abend,

2008). More so, a theoretical framework gives the structure that can support a given

philosophy and justifies the existence of a study under consideration (Swanson and

Chermack, 2013). In this context, the USA has traditionally enjoyed global control of AI,

mainly because of its extensive digital investments and infrastructure through its nationally

based corporations such as Google, Facebook, YouTube and Twitter (Smuha, 2021).

However, the USA’s digital hegemony is now being challenged by China, particularly in regard

to future AI development and investments in the global South (Bogdanov and Evtodyeva,

2021). China’s offensive realism in exporting and developing AI in Africa is built on the desire

to spread her self-interests, maximise power and counter the actions of fearful states such

as the USA as part of her survival in the international system (Savage, 2020).

Clarifying concepts: What is artificial intelligence?

Literature is awash with definitions of artificial intelligence (AI), essentially because it is one

of the oldest disciplines in the study of computer science. Broadly speaking, AI is a very

comprehensive area of study concerned with all aspects of imitating cognitive functions to

solve the world’s complex challenges and construct systems that function like human beings

(Wang, 2019). Usually called machine intelligence, in contrast to human intelligence, AI is

concerned with the relationship and intersection of cognitive science and computer science

(Fogel, 2022). For Lele (2019), AI entails the imitation of human intelligence processes by

machines, especially computer systems. AI is manifested in applications such as expert

systems, speech recognition, natural language processing and machine vision. Implied in the

above definitions is that AI is a broad scientific discipline that supports computer systems to

solve complex challenges by imitating natural human processes, such as acquiring

knowledge and learning, thinking and self-correction (Wadden, 2022). Therefore, AI has its

origins in human tactics and inventiveness, unlike being a product of natural or biological

influence. The following section examines China’s digital expansion in the global South.
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China’s digital expansion in the global South

The following three sections discuss what forms the basis of our interviews to support or

negate our conclusions. While China is increasingly competing to be a global digital

superpower – much like the USA – much of the contemporary studies on China’s digital

expansion have focussed on China itself or on impacts within the high-income countries of

the global North with limited attention on the implications for other low- and

middle-income developing countries of the global South (Roberts et al., 2021; Wang & Chen,

2018). As enshrined in the 14th Five-Year Plan of the People’s Republic of China, the Asian

economic powerhouse strives to grow its core digital economy to 10% of its GDP by 2025

from 7.8% in 2020, notwithstanding that its major rival, the USA, had a digital economy

worth 10.2% of its GDP in 2020 (Liengpunsakul, 2021). China has a rapidly growing digital

presence in countries of the global South even though the implications of this remain

unknown (Haner and Garcia, 2019). Since its beginning in the late 1970s after the economic

reform, the Chinese AI-led automation in Africa has resulted in improved productivity,

particularly in agriculture, health, infrastructure and manufacturing industries (McCall,

2020). China’s AI footprint in Africa can be traced back to the development of fibre-optic

cables and mobile broadband network systems more than a decade ago, with the primary

goal to improve Internet access to the people (Kothari and Cruikshank, 2022). Between the

year 2000 and 2014, China had several digital-related projects across 44 countries in Africa

with half of them located in Nigeria, Ethiopia, and Zimbabwe (Wang et al., 2020). Recent

estimates suggest that over the last 20 years Chinese technological giant Huawei has built

50% of Africa’s 3G networks and 70% of its 4G networks, indicating that China is entrenching

deeper into the continent’s information systems (Ohene Djan and Owusu-Ansah, 2020). At

the time of writing this paper, there were over 266 Chinese technological initiatives in Africa,

with the majority of them implementing AI-related projects such as 5G infrastructure, data

centres, smart cities and surveillance (Nkwanyana, 2021).

The Chinese digital expansion in the global South is receiving mixed responses. For instance,

digital components of China’s Belt and Road motivated the Chinese government to introduce
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an initiative called the Digital Silk Road (DSR) in 2015 with the objective of encouraging

Chinese companies to participate in the development of digital technologies in Africa and

the rest of the world (Wheeler, 2021). Moreover, DSR is meant to accelerate China’s ascent

to be a global technology leader and its influence in setting global technology standards and

cyber governance norms (Buckley, 2020). As part of the DSR initiative, in the year 2021,

China allocated US$ 8.43 billion to Africa for AI-related initiatives that encompass

computing, big data, Internet of Things, artificial intelligence; block chain and quantum

computing cross-border e-commerce, smart cities, telemedicine and Internet finance (Gu et

al., 2022). However, Chinese AI in Africa has been associated with gross human rights

violations and promoting corrupt practices, such as patronage and rent-seeking behaviour,

particularly in authoritarian regimes (Gwagwa et al., 2020). In addition, Chinese AI in Africa

has been criticised for undermining the rule of law and the functionality and legitimacy of

weaker state institutions and processes in the region (Gravett, 2020).

The geopolitics of AI between China and Africa

Governments and other actors across the world are competing more and more for political,

economic and other strategic benefits associated with the development of AI (Bareis and

Katzenbach, 2022). The last decade has witnessed the rivalry between China and other

global North countries such as the USA in the development and exporting of AI, particularly

to African countries (Li, 2021). Recently, China intensified her digital presence in Africa,

becoming one of the key trade partners with the countries in the global South (Jenkins,

2022). Chinese AI in Africa has become crucial over the last two decades given that

cyber-imperialism is most prevalent, with far-reaching impact on human rights and elections

as well as other key pillars of democracy (Cheng and Liu, 2022). While many developed

countries have manufactured and exported their AI to Africa over the years, China is playing

a leading role in contemporary geopolitical competition of AI in the region (Zeng, 2021).

Many scholars and stakeholders have raised a range of concerns about the manner in which

China is deploying and exploiting AI in African countries in ways that undermine national

sovereignty and the key pillars of democracy (Feldstein, 2021).
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Between 2012 and 2017, Huawei and the Chinese government’s intelligence collection were

accused of hacking the headquarters of the African Union (AU), which raised concerns of

cybersecurity and undermining sovereignty in the region (Abegunrin and Manyeruke, 2020).

Therefore, such practices of exporting AI to Africa by the Chinese government and

companies have instigated fears of widespread digital repression and colonisation (Schelenz

and Schopp, 2018). Over the past decades, some governments in Africa, including Burundi,

Zambia, Chad, the Republic of Congo, Tanzania and Uganda, among other governments,

have been accused of using digital authoritarian practices linked to Chinese AI (Bagwandeen,

2021). For instance, AI imported from China to Africa has been used to target the opposition

groups and act as a form of social control of the general public. Such actions have taken

numerous forms, including shutting down Internet, passing draconian cybersecurity laws,

imposing harsh penalties, such as imprisonment over anti-government posts, and online

surveillance (Feldstein, 2019). Therefore, digital authoritarianism by African governments

has threatened basic civil rights and constitutional freedoms in the region and has raised

worries about the future of democracy in the region (Zeng, 2022). At country level, the

Zambian government, with support from Huawei technicians, has been accused of using

Chinese imported AI for appalling purposes by spying on political opponents and threatening

democracy (Wahlberg Scott, 2021). Several other tyrannical governments in Africa are also

using AI for both blunt and subtle authoritarian controls, triggering repression and

infringement of civil liberties in nations with weak legal frameworks and checks and

balances (Calzati, 2022).

Digital ethics and Chinese AI in Africa

Globally, AI has been lauded as an engine for economic growth and has been designed to

achieve socio-economic transformation (Aggarwal, 2020). In Africa, AI from China and other

countries around the world is positively impacting on infrastructure development and the

construction of smart cities, minimising levels of crime and enhancing the safety of the

people, as well as improving education and skills development programmes, particularly

after the COVID-19 pandemic era (Aggarwal, 2020; Roberts et al.,2021). More so, AI

increased the effectiveness of state institutions by providing them with communication tools

to engage with their citizens, gauge common views of their people, calculate political threats
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and risks, and improve public policies so that they become more responsive to public needs

(Feijóo et al., 2020).

However, recent scientific evidence has revealed several risks associated with importing

Chinese AI, particularly to African countries (Layton, 2020). Recently, through its foreign

policy China has been criticised for providing despotic and tyrannical governments in Africa

with new tactics of suppressing various freedoms, democratic human rights and freedoms,

controlling and thwarting the activities of the opposition (Crawford, 2021). Africa has a nasty

track record of authoritarian governance and corruption, with some undemocratic states

having a tendency of using Chinese AI technologies to implement widespread surveillance

mechanisms. While traditional political strategies, such as propaganda, limited political

pluralism and control of the media, have been used by despotic governments in Africa to

stifle the opposition and retain power, importation of Chinese AI by regional states is making

repression more widespread, effective and ubiquitous (Gwagwa et al.,2020). Digital

authoritarianism imported from China is now superseding digital democracy – a more

desirable derivative of modern democracy that uses AI to increase citizen engagement and

participation in government affairs (Mare, 2020). Profoundly, digital authoritarianism using

Chinese AI in Africa is now redesigning and reconfiguring the balance of power between the

democratic and authoritarian regimes in the region, thus making it imperative for African

countries to introspect imported AI from the Asian economic giant (Adeyoju, 2018). Hoffman

(2022) argues that China has a longstanding history of using AI and other digital tools, such

as Great Firewall, CCTV cameras, social credit system and domestic surveillance and

censorship on its own people. In Africa, Chinese companies such as CloudWalk and Huawei

have engaged in controversial AI-related deals with repressive governments in Africa to limit

people’s rights and freedoms (Peterson and Hoffman, 2022). Furthermore, the Asian

economic and digital giant is also the preferred supplier of AI by many tyrannical and

despotic governments in Asia, South America and Africa because of her uncompetitive

procedures and opaque deals, which are shrouded in secrecy, as well as with limited

parliament and public scrutiny (Wright, 2021).
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Findings and discussion

Regional experiences with Chinese AI
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Findings from both literature and key informant interviews (KIIs) reveal that Chinese AI in

Africa has managed to revolutionise entirely all sectors, including education, infrastructure,

agriculture, tourism, healthcare and economic industries. The proliferation of Chinese

technological companies in Africa was cited as one of the examples in which imported AI

from the Asian economic powerhouse transformed the continent through Internet access

and enabled the availability of mobile phones and computers (Wheeler, 2021). Key

informant interviews with a Director from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International

Trade in Zimbabwe highlighted that Chinese AI offers unprecedented opportunities to all the

economic sectors in African countries, providing technological solutions that avert climatic

risks through real-time monitoring and forecasting. Chinese AI is also transforming the entire

food systems value chain in most African countries by providing digital agricultural services,

such as climate-related services including weather forecasting, procurement, e-commerce,

finance and smart farming services (Liengpunsakul, 2021). Key informant interviews with an
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expert in international relations from a South African university highlighted that, in

democratic African countries and elsewhere around the world, Chinese AI is also

strengthening citizen democracy and affording them rights and voice in determining the

allocation of the national resources.

Notwithstanding the benefits of the Chinese AI to socio-economic and political

transformation in African states, a systematic literature review noted that the continent is

not ready to embrace Chinese AI as some authoritarian countries use it to reinforce and

control the general public and target opposition and other micro-groups during elections.

Findings from key interviews with a South African think-tank resonate with literature, stating

that Chinese AI has put African countries, particularly despotic governments, at risk of

coercing and exploiting its people to achieve the political interests of the elites. Results from

a key informant interview with a programme manager of a civil society organisation working

on political rights in Zimbabwe highlighted that Chinese imported facial recognition

technologies do not always provide efficient and well-rationalised public administration;

instead, they are entangled in complex systems of social and political problems that

undermine human and political rights and other key pillars of democracy. It is thus

imperative for African countries to ensure and enforce transparency and accountability

mechanisms for AI companies, as well as permit parliamentary and public scrutiny of and

oversight into contracting Chinese AI-related deals.

A key informant interview with a manager of one of the Chinese AI-based private sector

organisations working in Zimbabwe highlighted China’s clear strategy of engaging Africa and

bolstering investments designed to boost the entire digital economy value chain. However,

the above findings from key informant interviews differ to that revealed in literature as it

argues that Africa needs to design and implement viable options for diversifying the

importation of AI from global North countries, including promoting home-grown digital

solutions to mitigate overdependence on Chinese AI (Wright, 2021).

Key informant interviews with academia indicated that the adoption of Chinese AI tools in

Africa is not accompanied by robust legislative frameworks that mitigate inequalities based

on gender, race and political orientation. For instance, through the key informant interview
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with a professor of AI in one of the state universities in Zimbabwe, it was noted that Chinese

AI has been criticised for suppressing civil liberties, particularly of majority groups, while

protecting the rights of the few elites to further their political interests. It is crucial that the

adoption of Chinese AI be accompanied by strong legal and statutory procedures that

circumvent abuses and avoid rampant exploitation by technological companies and state

actors working in the AI industry. Therefore, analysing the impact of the Chinese AI on the

continent calls for regional states in Africa to design and implement policies that mutually

benefit China and Africa and reduce the negative consequences of adopting this form of

digital technology.

Conclusion

While AI offers great opportunities to achieve national development and ultimately

socio-economic transformation, like any technological revolution, this form of digital tool

presents many potential risks, particularly in undemocratic regimes and countries with weak

checks and balances. The hegemony and counter-hegemonic struggle theoretical framework

was useful to show how China is competing with the USA in developing and exporting AI to

Africa, motivated by the Chinese Communist Party’s grant plan to use modern technology to

expand its political influence on weaker states in the global South. Therefore, it is imperative

for African countries to foster transparency and accountability mechanisms by allowing

parliamentary oversight on and public scrutiny of all Chinese contracted deals, including

those related to AI. Furthermore, African governments need to diversify their AI market by

embracing investments from global North countries as well as home-grown solutions to

mitigate the dominance of Chinese AI in Africa. Without the ability to understand such

developments, African governments remain starved to develop sustainable strategies to

counteract the Chinese digital authoritarianism through imported AI from this Asian

economic giant.
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