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Abstract

The current global cyber governance model is dominated by Western liberal norms
and multi-stakeholder values. Dissatisfied with the status quo, some developing
countries like China embrace another governance concept called cyber sovereignty,
which advocates more state control. Meanwhile, Al development further enlarges
cyberspace’s national security threats, but an international governance framework
is absent in the Al realm and China is eager to take the lead in building one.
This gives rise to the question: what explains China’s approach to cyber and Al
governance? Current studies on cyber sovereignty and China’s Al governance model
are mostly qualitative and/or have a small sampling frame, while the meaning of
cyber sovereignty is debatable. Therefore, this article applies topic modelling
to official/semi-official texts about cyber and Al governance to understand the
cyber sovereignty concept and how it shapes China’s approach to Al governance.
This article finds that cyber sovereignty is an extension of China’s state-centric
view of international order. Not being a passive recipient of norms, China hopes
to shape alternative cyber norms to defend national security. Now, since the global
community has not reached a consensus over global Al governance, China is
exploiting this gap to promote its own set of cyber visions.

Keywords China - Cyber sovereignty - Al governance - Cyber governance -
Machine learning - Computational IR

< Ho Ting Hung
bosco.hung @politics.ox.ac.uk
https://www.politics.ox.ac.uk/

! University of Oxford, Manor Rd, Oxford OX1 3UQ, England

Published online: 04 January 2025 &)\ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s42001-024-00346-8&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3073-303X

24 Page 2 of 31 Journal of Computational Social Science (2025) 8:24

Introduction

Currently, the West is dominating resources, technological standards, norms,
and the discourse power of the cyber realm [14]. This shapes a Western-centric
global cyber governance model promoting the participation and collaboration of
technical communities, civil society, and the private sector [26, 78]; fundamental
rights like human rights, transparency, and democracy [90]. Therefore, it is
often seen as serving to realize the Western vision of an integrated, liberal, and
democratic world [55]. While Western countries have espoused a free and open
view of the Internet, non-Western countries like China, Russia, Brazil, and South
Africa have challenged this status quo and some defended another approach:
cyber sovereignty [24, 39, 52].

China was among the earliest countries to advocate a closed cyber system
tightly controlled by state authority. It consistently iterates that cyberspace falls
under national sovereignty where the government is the most important rule
executor and maker [99, 111]. During the 2000s, China already criticized the
current multi-stakeholder cyber governance models for marginalizing government
authority and granting other stakeholders excessive interventional power. In 2010,
it published the White Paper on the Internet in China which first mentioned cyber
sovereignty (State Council Information [96]). Since then, the notion has been
consistently asserted in various official documents, laws, and declarations [13].

Considering China’s rising international status and cyber capacity, its quest for
cyber sovereignty particularly deserves attention. Its gigantic online population
and active developing ICT sector made China increasingly considered an ideal
partner of non-Western states seeking to challenge the US hegemony [39].
Therefore, it has the capacity, support, and potential to challenge the Western
cyber governance leadership. Despite the significance of China’s revision of the
current cyber governance model, scholars have surprisingly not yet reached a
consensus over China’s direction, which makes a re-examination of it necessary.

Meanwhile, the rise of artificial intelligence (AI) indicates an ever-faster
evolvement of technological capabilities for processing data, manipulating
information, and expanding online information operations [4, 34, 48, 64],
further raising cyberspace’s strategic importance. Meanwhile, unlike most
technologies like the internet, telecommunications and space technology, norms
and institutions are yet to be created in the AI governance field. China has
accordingly enthusiastically expressed its eagerness to lead Al governance to
regulate its development and deployment [61]. This gives rise to the importance
of understanding China’s Al governance visions and the underpinning values,
which could (re)shape international norms sooner or later.

To examine what norms govern the emergence of Al, one place to seek
the answer would be China’s existing approach to cyber governance. This
article will show how China’s cyber norms are structuring China’s approach
to a new technological area: the Al realm, with the scope lying in the political
and international governance aspects. Military technology applications,
economic development, domestic issues (e.g. defamation, scamming) and other
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non-political/governance aspects are not covered since they deal with specific
and technical issues and/or do not articulate governance norms. I address the
following questions by applying topic modelling to official/semi-official textual
materials: What norms underpin China’s approach to cyber and Al governance?
What explains the evolution of norms in the Al realm?

This article makes three main contributions. First, it fills the literature gap
about the relationship between China’s development of cyber sovereignty and Al
governance, thus facilitating the study of the evolvement of China’s role in emerging
realms. This contribution is timely as China is actively advocating alternative cyber
and Al models, while often linking discussions of the two realms together. Second, it
introduces the first quantitative machine learning study on China’s cyber sovereignty
and Al governance, covering both official and state-affiliated textual materials.
By addressing the existing literature’s shortcoming of covering a relatively small
sampling frame, this article adjudicates a contested conceptual interpretation
of China’s governance visions. Third, while current analyses of norm theory
are dominated by qualitative approaches, this article puts forward a quantitative
methodological framework [77], which will benefit future scholarly examination
of textual data which observes a growing complexity and volume, yet helpful for
informing norm emergence.

This article proceeds as follows. First, I review existing literature on China’s
cyber sovereignty and Al governance approach. Second, I explain the theoretical
framework and hypotheses. I then lay out its methodology. Subsequently, I present
the analysis results. Finally, I offer some discussions and outline the broader
implications.

Literature review
Chinese cyber governance approach

China’s approach to cyberspace is largely affected by its emphasis on sovereignty,
which provides this study with the context of why China is enthusiastic about
managing the virtual sphere. Studies have established that while sovereignty was a
concept imported to China, China actively defends and seeks sovereignty, especially
Westphalian sovereignty [22, 32, 100].! Westphalian sovereignty is primarily about
the idea of final and absolute political authority within a state. Its key principles
include political independence, territorial integrity, equality in law, and non-
intervention [43]. As China considers a state’s political status unquestionable, it
has made use of (Westphalian) sovereignty as a shield against outside interference
and an instrument for achieving its territorial ambitions [16, 22, 32, 58, 72, 100].
This shield is also applied to resisting the spread of Western norms. Insisting that

! As this article’s focus is not on unfolding China’s general conception of sovereignty, this sub-section
will not explain all its historical evolution, variants, and debates thoroughly, such as the debate about Chi-
na’s imperialist/hierarchical conceptions of sovereignty and the so-called tianxia idea [15, 100, 74, 75].
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a country’s development progress, culture, and values should be considered when
advancing liberal claims, China disregards democracy and human rights as having
universality. It considers the Western implementation of relevant international
laws subjugation attempts disrespecting its political authority and infringing its
sovereignty [22, 42, 71]. However, the spread of such norms is especially facilitated
by the Internet’s transnational nature and its rise, which increase the ease of creating,
finding, and spreading anti-state information, including Western liberal ideas. This
threatened China’s one-party state rule and centralized information control model,
bringing a need to govern cyberspace to protect sovereignty [90, 99, 109].

The cornerstone of China’s vision for global cyber governance is cyber
sovereignty [17], which is characterized by the following dimensions reflecting
China’s active defence of state authority and Westphalian sovereignty: (1)
Information or discourse control for protecting the state from unfavourable
narratives spread online [13, 17, 49, 69, 73, 90, 99, 109], (2) data regulations
for strengthening state control over corporate data (e.g. data localization, legal
jurisdiction rights of virtual data) [21, 23, 44, 90], (3) Security enhancement of
technological industry and structure for reducing vulnerability to foreign influence
and asserting the state predominance in cyber technology development (e.g.
expanding domestic technological capacity, promoting national security checks of
supply chain components, setting international cybersecurity standards) [23, 44, 90].

Although cyber sovereignty remains a concept upholding state authority, it
remains contested to what extent cyber sovereignty is a state-centric concept and
this study mediates this debate. There are three competing accounts about how
absolute state control is under the concept and why it is the case: (i) China advocates
state leadership in cyber governance and rejects multistakeholderism [24, 65],
(i) Considering non-state actors important collaborators on cyber issues, China
advocates a multilateral model which promotes state leadership but accepts their
participation [13, 14, 21, 99]; (iii) there is no consensus within China on what cyber
sovereignty is and how it can be exercised, so we cannot determine the concept’s
exact position [98, 109]. As further examination of the concept’s position remains
necessary to settle the debate, this study revisits relevant government discourse and
applies a quantitative approach to evaluate what cyber norms China is hoping to
promote.

This study also adds to the literature exploring the reasons behind China’s
promotion of a new international cyber governance model. Many scholars interpret
this move as a promotion of a new norm for promoting state control, thus contesting
against Western liberal and multi-stakeholder norms and shaping the global
internet governance order in its favour [17, 65, 109, 70, 109, 17] further suggest
that China hopes to encourage other states, especially authoritarian ones, to adopt
a more state-centric approach, thereby legitimizing and regaining state control of
the online sphere. Nonetheless, these scholars have ignored China’s developing
country status, which Cai [14] deemed important. He stresses that the developed
West writes international cyber norms to reflect its interests, so the participation
between developed countries and China in establishing cyber governance is
unequal. This re-orients us to acknowledge China’s developing country status is
important in explaining why China opposes the current Western monopolization
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of cyber governance. Incorporating historical power hierarchies into the analysis of
alternative norm promotion can help better understand China’s behaviour and the
corresponding intention. Built upon this insight, this paper can more effectively
assess how state-centric China’s approach is because its fear of sovereignty erosion
could influence its degree of acceptance of non-state stakeholders’ participation in
cyber governance.

Moreover, this study hopes to address the existing methodological gap resulting
from the dominance of qualitative studies on cyber sovereignty and governance,
which are primarily built on qualitative discourse, content, and/or historical
analysis [6, 44, 65, 94, 98, 109]. Others remain conceptual papers or commentaries
drawing from official documents and key academic writings [13, 47, 68]. The above
qualitative analyses tend to have a small sampling frame confined to a specific
language/audience group, with most of them focusing exclusively onChinese-
language publications (e.g. academic articles, newspapers, commentaries, policy
documents, and elite discourse) which generally targets domestic audiences [6, 44,
98, 109]. Admittedly, qualitative analyses allow in-depth examinations of specific
conceptual nuances and how the concept is communicated in a specific setting.
However, collecting materials from more occasions and official/semi-official
channels will benefit our understanding of it in a general manner and thus address
the academic disagreement over the concept’s meaning—and this will require a
quantitative approach given human’s limited processing power in addressing a larger
frame of documents.

There is an existing scarce attempt involving quantitative components, but
its sampling frame remains relatively small: Brehm [12] applies qualitative close
reading on a set of internet-related articles to explore China’s strategic narratives,
and then uses quantitative analysis to identify discourse shifts to test replicability.
Acknowledging that previous studies mainly focus on materials directed at domestic
audiences, he uses an English-language state-affiliated media Global Times as a
source to analyse the concept, but the sampling frame remains relatively small as
he restricts the study to a single media source. There remains a gap for this study to
apply quantitative analysis to a larger frame of relevant discussions to adjudicate the
contestation about the meaning of the cyber sovereignty concept.

Chinese global Al approach

Here I turn to review literature on China’s global Al governance approach. Note
that related scholarly literature is limited. This could be explained by first, the
relatively new nature of Al development. China’s first Global Al Governance
Initiative was released on 18/10/2023 [67], second, scholars’ tendency to analyse
specific application areas of Al (e.g. healthcare and education) instead of general
Al governance [51, 97]. Nonetheless, Sheehan [92] suggests China’s national Al
governance model could be a reference for writing global rules and norms. Similarly,
[20] suggest China can extrapolate its system to shape global Al standards.
Therefore, discussions of national Al governance can still help us understand
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China’s vision of global Al governance. This offers us the advantage of having a
wider source for examining a single issue, while maintaining relevance without
ignoring related affairs.

Existing literature characterizes China’s global AI approach, as covering
the following dimensions: (i) information control and stability maintenance for
mitigating information manipulation and spread of anti-state narrative [84, 92, 93],
(ii) strengthening national control of data and downplaying individual privacy [10,
61], (iii) standards-setting of safety procedures and ethical norms [4, 28, 37, 61, 90,
107, 108]. They, again, reflect China’s eagerness to strengthen control to defend its
sovereignty. This aligns with my former literature review that China is fear of the
erosion of state authority.

While the aforementioned discussions suggest China’s Al governance model
is state-centric, some Chinese scholars argue that philosophical and cultural
practices can shape China into embracing a more open approach, and this study
adds to the literature by joining the debate between these two views. Cheng [19]
considers Chinese AI governance principles highlighting the importance of
harmony and cooperation among individuals, society, and Al. This should imply
China will acknowledge the merits of multistakeholderism and the significance of
non-state actors. Besides, Song [95] argues that traditional Chinese philosophies
(Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism) share a non-anthropocentric moral root which
implies Al and humans can co-exist harmoniously, so the Chinese community is
less suspicious and fearful of AIL In this sense, China’s Al discourse should be
less security-focused and more external-looking. Nonetheless, Roberts et al. [84]
criticize that it is unclear from China’s government documentation what roles
such cultural values should play in AI governance. The emphasis on harmony can
be politicized to justify state suppression of individual rights and reassert state
authority in Al governance instead. This points us to the need to examine the actual
content of relevant government discourse to understand whether and how such
cultural elements are translated into practice, which would have an implication
on the question of whether China sees Al as a significant threat to its government
authority and whether it allows non-state actors to participate in its governance.

When answering what drives China to establish global Al governance norms,
studies indicate that the absence of governance norms and institutions gives China
the strategic room to realize its leadership ambitions [20, 27, 108]. Ding et al. [28]
further link China’s eagerness to establish global Al governance to its inferior status
in establishing cyber governance. China hopes to avoid exclusion from the rule-
setting process again, so it actively discusses building new governance norms. This
implies that cyber sovereignty can be an underpinning value of Al governance and
examining China’s developing country status is crucial to understanding its norm
promotion. It also informs this study that China’s promotion of alternative global
governance norms should not be read as simply conflicts of interests or values.
Western ignorance of its interests is important in explaining China’s eagerness to
establish new norms. Considering China’s historical status in global governance can
thus establish a useful starting point for understanding its behaviours and genuine
intentions.
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Another implication is that cyber and Al governance is largely different from
other governance issues, which provides this study with the justification to examine
the two fields together. Literature has maintained that no universal approach defines
China’s approach to global governance and China could adopt different approaches
to different issues within the same governance regime, so its approach to a single
domain may not help us understand its approach to another domain. For instance,
China applied multilateralism in the context of space station operation, but
bilateralism in the case of lunar governance [36, 54]. In this sense, examining cyber
and Al governance using the lens or together might lack relevance. However, Ding
et al.’s [28] account indicates specifically, China’s approach to the cyber domain
can be extended to the Al domain. This can also be confirmed by the previous
literature review which suggests that discussions on the characteristics of China’s Al
governance share similar patterns with those on cyber sovereignty and governance,
i.e. information control, data control, and standard-setting. Examining cyber and Al
governance visions together is thus particularly relevant and plausible, instead of
being overly reductionist, in this specific case.

Methodologically speaking, current studies on China’s Al governance vision
mainly explore academic and scientific writings [10, 38] or national-level strategy
and policy documents [84, 85, 92, 107]. They ignored press releases, state-affiliated
media articles, and government commentaries which also inform official stances
and/or directly communicate with the international audience. Others remain
conceptual articles or analyses [20]. In this sense, the same methodological gap
in the discussions about cyber governance applies to the Al realm, in which most
analyses cover a limited source of data. To capture the whole picture of China’s
global AI governance vision, we need a wider sampling source, which can be
analysed effectively using quantitative methods.

Such research gaps lead to my overarching design: applying an automated text
analysis on official and state-affiliated textual materials about China’s discussion of
cyber sovereignty and Al governance. This article provides an empirical test about
how China’s subsidiary status explains its desire to rewrite norms about cyber and
Al governance, while adjudicating the academic debate about how state-centric
China’s approach is.

Theoretical framework and hypothesis

As the literature review suggests the need to consider China’s developing country
status, this article applies the norm subsidiarity theory to explain what drives
China’s approach to cyber and Al governance. Norms are commonly known as ‘a
standard of appropriate behavior for an actor with a given identity’ [35], p. 891).
They provide a logic of appropriateness which defines acceptable justification for
an actor’s behaviour [62]. While early norm literature treats norms as stable objects
which diffuse linearly [31, 106], norms are subject to contestation even if the
recognition that a norm exists will structure actors’ behaviour [76, 103, 105].
Existing norm contestation literature tends to analyse how powerful actors exploit
their power to challenge new norms [50, 89] or treat new norms as a function of
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existing or fundamental norms under socialization [3, 104]. However, fundamental
norms tend to be established by current powers, so such accounts confine norm
contestation to the structural limits set by the existing rules primarily built by strong
actors. This downplays the possibility that weak actors can reject fundamental
norms and promote their own set of norms, which is what this article is studying.

In contrast, Acharya [1] develops a bottom-up approach addressing the role of
weaker actors to study norm evolution: norm subsidiary. Norm subsidiarity is
defined as ‘a process whereby local actors create rules with a view to preserve their
autonomy from dominance, neglect, violation, or abuse by more powerful central
actor’ [1], p. 97). As the post-war international system has been largely dominated
by Western states who Marginalized weaker states (or in general, non-Western
states) from the global norm-making process. Accordingly, the rules the West sets
do not always reflect the ideas, interests, and identities of weaker states. Norm
subsidiarity is therefore a response to the tyranny of the stronger states, implying
that states are not necessarily passive recipients of established norms [1, 2].

The norm subsidiarity theory is especially applicable to this article because norm
contestation among developed and developing countries is common in the cyber
governance realm. As mentioned, developing and middle-income states including
China have discursively criticized the current West-dominated status quo. As the
literature review shows, being a late-comer to internet technology, China is in a
disadvantaged position in the norm-making process. In contrast to its economic
size and material achievements, China has often downplayed its status to legitimize
its defense of national interests and consolidate its relationship with developing
countries and gain support [80]. It has then clung to its developing country identity
when challenging the existing global governance model (even though China is
known for being characterized by multiple identities contradicting each other).? This
reflects a challenge to existing norms made by weaker actors in the international
community.

Below I explain how this article applies that framework and develops the
hypotheses. Historically, the CCP regime has faced insecurity due to inter-party
division, socioeconomic inequality, corruption, people’s distrust, and China’s
history of bullying by foreign powers. This motivated China to long consider
survival its primary aim, prioritizing the preservation of non-interference, domestic
stability, political system, and one-party leadership [9, 63]. However, cyberspace
worsens survival concerns as illustrated. Meanwhile, as discussed, China holds a
state-centric view of the international order and believes state authority can never
be challenged, therefore downplaying other actors. To successfully guarantee state
control of cyberspace, it advocates a sovereigntist approach to the cyberspace realm
[90].

Nonetheless, the Western multi-stakeholder model promotes the free flow of
information and recognizes the importance of non-state stakeholders, which clashes
with China’s governance vision [109]. In China’s eyes, the West’s promotion of a

2 Given China’s emphasis on its developing country identity, this article does not delve into the nuances
of China’s multiple identities when exploring its governance approach.
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free Internet was a subjugation attempt which disturbs China’s state authority and
interests. Under the logic of norm subsidiarity, instead of importing and accepting
Western liberal norms, China hopes to revise the Western-led cyber governance
model. Accordingly, the development of cyber sovereignty is an extension of its
sovereigntist view of international order and the digital sphere, while its discussions
on cyber governance should stress promoting national security and state control.
This leads to a hypothesis testing whether China is a norm follower or a reviser, thus
assessing whether China’s cyber vision is liberal:

H1 Due to its state-centric approach to sovereignty, China has also applied a state-
centric official discourse on global cyber governance.

China’s eagerness to alter the global cyber governance model is reinforced by
its inferior past. Although arguably, China is now a great power even stronger than
many European states, it remained a developing country when cyber governance
was established. Therefore, the current model fails to fully reflect China’s
interests, breeding resentment against Western domination in cyber governance.
This motivates China to demand allowing developing countries’ participation and
criticize developed countries’ dominance through promoting cyber sovereignty. This
leads to a hypothesis testing whether China’s new cyber norms are characterized by
the desire to revise Western dominance and whether this drives China to challenge
current norms:

H2 Due to its residual identity as a developing country and non-Western power,
China stresses developing countries’ participation in cyber governance.

Despite the resentment toward the current multistakeholder model, China lacks
the capability to revise it since it has emerged as a longstanding norm. Meanwhile,
Al development deepened China’s concern about sovereignty and national security
erosion. While China fears being excluded from Al governance like what it faced
in cyber governance, the West has not created a governance model for Al [28, 59].
This provides opportunities for China to exploit to reshape governance norms,
thereby reinforcing state authority and justifying its control of cyberspace. By
extending and promoting its cyber norms to the Al realm, China can counteract the
West’s advocate of online openness and liberal values, while advocating equal rights
of participation between developed and developing countries in governing Al. This
leads to a hypothesis testing what characterizes China’s Al governance norms and
drives their evolution:

H3 China is extrapolating its sovereigntist view of cyber governance to the Al gov-
ernance realm.

Meanwhile, there remains a possibility that China’s official discourse on cyber

and Al governance does not divert from the Western view. This brings an alternative
hypothesis, which I also draw from norm literature about socialization. Socialization
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is the process of inducing actors into endorsing a given society’s norms, rules, and
expected behaviour [18, 46]. Emerging powers, including China, often integrate with
existing norms to seek acceptance and avoid confrontation, especially when they
may not have the capability to revise the longstanding norms [79]. As a weaker actor
excluded from the norm-making process of cyber governance, China is pressured to
endorse the long-standing Western norms. Although a governance norm is not yet
established for the Al realm, China is obliged to follow Western liberal norms to
avoid suspicion. This leads to an alternative hypothesis suggesting China is a norm
taker instead:

H4 Due to socialization effects, China’s official discourse reflects the Western
model of liberal cyber and Al governance.

Methodology

To test the hypotheses, I apply topic modelling to study texts discussing cyber
sovereignty and Al governance. Topic modelling is an unsupervised machine
learning method for automated content analysis. It considers a document formed
by groups of topics, and a topic formed by groups of words/phrases. By scanning
through documents to analyse how different groups of words or phrases co-occur,
topic models unfold the emergence and evolution of themes across a large number of
documents automatically, while not requiring any coding sheets [7]. This way, topic
modelling provides preliminary insights into the broad patterns of the collection
of texts. This tool can be especially helpful in the case of analyzing a collection
of hundreds or thousands of (long) government texts since humans have limited
processing power for performing manual analysis to identify the key patterns.

Topic model’s extractions of themes from discussions about cyber and Al
governance allow us to infer what is valued and actively promoted by China
effectively. We can then identify whether China’s official narratives are filled
with resentful claims related to sovereignty or its subsidiary status, or whether its
narratives actually support current practices. By examining the similarities and
differences in the broad patterns of discussions about cyber and Al governance, we
can further test whether China is extrapolating its view on cyber governance to the
realm of Al governance.

However, topic modelling is not a panacea for addressing text analysis problems.
As I will demonstrate below in more detail, this study acknowledges the past
topic model applications’ limitations in navigating noises in the text corpus,
irrelevant topics, and arbitrary labelling of topics. I will put forward a framework
that incorporates additional fine-grained analyses and contextual examination of
documents to ensure the validity of the results.
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Model Choice

This article employs the Correlated Topic Model (CTM) instead of the most
common topic model Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA). Unlike LDA, CTM allows
topics to be correlated and has proved to provide a closer approximation to the true
document structure, thus generating more coherent topics [11]. This will especially
benefit our study as topics like security, sovereignty, and data can be correlated.

Data collection

Existing literature discussing cyber sovereignty often relies on the Chinese
National Knowledge Infrastructure to collect official/semi-official/expert texts
[6, 65, 109]. However, since March 2023, access to it for universities and
research institutions outside of China has been terminated. Therefore, I scrapped
government websites instead to collect data using the RVest [102] and Selenium
packages (Selenium, n.d.) on R and Python respectively.

I constructed the keywords based on those used by existing literature research-
ing the topic and different translations/expressions of the same term (e.g. digital/
cyber/Internet sovereignty) [44, 56, 65, 109]. Table 1 summarizes such keywords.

I collected the texts from numerous relevant government websites covering
up to 21/11/2023. While government speeches, documents and press releases
reflect official discourse, their discussion on cyber sovereignty could be vague
[98]. Given the Chinese regime’s authoritarian nature, state-affiliated media could
represent views largely if not completely resembling the government’s stance.
To enrich the analysis, I collect state-affiliated media texts shared by Chinese
government websites, which reflect state endorsement of their opinions.

Moreover, I take US discussions as baseline data to validate whether Chinese
discussions are particularly sovereigntist. The US considers cyberspace domains

Table1 Keywords used in searches

Category Sub-category English keywords Chinese keywords
Cyber Cyber sovereignty Cyber sovereignty TR
Network sovereignty P % AT
Internet sovereignty PAEE R
Information sovereignty fEEEM

Digital sovereignty

Cyber governance Cyber governance P& aTE
Internet governance

Information governance

AL / AI governance ATHERES
Artificial intelligence ATEELE
governance
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Table2 Sources used by this article

Category

China

us

State government

State Council
State Council Information

Office

White House

Legislature

National People's Congress

Congress®

Diplomacy

Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Department of State

Defence

Ministry of Defence

Department of Defense

Cyber/Al-related departments

Ministry of Industry and
Information Technology’
Cyberspace Administration of

China*

Bureau of Cyberspace and
Digital Policy”
Office of Science and

Technology Policy®

Examples of official/state-
affiliated media (Collected

from government websites)

Xinhua
People.com.cn

People’s Daily

N/A

China Daily
Chinese Communist Party News

Dazhong Daily

‘English website not available

"Under the Department of State

fUnder White House

*Only committee reports, committee publications, and legislations/bills that have become law

are collected. Meeting notes, drafts and communications are ignored.

Texts by some other media like PLA Daily and provincial media like Nanfang Daily werealso collected,
but after the screening process, they were found to be irrelevant.

Table 3 Number of texts covered by the subset

China (Chinese) China (English) us
Cyber governance and 284 91 153
cyber sovereignty
Cyber sovereignty 72 28 54

‘global commons’, which no single state controls and sovereignty should not
apply [21]. Its AI approach is regarded as liberal or even laissez-faire [64]. Con-
sidering this stark contrast, China’s textual discussions on global cyber and Al
governance should be less liberal compared to its US counterparts. Therefore, I
search through the websites of US government agencies using the same set of
keywords. To ensure comparability, I examine sources with the same function as
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their Chinese counterparts (e.g. Ministry of Foreign Affairs vs US Department of
State). Table 2 summarizes the sources used.

While Voice of America is a state-owned news network, it receives less interfer-
ence from the state government compared to its Chinese counterparts like Xinhua,
so its reporting is inherently less consistent with the government’s stance [30]. Thus,
texts by Voice of America were not collected Table 3.

Since the US adopts a laissez-faire approach to Al governance [64], I expect
fewer official texts collected from the US side.

Data screening

Government websites often utilize fuzzy searches, so irrelevant texts may be
returned. Therefore, I run another round of data screening by checking whether the
collected text actually contains the keyword.

Moreover, duplicated materials will likely be downloaded as several keywords
can be all mentioned in a single text. I remove duplicates to avoid overstating the
frequency of topic occurrence.

All the processes (summarized in Fig. 1) resulted in a total of 689 articles
included.

China (Chinese): 63865 (cyber); 20008 (Al)
China (English): 7176 (cyber); 9006 (AI)
US: 34765 (cyber); 5527 (Al)

China (Chinese): 921 (cyber); 122 (Al)
China (English): 97 (cyber); 24 (Al)
US: 174 (cyber); 29 (Al)

China (Chinese): 284 (cyber); 114 (Al)
China (English): 91 (cyber); 23 (Al)
US: 153 (cyber); 24 (Al)

Removing duplicated
texts and texts

published beyond the
cut-off date

Fig. 1 Identification of items and screening process
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*Excluding broken links, non-text files, or absent texts.

Pre-processing

When applying automated text analysis, pre-processing is needed to ensure the
text is machine-readable. Although statistical methods for text analysis tend to be
language agnostic, pre-processing tools are not [60]. Different packages are needed
to pre-process Chinese and English texts to maximize accuracy.

First, unlike English words which are separated by spacing, Chinese charac-
ters have no obvious delimiters. I use the JiebaR package to segment the Chinese-
language texts, i.e. dividing them into individual words [81]. Second, I convert all
words to lowercase and remove all punctuation, whitespaces, email addresses, and
URLs. Third, T use the fmcn [53] and tm [33] packages to remove common stop
words which are usually non-informative [7]. Fourth, since tense and number are
usually not indicative of the text topics, I perform lemmatization in English texts
using the textstem package to reduce the input dimension [83]. Chinese words do
not require lemmatization since they are not conjugated or pluralized by adding an
ending. Fifth, I drop words appearing in less than 5% of the documents, thereby
preventing interpretation from becoming skewed by loosely connected words [101].
Figure 2 summarizes the pre-processing steps.

Chinese Texts| English Texts

e N\ e N

: " SEEa A 30 Convert all words to lowercase and
Segmental:t';o% ,(,?,' lgil .--.q: I%l.-l-.il E zE"> remove all punctuation, whitespaces,
' ""E") email addresses, and URLSs

Remove all punctuation, whitespaces,

email addresses, and URLs Remove stopwords

\ - > - 7
e A e N
Remove stopwords Lemmatization (e.g. saw = see)
| > . J
Drop words appearing in less than 5% of] Drop words appearing in less than 5% of
documents documents

\. J \ J

Fig.2 Pre-processing steps
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Model optimization

When conducting topic modelling, one should not blindly pursue the maximum
number of topics (k). Having too many or too few topics can cause difficulties in
interpreting their meaning and distinguishing different topics [41, 57]. Meanwhile,
the k value used by existing literature can span from 8 [29] to 100 [8].

I use the searchK function under the stm package to test the relative goodness of
fit for each k. I pick the k giving a relatively high held-out likelihood, a lower bound
of the marginal log-likelihood, and topic coherence, and also relatively low residuals
[66, 86, 88]. This helps achieve internal consistency and topic quality [87]. See the
online Appendix for model fit comparisons.

It is expected that the number and the category of topics generated by models
analysing Chinese and English texts respectively are vastly different. This can
be because a particular text may not appear in another language. Accordingly,
the number of documents, the types of themes in the corpus and their statistical
associations will also vary, and so will the optimal k and the actual topic categories
interpreted.

Additional sub-set analysis and validation

Textual datasets inevitably contain certain degrees of noise, so irrelevant topics can
be generated [45]. This can be problematic because most data I examine are long
texts and the subject matters tend to be less internally homogeneous, i.e. the topic
inter-relationships are less readily interpretable [40].

Therefore, 1 apply Altaweel et al.’s [5] approach to ensure result validity. I
keep sentences containing the keywords, and also the sentences before and after
for analysis. This creates a ‘short corpus’. I then repeat the previous steps of k
optimization to create a different set of topic model outputs, thereby determining
whether a more focused search will yield more relevant topics.

Moreover, I will perform additional analysis on a subset of documents by
removing texts discussing cyber governance only but not cyber sovereignty. Such
texts can give irrelevant results such as pornography and e-scams, which are not
relevant to sovereignty and this article. Note that the US does not have the concept
of ‘cyber sovereignty’ [52], so the discussion and the number of relevant topics are
expected to be limited.

Eventually, a total of 18 models will be created.

Topic interpretation

Although topic models generate sets of statistically associated topics and words,
only human analysts can examine their conceptual meanings, while the topic number
given by the stm package gives no additional contextual information. Nonetheless,
there is no established, systematic procedure for mapping labels to each topic
generated [40].
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Mainstream approaches of simply examining the commonalities of words listed
by each topic could overlook the context of the texts, thus giving biased results.
Moreover, topic modelling is ultimately an automated method for identifying the
statistical correlation between words, so not all topics are interpretable or useful
for answering a particular research question [45, 101], especially when government
texts are long and cover many matters.

Therefore, besides applying contextual acknowledge to interpret the topics, I
also take Gillings and Hardie’s [40] validation approach: close reading of the top 10
documents which the model reports as having the highest proportion of that topic.
This approach encourages an additional human examination for identifying how the
listed words are expressed across texts in context, thus avoiding arbitrary and ad-hoc
labelling.

Results

The results below are generated using a separate model with an individual value of
k given by the procedures above (See Table 4). For each model, I provide a table
showing the names of all topics. See the online Appendix for the tables showing the
top 10 common words within each topic and the word clouds.

Expectedly, all 18 models produced some irrelevant topics, as is common in such
exercises as discussed. Topics are discarded if the topics and associated documents
(1) are clearly irrelevant and overly broad (e.g. bilateral cooperation, anti-terrorism,
national defense, community welfare disputes); (2) describe a specific event/meet-
ing/committee/law/publication about cyber/Al governance, but the 10 most common
words contain no substance (e.g. World Internet Conference); (3) are meaningless
(e.g. Stopwords); (4) are related to cyberspace/Al, but are not directly related to
the political/international governance aspect (e.g. E-commerce development, anti-
pornography). For example, the topic ‘e-commerce development’ will be removed
if the associated documents only discuss how to stimulate the domestic economy
by promoting e-commerce or China’s achievement in e-commerce development, but
it will be retained if they discuss how the international community or the national

Table4 Optimal k values

China China us
(Chinese) (English)

Cyber Cyber governance and cyber All 25 8 29
sovereignty Short 13 13 14

Cyber sovereignty only All 18 13 16

Short 9 8 20

AI All All 20 9 ]
Short 29 8 8
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Table 5 Tllustrations of topic removal criteria

Reasons

Example of topics

Example of words

Irrelevant and overly broad

Model of China
(Chinese) (All
documents) (Cyber):
Topic 4 (bilateral

cooperation)

ERE, EH, REE, B
EX, IO, A, BiE, H
4, EbriE, BIE (member
states, reaffirm, United
Nations, terrorism,
appeal, view, emphasize,
organization,
international law,

India)

Describe a specific
event/meeting/committee/law/publication

about cyber/AI governance, but contain

Model of China
(English) (All

documents) (Cyber):

wuzhen, zhejiang, cpc,
committee, conference,

provincial, achievement,

no meaning topic 4 (World Internet wmr, speech, law-based
Conference) (For context, the World
Internet Conference 1is
held in Wuzhen,
Zhejiang.)
Meaningless Model of US (All ’s, ’ve, go, know, ’l1,

documents) (Cyber):

Topic 23 (Stopwords)

say, something, think,

sure, want

Related to cyberspace/AI, but are not
directly related to the
political/international governance
aspect and/or not associated with
paragraphs/documents related to these

aspects

Model of China
(Chinese) (All
documents) (Cyber):
topic 2 (E-commerce

development)

HUHFH, BFRES, WE,
—i, —B&, EEKEE, &
%, K8, &8, &=
(intellectual property,
e-commerce, brief, one
belt, one road,
interconnection,
infringement, ASEAN,

mention, representation)

governments should regulate e-commerce and business data, i.e. related to politics/
governance. See Table 5 for illustrations.

In contrast, meaningful topics directly related to cyber/Al governance will be
included. Examples include ‘Multilateralism’ (the type of governance framework),
‘common destiny’ (the rationale behind international cooperation), and ‘mutual
respect of sovereignty’ (characteristics of the governance model).
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Given the large total number of models and topics, I will directly discuss the
relevant topics. The tables indicating the list of topics can be found in the online
Appendix.

Cyber
All documents

For China (Chinese) documents, they reflect China’s cyberspace vision of
how countries’ interests are associated and that national sovereignty should be
mutually respected (Topic 15). They also discuss the need to regulate cyberspace
using legal means (Topic 1).

For China (English) documents, the only topics related to cyberspace are
Topics 1 and 6. Topic 1 reflects the digital evolvement of the global economy,
but it discusses nothing about the political/governance side. Words associated
with topic 6 (e.g. cyberspace, cyber, ict, white, rule, governance) contain no
substance about the white paper’s content. Thus, I consider all topics irrelevant.

For US texts, Topic 22 reflects the US rejection of China’s human rights
suppression, surveillance, and other digital authoritarian acts. The associated
documents describe China’s development of new governance models as ‘digital
authoritarianism’ and ‘deeply troubling’.

Short corpus

For China (Chinese) texts, the relevant topics focus on four main themes:
First, security and sovereignty are interlinked and should be ensured (Topics
3, 6). The associated documents involve quotes specifically linking security
and sovereignty together: ‘Cyber sovereignty is the expansion of national
sovereignty in cyberspace’, ‘the primary purpose of maintaining cyber
sovereignty is to ensure national security’; second, China hopes to cooperate
with other countries in building a multilateral model (Topic 13). Specifically,
document 7 states that ‘International cyber governance should adhere to
multilateral participation and multi-party participation, and give full play
to the role of various entities like governments, international organizations,
Internet companies, technical communities, non-governmental organizations,
and individual citizens’; Third, regarding the governance participation, every
country should have equal sovereign rights to protect its information security
(Topic 10); Fourth, specifically, state/party leadership should be the foundation
for the development of enterprises. For example, pairing and jointly establishing
party branches will ‘make the party’s grassroots organizations a red engine for
the healthy development of Internet companies’ (Topic 2).
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For China (English) texts, the texts share a main theme of indicating China’s
firm defense of its own cyber sovereignty (Topic 1). They also discuss that all
countries share common interests in cyberspace (Topics 5, 9) and that countries
should collaborate to promote responsible state behaviour in cyberspace (Topics
6, 11). Particularly, China values openness in cyber governance and cooperation
(Topic 7). Topic 13 points to the specific desire to reform the current cyber
governance framework to promote equal participation of all countries in internet
development.

For US texts, the relevant topics mainly criticize China’s proposal to establish
an alternative cyber governance model characterized by government control
(Topic 2) and defend the current multistakeholder cyber governance framework
(Topics 4, 9, 14). Topic 8 further elaborates on the current multi-stakeholder
model’s nature: encouraging the free flow of data.

Cyber sovereignty
All texts

For China (Chinese) texts, topic 1 is the only relevant topic. It discusses the idea
that all humans have the same shared destiny in cyberspace and that countries
should collaborate to govern it.

For China (English) texts, Topic 4 discusses China’s worldview that all
countries share common interests in cyberspace and should promote openness in
cyber governance. Topic 8 precisely illustrates China’s support for openness by
criticizing the unbalanced digital development and calling for equal participation
involving developing countries in its cooperation.

For US texts, as expected, topics are either irrelevant or criticizing China’s
approach. The only relevant topic (Topic 4) criticizes China’s new cyber
governance model, which it describes as being ‘worrying’.

Short corpus

China (Chinese) texts have a prevailing theme of reflecting China’s view that
countries’ destiny in cyberspace is shared (Topic 7). The texts also stress the
need to protect sovereignty in cyberspace and ensure every state has equal rights
in protecting its national interests (Topics 1, 6). Topic 2 extends the discussion
of equality to call for guaranteeing equal participation in cyber governance and
regulating information technology. Topic 9 further reflects China’s proactiveness
in participating in rule-setting and infrastructure-building to foster cyber
governance. Meanwhile, Topic 5 criticizes US hegemony in cyberspace and
suppression of other countries’ cyber sovereignty.

For China (English) texts, they call for recognising national sovereignty in
cyberspace issues (Topics 1, 2) and countries’ autonomy in considering their
domestic circumstance in establishing cyber governance and improving access to
digital resources (Topic 8). Common interests in cyberspace is another important
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topic in these texts (Topics 3, 7). Meanwhile, relevant texts also criticize the US
for expanding offensive capabilities and stressing the need to build a peaceful
cyberspace (Topic 6).

For US texts, all the relevant topics are either criticizing China’s proposal of
a new cyber governance framework or defending the current multi-stakeholder
model. Some target Russia’s international sovereignty law, which is outside our
study’s scope.

Al
All documents

For China (Chinese) texts, the relevant topics cover two main themes: China’s
eagerness to research Al ethics and establish effective ethical governance
mechanisms (Topics 2, 14) and China’s view that developing generative Al is
equally important as regulating it (Topic 11).

For China (English) texts, they stress the need to ensure the security and
trustworthiness of AI content and data (Topic 2). Specifically, China is concerned
about the ethical dimension of Al risks. It requests improving ethical norms and
regulations of Al to allow all countries to share benefits from its development (Topic
7). While calling for more regulations, China stresses that all countries should have
equal representation and participation in Al governance and accessing resources (Topic
8).

For US texts, the only relevant topic is about calling for addressing algorithmic bias
and discrimination caused by the use of automated systems (Topic 2).

Short corpus

For China (Chinese) documents, they cover five main themes: First, China encourages
Al development, while stressing the need to ensure safety to maximize Al benefits
(Topics 26, 29); Second, all human has a shared destiny and China has a responsibility
to help mankind grasp the opportunity provided by AI (Topic 21); Third, China
encourages cooperation in building Al governance and addressing Al risks (Topic 10);
Fourth, regarding the risks, the documents have a specific emphasis on ethics (Topics 6,
16), the black-box nature of generative Al regulations (Topics 7, 19), and data security
issues (Topic 15); Fifth, regarding participation in risk management, the relevant texts
request equal and fairer participation in Al governance (Topics 2, 12, 23).

For China (English) texts, the relevant topics express concerns about Al risks
(Topic 8) and suggest using clear rules and laws to govern Al development (Topic 1).
However, Topic 4 suggests that cooperation among national governments is necessary
for managing Al risks, while Topic 5 stresses that participation in Al governance and
rule-making should be broad and involve developing countries.

For US texts, Topic 1 calls for mitigating Al risks and recommends reducing
barriers to the responsible use of Al by reducing barriers like cybersecurity processes.
The associated texts also give examples like ‘information technology infrastructure’
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and ‘data, workforce, budgetary restrictions’ as barriers. Topic 3 further discusses
promoting international cooperation and multistakeholder engagement to improve the
technical standard and trustworthiness of Al, thereby mitigating the corresponding
risks.

Discussion

The findings broadly support HI (Due to its state-centric approach to sovereignty,
China has also applied a state-centric official discourse on global cyber governance).
Both the US and China have expressed their eagerness to participate in global
cyber and Al governance. This is expected because the search keywords used
for data collection surround the word ‘governance’ and major powers are usually
interested in leading discussions on an important global issue. Specifically, China
has consistently described the international community as a ‘community of common
destiny’, which is a catchphrase commonly appearing in China’s strategic narratives.
This seems to imply that China hopes to promote international efforts in addressing
cyber and Al development which are issues of all countries’ common interests to
promote common prosperity. However, scholars have noted that this concept’s
meaning is unclear yet politicized [82, 110]. China could be using the catchphrase
to request other countries to adapt their approaches to China’s national interests
because they are living in a common community and China’s interests should be
considered [25]. Thus, interpreting China’s frequent mention of ‘community’
requires special caution.

The results show that sovereignty and security prevail in China’s discussion
of cyber governance in both languages, which resonates with past studies that it
is a cornerstone in China’s cyber vision [13, 17]. Specifically, Chinese texts have
discussed party control of enterprises as the driver of their healthy development.
On the contrary, US texts have not linked sovereignty to cyber governance. Instead,
it prioritizes discussions on democratic values, such as rejecting censorship and
promoting the free flow of data. This reflects China’s more sovereigntist attitude in
its cyber approach. It has adopted a Westphalian narrative of non-interference and
political independence to protect its authority and regime security, while exerting
tight control over domestic entities to ensure stability.

(Admittedly, China has also defended liberal values like democracy, transparency,
and openness. However, the topics related to the values are associated with texts
discussing shared interests and developing countries’ fair participation in governance
frameworks, rather than promoting civil liberty and rejecting authoritarianism. The
notion of democracy is thus used to confront Western hegemony instead as China’s
common practice [79].

Although sovereignty does not form a topic in China’s discussions of Al
governance, China has expressed a need for national security and state control in
both discussions. Its specific emphasis on generative Al echoes Sheehan [93] that
Generative Al’s impact on the creation and dissemination of online content is
arousing China’s concerns. Moreover, China expresses a strong interest in ethical
norm regulations. This agrees with the former literature review that China is
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pursuing information control and ethical norm standard-setting in Al governance.
While the US texts have also discussed Al risk mitigation, the topics have a greater
emphasis on civil aspects like algorithmic discrimination and bias. The topic about
cybersecurity is about reducing barriers to the use of Al, rather than safeguarding
national security. In this sense, China’s discussions are more security-oriented.

Moreover, both powers have been actively encouraging international cooperation
in cyber and Al governance to address the ethical and security challenges. This
may seem to suggest that China’s key objective is to promote shared interests in
cyberspace and address all countries’ functional need for governance frameworks
through coordination. However, their approaches have been different, which
ultimately reflect China’s sovereigntist attitude towards cyberspace. For China, most
topics and associated texts point to cooperation among national governments, which
confirms that China considers the state holding supreme authority in cyber and Al
issues. In contrast, US texts have been promoting the multistakeholder approach and
collaboration with stakeholders other than national governments.

Unexpectedly, the results found that in one of the top associated texts with the
topic multilateralism, China advocates a multi-party (e.g. international organization,
internet enterprises, individual citizens) approach. This seems to support Cheng [19]
that China upholds the principle of harmony and cooperation, thus acknowledging
multistakeholderism’s merits. Nonetheless, the US texts criticize China for revising
the current multistakeholder model and promoting a state-centric multilateral
model. Such a contrasting narrative makes it unclear whether China really sincerely
embraces multistakeholderism or whether the US is defaming China. The topics and
associated texts have been more consistent in demonstrating support for multilateral
cooperation with national governments instead, so the surprising result is probably
an outlier.

A possible reason for such acknowledgement is that China ultimately cannot avoid
collaborating with other stakeholders in addressing some technical issues, so it will
accept their participation yet continue to advocate giving states a more important
position [13, 14, 21, 99]. However, there lies a possibility that China will reject such
participation if possible and only accept it when it is inevitable. This will lead to
the conclusion that China rejects multistakeholderism instead [24, 65]. Regardless,
if China genuinely hopes to facilitate coordination to address common cyber and
Al problems more effectively, it should provide more room for non-state entities
which are important stakeholders in these issues to participate in the process, and
thus, advocate a multiparty approach more consistently. Future research can further
explore to what extent China rejects the participation of non-state stakeholders and
how China presents its stance differently on different occasions.

The findings support H2 (Due to its residual identity as a developing country
and non-Western power, China stresses developing countries’ participation in cyber
governance). China has indicated its firm support for promoting fair participation in
both cyber and Al governance. Specifically, it demands governance frameworks to
consider developing countries’ needs. It has consistently rejected unequal treatment
of countries’ national interests and security needs. This agrees with Cai [14] that
the unequal participation between developed countries and developing countries in
cyber governance drives China’s opposition to the current framework. Moreover,
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China demands state independence in promulgating regulations according to their
development and security requirements. This reinforces Coleman and Maogoto’s
argument (2013) that China rejects the coercive Western implementation of liberal
values in international frameworks. It also adds to former qualitative literature that
China hopes to make use of cyber sovereignty to legitimize its tight control over
cyberspace and encourage other developing countries to adopt similar measures,
who follow a different development path and disagree with Western democratic
values [17, 109]. The promotion of mutual respect for the right to independently
choose their approach to governance exhibits a promotion of sovereign equality
across developed and developing countries, which ensures all countries can focus on
their individual security needs [6]. The findings thus reiterate the need to consider
China’s subsidiary status as a developing country in understanding its cyber and Al
governance approaches.

The findings’ support for H2 implies that scholars should not simply interpret
the promotion of alternative governance models as a pursuit of power. While this
does provide analytical relevance at a time of great power competition, such claims
cannot fully explain why China picked this particular normative framework of
stressing developing countries’ participation, instead of using its economic power
and rapid development to justify more representation in the governance frameworks.
Although this normative framework allows China to show solidarity and also
gain a greater influence, China has to share its decision-making power with other
weaker actors if it succeeds in promoting this norm. In contrast, if China justifies
more representation with its material power instead, it can gain exclusively and
thus maximize its power without dilution. Thus, future research should not ignore
China’s developing country status as a factor when examining China’s motivation to
establish an alternative model.

Overall, the results support H3 (China is extrapolating its sovereigntist view
of cyber governance to the Al governance realm). The findings show that China’s
discussions about AI governance resemble similar patterns to discussions about
cyber governance. While both countries share concerns about the development
of cyberspace and Al, China has been more active in stressing state authority
and sovereignty in its discussions compared to the US. Although sovereignty is
not explicitly listed as a theme in discussions of Al governance, China has been
continually stressing the need to protect national security, promote sovereign
equality, and ensure non-interference. This shapes security-oriented discussions
for both cyber and Al governance, thus reflecting conceptual elements of cyber
sovereignty.

Meanwhile, while both countries have encouraged international cooperation to
address the challenges, China has been vocal in requesting fair participation and
equal consideration of interests in international governance frameworks. China’s
desire for shaping an alternative norm where developing countries have more say
in the frameworks has thus been manifested in the Al realm as well. This reflects
China’s active efforts to avoid the marginalization of developing countries in the
global norm-making process of both cyber and Al fields.

Ultimately, the three primary hypotheses stand, implying H4’s rejection (Due to
socialization effects, China’s official discourse reflects the Western model of liberal
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cyber and Al governance). The official discourses of the US and China do share
some similarities, such as supporting international cooperation. Nonetheless, as
summarized, China’s approach is more security-oriented and state-centric, while its
discourse is less concerned about democratic values. Thus, China is not bound by
socialization to promote liberal values.

Meanwhile, although this article does not examine China’s actual efforts in
promoting its cyber and Al governance visions, its findings suggest that we should
not dismiss China’s norm revision intention. The above discussions have shown
that China has been promoting a sovereigntist narrative, as well as stressing fair
participation and state authority. Its narrative is similar to what developing countries
like Brazil and South Africa have been using [24, 39, 52], so it could help China gain
appeal from them. As China self-positions itself as a natural leader of developing
countries, it will face a great reputation cost if it has been so vocal in promoting
alternative norms but strategically avoiding any actual implementation effort. This
will hinder its agenda of strengthening its connections with non-Western countries
[79]. Additionally, if China prioritizes the maintenance of a harmonious relationship
with the West over its national interests, it should not even promote the alternative
concept which can arouse suspicion about its ambition. Therefore, we should not
assume that China has no intention to revise cyber or Al governance norms.

Conclusion

This article seeks to understand China’s cyber and Al governance approaches by
performing a topic model analysis and comparing relevant Chinese discussions with
their US counterparts. Building on existing literature about norm subsidiarity and
the enquiry topic, it addresses the literature gap about the relationship between cyber
sovereignty and Al governance. By applying a quantitative method and examining a
larger sampling frame, this article provides additional depth to the current literature
which has been dominated by qualitative analysis and often confined to a limited
source of textual data. This way, this article helps adjudicate a contested debate in
the political science discipline about how state-centric China’s model is, where the
contestation could be partly attributed to the limited data past studies examine.

This article confirms that sovereignty protection and state control characterize
China’s approach to governing cyberspace and Al development, which reflects
an extrapolation of Chinese cyber norms to an emerging field. China’s subsidiary
position in cyberspace development and its value clashes with the West have ignited
its desire to introduce alternative norms to cyber governance and also the Al sphere,
under which developing countries’ development and security needs should be
catered. This rejects the ‘(relatively) liberal strand’ of the past literature’s argument
that China is more than happy to forgo parts of its sovereign control over cyberspace
and lend it to non-state stakeholders. Additionally, this article further highlights
that China is not a passive norm recipient, despite its necessity to integrate into the
international society to seek acceptance. It is instead active in defending its national
interests and seeking compensation for its historical inferiority.
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This article’s findings have a wider implication that historical context and the
corresponding power asymmetries matter in norm revisions. Future research on
China’s alternative cyber and Al norm revision, or the broader norm revision
issues, should systematically consider the importance of a country’s past posi-
tion on the international stage. As this article identifies the Chinese government’s
emphasis on its inferior status in its textual discussion of cyber sovereignty and
Al governance, it reflects the norm subsidiarity theory’s applicability to explain-
ing China’s position in emerging technology governance and its promotion of
alternative norms. To further test the theory’s plausibility and the feasibility of
China realistically realizing its visions, future research can examine how norms
are diffused, accepted, criticized, challenged, and implemented. Scholars may
analyse China’s diplomatic discourse and interactions in international organi-
zations or negotiations, developing countries’ perception of China’s alternative
cyber and Al governance model, or the US reaction to China’s vision. Another
area of interest could be how the general features of China’s cyber and Al govern-
ance approach identified by this article change over time. As cyber threats and Al
technology are constantly evolving, future research can compare similarities and
differences in the discussions to understand how China’s approach and diplomatic
discourse have evolved over time.

Moreover, this article explores how China communicates its cyber and Al
governance vision in its official texts broadly, thus examining their conceptual
meanings. Future research can analyze more precisely how the topics will change
if the texts are from different sources and serve different audiences (e.g. Chinese-
language and English-language texts, or texts serving domestic and international
audiences) as China may communicate strategically to different audiences in
different languages. This will allow scholars to understand whether China is
strategically presenting a subsidiary narrative to legitimize its pursuit of power in
the cyber and Al realms.

This article also makes a methodological contribution by showing how topic modelling
can be helpful for examining government opinions and international affairs. Although
researchers still bear the burden of result interpretation, topic model allows the extraction
of the overview of a large text collection and the identification of broad patterns of themes
[45]. Specifically, in the context of cyber and Al governance norm revision, the large
amount of diplomatic discourse and texts (in different languages) implies that automated
text analysis can facilitate norm examination. It could complement qualitative study which
captures contextual nuances more effectively yet inevitably covering a smaller sampling
frame, which limits such studies’ comprehensiveness.

Furthermore, this article develops a methodological framework that can
effectively analyse long government texts, which political scientists often rely on
for data sources. As the findings demonstrate, some irrelevant topics like veteran
affairs and investor relations are clearly out of scope and can be quickly discarded,
while some like network provider responsibility require closer examination. Such
limitations reflect the need for close reading and subsetting texts when applying topic
modelling to government texts. The former allows researchers to identify associated
texts and validate whether the topic words are actually relevant, while the latter
allows a more refined result. This article, therefore, lays a groundwork for the wider

@ Springer



24 Page 26 of 31 Journal of Computational Social Science (2025) 8:24

discipline to apply computational methods to address complex textual data to study
norms. Advancing research on such methods will allow future political scientists
and also researchers of other fields to navigate complicated research questions and
the vast volume of useful yet unstructured information more effectively.
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