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Greetings,

We are pleased to present the 
Spring 2026 issue of MENA Poli-
tics. This issue includes a sympo-
sium about Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) in Middle East politics, a 
roundtable on AI’s role in political 
science research, and a featured 
essay by George Washington Uni-
versity’s Nathan Brown reflecting 
on his approach to the study of 
politics. It also includes import-
ant information about the APSA 
MENA section and our communi-
ty from our Section Chair, Marwa 
Shalaby, in addition to news about 
past and upcoming conferences, 
workshops, and other oppor-
tunities from the Arab Political 
Science Network and the APSA 
MENA Program.
 
The issue begins with Nathan 
Brown’s featured essay entitled 
“A Proustian Approach to the 
Study of Politics,” adapted from 
his remarks upon receiving the 
2025 Michael E. Brown Research 
Prize, the foremost research award 
at George Washington Universi-
ty’s Elliot School of International 
Affairs. Brown’s essay, simultane-
ously poetic yet decidedly serious, 
outlines his motivations for and 
philosophy of research, which he 
describes as “less to do with dis-
covering the truth and more to do 
with helping people understand 
each other when they see the truth 
so differently.” Brown uses Marcel 
Proust’s notoriously intimidating 

seven-volume In Search of Lost 
Time as a lens to reflect upon a 
range of issues, from effective 
ways of allowing people to see the 
world from different perspectives, 
to the subject of his current book 
manuscript, the political and his-
torical relationship between state, 
religion, and higher education in 
the Middle East, Europe, and the 
United States.

The current issue also marks the 
first time MENA Politics has 
focused on AI in Middle East 
politics and political science in a 
sustained manner. Eric Lob and 
Selin Bengi Gümrükçü have guest 
edited a fascinating symposium 
about AI in the domestic and 
international politics of the Mid-
dle East, focusing primarily on the 
Gulf, featuring outstanding contri-
butions from Arshin Adib-Mogh-
addam, Yasir Atalan, Guy Burton, 
Andrew Leber, Abdullah Omran, 
and Alexandra Siegel. Together, 
the essays present a broad sam-
pling of AI’s role in a range of 
political, security, and economic 
issues in the Gulf and the wider 
MENA region.

Carolyn Barnett’s guest-edited 
roundtable about AI as a research 
tool in Middle East political sci-
ence is the issue’s second engage-
ment with this topic. Barnett has 
produced a lively “conversation"
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 Letter from the Editors (continued)

between Muhammad S. Abdo, Tariq Adely, 
Cinzia Bianco, Ashrakat Elshehawy, Robert 
Kubinec, and Michael Robbins about AI’s 
potential and varied uses, and its limitations, 
in the study of a wide variety of subjects in 
Middle East politics. The roundtable is ac-
companied by a stand-alone reflection from 
Richard A. Nielsen on the sea change that 
AI is poised to cause in our discipline, and 
how interpretivist modes of inference will 
become an increasingly important preserve 
of human-authored political science. He also 
writes from an ethical foundation, arguing 
that “[m]ost researchers are rethinking, or 
will rethink, their workflow from a place 
of precarity,” and those more secure in the 
profession owe it to those just entering it to 
continue ensuring there is a place for so-
cial science that centers human questions, 
meaning-making, and interpretation. Taken 
together, the symposium and roundtable 
constitute MENA Politics’  initial engagement 
with the increasingly important issue of AI in 
MENA’s politics and political science and will 
likely not be the last time this subject receives 
attention in the Newsletter.

Although we are delighted to present the 
current issue of MENA Politics, we remain 
deeply concerned about events in our com-
munity and horrified by developments in the 
region. The assault on academic freedom in 
the United States, and particularly Middle 
East studies and Middle East politics, appears 
to be continuing unabated. This includes 
several deeply troubling developments that 
have occurred since the publication of the last 
Newsletter.
 
Perhaps most alarming, Shirin Saeidi, a ten-
ured associate professor of political science at 
the University of Arkansas (UA), was fired 

from her position for apparently political 
reasons in March 2026. Saeidi is an Irani-
an-American scholar and specialist in Iranian 
and Middle East politics. She was removed as 
director of UA’s King Fahd Center for Middle 
East Studies in December 2025 after alleged 
minor rules violations regarding the use of 
university stationery, which she denies, but 
also, centrally, for opinions about Israel and 
Iran expressed in social media posts, thus 
likely violating the university’s own policy on 
academic freedom and, as the Middle East 
Studies Association Committee on Academ-
ic Freedom argues, Professor Saeidi’s First 
Amendment protections (Strain 2026, MESA 
2025). Shortly after Saeidi’s removal as center 
director, her dean recommended her dismiss-
al from the university. Despite the UA’s Fac-
ulty Hearing Committee’s unanimous recom-
mendation against her dismissal, Saeidi was 
fired in March 2026 (MESA 2026). Hers is 
only one recent example, albeit egregious, of 
the continuing assault on academic freedom 
and Middle East studies in the United States. 

We are also horrified by the devastating wars 
in the Middle East that continue to produce 
significant death, destruction, and insecurity 
in the region. The Israeli-US attacks on Iran 
that began on February 28 have already killed 
more than 3,300 Iranians, including 1,700 
civilians, at the time of this writing, accord-
ing to Iranian and US sources (Abdallah 
and Alaaeldin 2026, Al Jazeera 2026). Tens 
of thousands more have been injured. Iran’s 
military, civilian, and economic infrastruc-
ture has also been severely damaged from 
over 13,000 US and 10,000 Israeli air strikes, 
including on oil and gas facilities, hospitals, 
bridges, universities, and schools (Institute 
for National Security Studies 2026).

(Continued on next page)
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Iranian and Hizbollah missiles have killed 23 
Israelis and injured many more, according 
to Israeli sources, while 28 people have been 
killed in the Arab Gulf states from Iranian 
missile and drone attacks (Sifton 2026, Al 
Jazeera 2026). 13 US military personnel have 
also been killed and 381 have been injured, 
according to US military sources (Kime 
2026). Iranian attacks have also caused ex-
tensive damage to US military bases in the 
region, totaling billions of dollars of damage 
(Fields 2026). Iranian attacks on the Arab 
Gulf states have targeted energy and trans-
portation infrastructure, industrial sites, 
desalination plants, and civilian buildings, 
including iconic landmarks, such as  Dubai’s 
Burj Al Arab Hotel. We write as a formally 
expired cease-fire between the US, Israel, 
and Iran remains tenuously in effect, yet we 
cannot rule out a possible ruinous escalation 
in response to the conflict over the Strait of 
Hormuz.

The 2026 “Iran war” has also led to renewed 
fighting between Hezbollah and Israel, with 
Lebanese civilians paying the highest price. 
Hezbollah began firing missiles into north-
ern Israel on March 2, 2026, in retaliation for 
Israel’s assassination of Iran’s Supreme Leader, 
Ali Khamenei, on the first day of the conflict. 
Israel soon responded with overwhelming 
force. As of this writing, 2,618 Lebanese have 
been killed, over 8,094 have been injured, and 
over 1 million have been displaced because 
of Israeli military operations (Hatoum and 
Mroue 2026). At least two Israeli civilians and 
16 soldiers have been killed because of Hez-
bollah attacks, and 4,400 Israelis have been 
displaced (Fabian 2026). Several UNIFIL 
peacekeepers have also been killed. Since the 
renewal of fighting, Israel has occupied more 
territory in southern Lebanon, beyond the

five military outposts it established after the 
2024 ceasefire, caused extensive damage to 
civilian infrastructure, and declared its in-
tention of establishing a “buffer zone” in 
southern Lebanon. Harrowing footage of 
controlled demolitions of entire villages has 
emerged in recent weeks, after the Israeli De-
fense Minister explicitly stated that “ll houses 
in villages near the Lebanese border will be 
destroyed, in accordance with the model used 
in Rafah and Beit Hanoun in Gaza, in order 
to permanently remove the threats near the 
border to northern residents” (Scheer 2026). 
Israel will argue for military necessity in at-
tempting to defend these policies. This argu-
ment is nearly impossible to square with, for 
example, recent footage showing Israel dam-
aging solar panels used to power the pump-
ing and distribution of drinking water in the 
village of Debel (Amnesty International 2026) 
or the apparent wholesale destruction of the 
entire town of Bint Jbeil and many other vil-
lages (Granados et al 2026).

These events will undoubtedly shape domes-
tic and regional politics in the Middle East 
for many years to come, likely resulting in 
dozens of scholarly publications by political 
scientists, including, possibly, in this News-
letter. Yet it is essential not to lose sight of the 
devastating effects these events are having 
on millions of people experiencing war and 
displacement in the region today.

If you have suggestions, feedback, or ideas for 
future issues, including on the current con-
flicts taking place in the region, please con-
tact us. Section members impacted by these 
events are particularly encouraged to reach 

(Continued on next page)



If you have comments,  suggestions, or ideas for future issues and new features 
please contact:

Diana B. Greenwald at dgreenwald@ccny.cuny.edu, Sebnem Gumuscu at sgumuscu@middlebury.edu, and 
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out with suggestions for future issues. Your 
engagement is vital to the continued rele-
vance and vibrancy of MENA Politics. 

-Diana B. Greenwald, Sebnem Gumuscu, and 
Samer Shehata
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 News from the APSA MENA Section

Dear Colleagues,

I am delighted to write my first letter for the 
APSA-MENA Spring Newsletter as the newly 
elected Chair for the APSA-MENA Section. 
I want to thank you for your trust and for 
allowing me to serve the section. As I previ-
ously stated in my election statement, my pri-
mary goal is to expand the section’s outreach, 
promote the diversity of its members, and 
pay particular focus to MENA-based schol-
ars and graduate students so they can benefit 
from the wealth of resources offered by the 
American Political Science Association. I 
have established solid research networks in 
the region over the past years, which I aim 
to integrate with the existing APSA-MENA 
network. 

To achieve these goals, the section is work-
ing with APSA to establish a donation fund 
to support travel and visa expenses for ME-
NA-based scholars and graduate students. 
We will be sharing more information about 
the fund and how you can contribute short-
ly. The section is also actively working with 
APSA-MENA workshops, led by Andrew 
Stinson and Dana El-Issa, to expand the orga-
nization’s outreach to MENA-based scholars 
(see their letter in the Newsletter for more 
information). We just finalized the details 
for the upcoming Research Development 
Group (RDG), to be held during the upcom-
ing APSA Annual Conference in Boston. We 
received approximately 60 applications and 
6 were selected. The workshop will be led by 
Adria Lawrence, Shamiran Mako, and Marwa 
Shalaby. Additionally, the Arab Political Sci-
ence Network (APSN) is holding a research 
mentorship workshop on gender and politics 
in the MENA region. The workshop is sched-
uled for May 22 in Cairo, Egypt, and will be 

led by Nermin Allam, Marsin Alshamary, 
Hoda Alsadda, Zina Sawaf, and Marwa Shal-
aby. 

Our Section was allocated 12 panels in the 
upcoming APSA meeting in Boston. Thanks 
to our program chairs, Chantal Berman and 
Sean Yom, we have a fantastic lineup of pan-
els and poster sessions. Please make sure to 
participate and volunteer. APSA takes panel 
attendance quite seriously and allocates pan-
els primarily based on physical attendance.

At the Section’s Business Meeting of the 2026 
Annual Conference in Boston, we will pres-
ent the awards for “Best Dissertation” (de-
fended in the previous academic year), “Best 
APSA Paper” (presented at the 2025 Annual 
Conference), “Best Article”, and “Best Book” 
(published in 2025). I am deeply grateful for 
the members of the Best Dissertation Com-
mittee: Killian Clarke, Ahmed Mohamed Ez-
zedine, and Alexandra Blackman; members 
of the Best Paper Committee: Carolyn Bar-
nett, Amir Reda, and Kevin Mazur; members 
of the Best Article Committee: Fiona Adam-
son, Sarah Parkinson, and Salam Alsaadi; and 
the members of the Best Book Committee: 
Steven Heydemann, Diana Greenwald and 
Rachel Brown. Finally, the Section will part-
ner with POMEPS during the upcoming an-
nual conference to sponsor a reception open 
to all scholars working on or in the Middle 
East and North Africa. I will be sending more 
information on the exact date and location of 
the reception as well as our Section’s Business 
Meeting.

(Continued on next page)
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 News from the APSA MENA Section (continued)

Finally, on behalf of our entire section, I want 
to thank our previous Chair, Curtis Ryan, 
our outgoing Treasurer, Zahra R. Baber, and 
At-Large member Lama Mourad for their 
years of exceptional service to the section. 
I welcome our new board members: Adria 
Lawrence as our treasurer and Lisel Hintz as 
our At-Large member. Please make sure to 
follow our updates on the APSA-MENA web-
site and APSA Connect. You can also follow 
section news on X, LinkedIn, and Bluesky at 
@APSAMENA. Feel free to send me any op-
portunities or announcements you would like 
to share with the section. I would be happy to 
circulate these on your behalf. I wish you all a 
great end of the semester and a restful sum-
mer.

Section Chair,

Marwa Shalaby 
shalaby2@wisc.edu

Go Back to table of contents
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 News from the APSA MENA Program
The American Political Science Association’s MENA Program is a multi-year effort to support political 
science research and networking among early-career scholars across the Middle East and North Afri-
ca. Through a series of workshops, departmental collaborations, research grants, and other opportu-
nities, the program extends APSA’s engagement with the international political science community and 
strengthens research networks linking American scholars with colleagues overseas. The goal of APSA’s 
MENA Workshops, generously funded by Carnegie Corporation of New York through 2025, is to enhance 
the capacities and resources of political scientists in the Arab MENA region, while also providing a forum 
for supporting their ongoing research.

In January 2026, APSA held a four-day meth-
ods training workshop in Doha, Qatar, for 
early-career scholars titled “Engaged and 
Participatory Research in the MENA Region.” 
Held in partnership with the Doha Institute 
for Graduate Studies, the training was led by 
Drs. Lara Khattab (Doha Institute), Stacey 
Philbrick Yadav (Hobart and William Smith 
Colleges), Sarah E. Parkinson (Johns Hopkins 
University), and Ammar Shamaileh (Doha 
Institute). The program convened nineteen 
doctoral students and early-career scholars 
from across the MENA region to examine the 
challenges of conducting engaged and par-
ticipatory research in applied contexts. The 
workshop marked the fourth methods train-
ing following the launch of the MENA Meth-
ods Program Initiative in 2023.

As part of its ongoing partnership with the 
Institute for Qualitative and Multi-Meth-
od Research (IQMR) at Syracuse Universi-
ty, APSA will sponsor three MENA-based 
scholars from Morocco and Egypt to attend 
the 2026 Summer Program in the U.S. The 
partnerships aim to expand support for ME-
NA-based scholars by providing advanced 
methodology training at premier U.S. institu-
tions.

APSA continues to support the collaborative 
initiative between the American University in 
Cairo (AUC) and the Faculty of Economics 
and Political Science (FEPS) at Cairo 

University through a series of joint research 
forums aimed at promoting sustained schol-
arly exchange between the two institutions. 
The initiative is part of APSA’s MENA De-
partmental Collaboration Initiative, through 
which APSA partners with political science 
and related departments at universities in the 
Arab World to design tailored programming 
that supports local faculty and graduate stu-
dents. Since the project’s launch in September 
2024, ten bi-monthly forums have been held 
to date at AUC’s Tahrir and New Cairo cam-
puses. The forums have provided a regular 
platform for presenting work in progress, re-
ceiving constructive feedback, and strength-
ening academic networks across institutions 
in Egypt. The initiative has continued this 
year with additional forums underway and a 
co-sponsored international conference held 
in April 2026 at AUC, in partnership with 
Villanova University and the Arab Political 
Science Network (APSN).

Looking ahead, APSA will partner with the 
MENA Politics Section to host a Research 
Development Group (RDG) for seven ear-
ly-career scholars at the September 2026 
APSA Annual Meeting in Boston. Selected 
scholars will take part in the full-day seminar 
on Wednesday, September 2 to discuss and 
receive critical feedback on article-length 
manuscripts in progress. Six senior scholars 
will serve as seminar facilitators and discus-

		            (Continued on next page)
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 News from the APSA MENA Program (continued)

sants, with two scholars assigned as discus-
sants for each paper. In addition to focused 
discussions on each paper, the seminar will 
provide tips on academic writing and advice 
for publishing in peer-reviewed journals and 
other professional development topics. The 
RDG provides participants with the oppor-
tunity to advance their research manuscripts 
for publication, engage in the annual meet-
ing, and build scholarly networks with col-
leagues.

The MENA Program continues to support 
graduate students and early-career scholars 
through virtual mentoring and professional 
development opportunities. This summer, 
APSA will pair several graduate students 
with advanced-career scholars for one-on-
one mentorship on their research projects 
through the MENA Mentorship Initiative.

For more information about the APSA 
MENA Program, visit the project website: 
http://web.apsanet.org/mena/ or contact 
menaworkshop@apsanet.org.

APSA MENA Project Team
American Political Science Association

Go Back to table of contents
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 News from the Arab Political Science Network
The Arab Political Science Network is a collaborative scholarly initiative that seeks to support Arab politi-
cal scientists.

Greetings to all! We hope you continue to be 
safe and well amid the ongoing atrocities and 
uncertainties plaguing some of our countries 
and the region.

The Arab Political Science Network (APSN) 
started 2026 with several plans for workshops 
that were eventually postponed due to the 
wars launched by the United States and Israel 
on Iran and Lebanon, and the subsequent re-
taliations on the Arab Gulf states. One of the 
workshops is scheduled to take place in Cai-
ro, Egypt on May 23-24, in collaboration with 
the Women and Memory Forum. This will be 
the culmination of APSN’s annual research 
development and mentoring program, which 
focused this year on Women and Gender Pol-
itics in MENA. We are expecting 14 graduate 
students from the region to come together for 
discussions and feedback on their research 
manuscripts.

Our support to scholars based in Arab coun-
tries doesn’t stop at research workshops but 
also to increasing their published outputs. 
Last month, APSN, in collaboration with the 
Journal of South Asia and Middle Eastern 
Studies (JSAMES) at Villanova University, 
organized a publications workshop at the 
American University in Cairo (AUC). Thank 
you to Samer Abboud, Nadine Sika, and 
Mazen Hassan for leading this effort, and we 
look forward to seeing a special issue from 
this workshop. If you are working on your 
first book, whether in English or Arabic, stay 
tuned for our upcoming call for proposals 
that will guide you through the process of 
turning your PhD dissertation into a book 
and provide some critical feedback.

On March 31, we launched our latest webi-
nar series focusing on Political Economy in 
collaboration with the AUC-project Pathways 
Beyond Neoliberalism. The series brings 
together researchers and practitioners to re-
think the global political economic order by 
foregrounding critical and multidisciplinary 
approaches to capitalism and decoloniality, 
examining how histories of extraction, secu-
ritization, and other processes continue to 
shape contemporary economic life. The first 
webinar looked at What is Political Econo-
my from the Global South and the second 
discussed the Political Economy of Sanc-
tions and War (video to be uploaded soon). 
We are currently planning two more sessions 
in June, the first will focus on Oil, Power, 
and Gulf Economies, and the second on 
Competing Developmental and Economic 
Models.

We have been updating our list of digital 
resources available on our website and on 
YouTube. We encourage you to check them 
out, whether you are looking for research 
methods discussions or interested in viewing 
previous sessions on Politics of Infrastruc-
ture, Politics and War in MENA, or Syria in 
Comparative Transition.

APSN will be attending both APSA and 
MESA annual meetings, so we look forward 
to seeing those of you attending. We will 
share more information about our panels 
in due course. Finally, we would like to re-
mind you of our specialized newsletters, 
the bi-weekly al-Dal that recommends new 
non-fiction / social science Arabic and En-
glish books, and the monthly al-Zad that 
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https://www.villanova.edu/university/liberal-arts-sciences/scholarship/journals/jsames.html
https://www.arabpsn.org/events/call-for-paper-proposals
https://gapp.aucegypt.edu/research-hub/pathways-beyond-neoliberalism-voices-from-mena
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http://youtube.com/watch?si=z3lJA0pOgN_M55CY&v=KqWyYvO9zKA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/@ArabPSN
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLhVqdCrq5k4dqHf5a7b_-sT02Gxk5MNha
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLhVqdCrq5k4dqHf5a7b_-sT02Gxk5MNha
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLhVqdCrq5k4efWB_gG9o8GT6WnDx2QiB3
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLhVqdCrq5k4eYAcC0Hf2WY33wR1Dnfb4Z
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLhVqdCrq5k4eYAcC0Hf2WY33wR1Dnfb4Z
https://aldaal.substack.com/
https://alzad.substack.com/
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 News from the Arab Political Science Network (cont.)

now focuses on curating thematic social 
science academic journals. Most recently, we 
published two special issues, the first on 
Sudan and another on Iran and the Arab 
world. These newsletters complement the 
Arabic book review portal al-Salon that 
publishes Arab reviews for non-fiction books 
about the MENA region and beyond. We 
welcome any suggestions or possible contri-
butions by writing to editor@al-salon.com. 

Best to all! 

Ahmed Morsy (on behalf of the APSN team)
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A Proustian Approach to the Study of Politics

Nathan J. Brown

    

Editors’ Note: Last year, Nathan Brown received the 2025 Michael E. Brown Research Prize, the foremost 
research award at GWU’s Elliot School of International Affairs. A lightly edited version of Brown’s ad-
dress on September 24, 2025, follows below. Brown, as many of our readers know, is a leading scholar of 
Middle East politics, judicial and constitutional orders, and – the subject of his current book manuscript, 
which he draws on in his address below – the relationship between religion and state. In his speech, 
Brown reflects on his own work and what he identifies as an area of promising overlap in both social and 
area studies: to “help people see what each other sees.” In many ways, this is a speech about boundaries 
and boundary-crossing – from one’s subjective position to that of another, and from the descriptive to the 
normative. Toward the end of his remarks, Brown situates his own approach – to boundaries and to their 
transgression – in the (then) current context of Israel’s war on Gaza, the discourse in US policy circles, 
and the cycles of activism and repression on our college campuses. Because these remarks were delivered 
orally, we have included a minimal number of academic references for readability.

It’s an honor to receive an award named for 
my former dean, Michael Brown.  Let me first 
assure you that there is no nepotism—I have 
traced my ancestry back some generations 
and can identify every Brown I am related 
to—and Michael is not one of them.   So that 
makes it even more special to bear his name.

But at a time when the benefits of scholarly 
research are increasingly questioned; when 
analysis of international affairs seems as 
deeply polarized as every other subject, from 
employment statistics to the weather; when 
“professor” is not always a term of respect, 
is recognition by one’s colleagues still such 
an honor?  The current moment has made 
me reflect a bit more personally on why I do 
what I do. And I will use this opportunity to 
share some of those reflections with you.

I will begin my personal reflections first, pre-
tentiously, by quoting Marcel Proust. I will 
proceed second, pedantically, by lecturing 
you on how Proust has been misinterpreted, 
then, in turn, pompously, by comparing my 
work to Proust’s sense of aesthetic mission. 
But most of my talk will then proceed pro-
saically (with a word about punctuation) by 
trying to explain what I do—which has less 
to do with discovering truth and more to do 
with helping people understand each other 
when they see the truth so differently. That 
will be the bulk of my remarks.  But I will 
then inject some political thoughts about 
what I see as truth. I will conclude practical-
ly with some thoughts about how to present 
truth when it can be seen as provocative.

So on to my pretentious beginning, which is 
Proustian—literally.

Nathan J. Brown is Professor of Political Science and International Af-
fairs and the Assistant Dean of Graduate Studies at the Elliot School of 
International Affairs at The George Washington University (GWU).

Go Back to table of contents
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When I was twenty-two years old and just 
about to begin a doctoral program, my best 
friend from high school told me that the best 
way to take advantage of the privilege of be-
ing human was to read (or reread) a volume 
of Proust every year.  I was especially eager 
to retain my humanity while completing a 
PhD, so I began.  “For a long time I used to 
go to bed early,” Proust began slowly.1 But I 
was even more slow. I took my comprehen-
sives, conducted field work, and wrote up 
my dissertation—and was still just starting 
the second volume. I soldiered on as I be-
came an assistant, an associate, and then a 
full professor. I became a parent and then 
a grandparent. I carried Proust to different 
cities and countries and continents. In 2024, 
almost four and a half decades after reading 
about Proust’s going to bed, I finally finished 
all seven volumes; I did so, I am proud to say, 
before becoming professor emeritus.  So I 
failed the timeline, but the undertaking still 
did me some good.   And in the process I 
came across a particular passage in volume 5 
that I had heard before, since it is frequently 
quoted:

The only true voyage of discovery, the only 
fountain of Eternal Youth, would be not 
to visit strange lands but to possess other 
eyes, to behold the universe through the 
eyes of another, of a hundred others, to 
behold the hundred universes that each of 
them beholds, that each of them is.

A more extended version of that passage 
is frequently cited to explain the virtues of 
international travel.  I even found some of its 
words emblazoned on the wall of a lounge in 
Charles de Gaulle Airport. 

But here is where I move from the preten-

tious to the pedantic, since it is clear from 
the passage that it has nothing to do with 
traveling—just the opposite. Flying to strange 
lands with the senses we already have does us 
no good since we still see with our old eyes. 
We need to see things through the eyes of 
others.

And that brings me quickly to the pompous, 
where I claim to understand Proust bet-
ter than the decorators of the Paris airport.  
What Proust actually suggested was that there 
were certain uniquely gifted artists whose 
aesthetic senses allowed them to see things 
none of us would otherwise be aware of and 
then to make those worlds accessible to us. 

So am I such an artist?

Heavens no; here my pomposity tapers off.  
I do not see things others cannot. Instead, I 
try to help people see each other—or to help 
people see what each other sees. So here I 
turn from the pompous to the prosaic and 
to punctuation to focus in the body of my 
remarks.

I see much of my job as helping people un-
derstand each other.  And my main tool is a 
punctuation mark—the semicolon, that al-
lows us to keep two thoughts in mind, linking 
them while also treating them separately and 
sequentially.  I use the semicolon to pause 
between understanding and judgment.

The subject matter of the social sciences is 
much older than the current range of aca-
demic disciplines.  People interact, govern, 
trade, communicate, move, cooperate, fight, 
argue, deliberate, dominate, vote, and make 
rules—and they started doing so long before

Go Back to table of contents

1 This, and subsequent references to Proust, come from his seven-volume magnum opus, À la recherche du 
temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time), published between 1913 and 1927, and for which many English lan-
guage translations are available.
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a few people decided to devise ways of un-
derstanding the patterns by which they do 
so. Many—but not all—of those within social 
science disciplines have felt it helpful to draw 
a border between understanding and judg-
ment; between the empirical and the norma-
tive; between explanation and prescription. 
Many seek to understand the world as it is, 
not judge it for what it fails to be.

But not all.  The drawing of a line between 
empirical and normative scholarship is con-
troversial, precisely because it seems to push 
good and evil beyond the margin. Worse, it 
can push them underground, where they op-
erate fully but out of conscious view.

I find it can be very useful to distinguish what 
is from what ought to be—and I therefore try 
to present many of my understandings with-
out judgment.  But I also insist on the benefit 
of crossing over that border between them.  
That is where a semicolon can be useful, 
especially in a world in which people’s experi-
ences, expectations, and presumptions are so 
different.  It can pay to pause to understand 
different points of view before proceeding to 
prescription, policy, or practice.  In a world 
in which people with such diverse lives come 
into increasing contact, liberal use of a semi-
colon makes managing of difference, learn-
ing, and communication much easier.2

And there is a policy payoff as well—when we 
proceed this way, we can speak not truth to 
power but truths; we can try to induce those 
who wield power to understand that the 
world as they see it is not the world as many 
others experience it.

And here let me move beyond punctuation to 

method.  I think those who approach scholar-
ship like me work to make the familiar ap-
pear unfamiliar and to render the unfamiliar 
more familiar.

In the first part of this method, we work to 
complicate what we take for granted; to help 
us understand that what we see around is not 
always natural or inevitable; to make us less 
likely to take what we know as the only way 
to do or see things. We can make the familiar 
appear a bit…odd.

And the second thing we can do—making 
the unfamiliar familiar—prevents us from 
recoiling from anything that we initially see 
as exotic or anomalous. 

Moving within and across cultures, “area 
studies” as an enterprise often works to ex-
plain phenomena by translating what is unfa-
miliar into familiar terms.  Instead of treating 
the unfamiliar as alien, it might use analogy 
or metaphor to make it more familiar. 

The methods I describe are designed not to 
eliminate complexity and difference. They 
help us cope with them and help overcome 
barriers to understanding. They allow us to 
understand our differences as historically 
contingent rather than essential.

Let me explain that in terms of my current 
work on religion and state. I find too much 
writing that juxtaposes a secular West against 
a religious Middle East. And many that trace 
that distinction to distant historical origins: 
seventh-century Mecca or seventeenth-cen-
tury Westphalia. 

Such an approach is clearly taken in many

Go Back to table of contents

2 And I practice what I preach, using the semicolon in my writing, silently but unmistakably in my speech 
and now deploying it as a metaphor in my newly launched podcast series, “Semicolons and Teardrops in the 
Middle East”.

https://avivagould7.wixsite.com/s-and-t
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attempts to understand the history of higher 
education.  In a post-Westphalian West, and 
in a United States with a wall of separation 
between church and state, we see universities 
that relegate religion to the private sphere; 
in the Middle East, where Islam knows no 
separation between religion and state, we see 
religious universities, like Egypt’s al-Azhar, or 
state universities that still teach shari`a and 
other religious subjects.

This division may seem clear, but it is not 
quite right.  Let me start by making clear that 
Western universities do not fit this familiar 
pattern—or any pattern—so easily.  Consider 
that state universities in the real German state 
of Westphalia teach Catholic and Protestant 
theology under the supervision of religious 
authorities.  That’s not unusual in Europe—
but it’s not universal either. French universi-
ties are barred from teaching theology—ex-
cept in Alsace.  

Closer to home, we see the country’s first 
institution of higher education, Harvard, 
guaranteed its privileges because, according 
to a clause of the Massachusetts constitution 
in effect today, “the encouragement of arts 
and sciences, and all good literature, tends to 
the honor of God [and] the advantage of the 
Christian religion,” (Massachusetts Consti-
tution chap. 5, § 1, art. 1). The University of 
Michigan was founded to give effect to a trea-
ty obligation of the United States government 
to provide support for a Catholic college to 
the Ottawa, Chippewa, and Potawatomy peo-
ples.3 Our own George Washington Universi-
ty was founded to educate Baptist clergy and 
provide missionaries to Asia and the Amer-
ican West, and—closer to home—to prevent 
the population of federal offices by Catholics 
educated at nearby Georgetown.4  

These familiar institutions in Westphalia and 
Washington DC, Alsace and Paris, are more 
varied and strange than we realize.

American universities look a bit odd in global 
terms in a manner we often overlook. There 
are few other systems of higher education 
that have defined “religion” as a generic sub-
ject and channeled that subject into some-
thing that looks like an academic discipline; 
we have rounded up many of the specialists 
and put them in a department.  But we have 
done so only fairly recently.  

What explains these patterns if they do not 
fit into a secular West versus religious rest?  
Across the globe, as extensive and intensive 
state apparatuses were built—generally in the 
nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth 
centuries—they oversaw the emergence of 
formalized structures for mass elementary 
and secondary education.  In fact, they in-
vented those stages.  And they clearly defined 
and demarcated post-secondary stages in 
institutions that combined education, sci-
entific and scholarly research.  And as this 
formalized and official educational apparatus 
arose, those building them often encountered 
structures, practices, and intellectual tradi-
tions that were religious in nature.

That was not a Western pattern; it was a 
familiar process that took place in Sri Lan-
ka, Mexico, Egypt, and the United States of 
America at roughly the same time.  But if 
most states built universities, each one han-
dled religion a bit differently—not based on 
any essential nature of Christianity, Islam, 
or Westphalia.  Instead, basic choices simply 
reflected society and politics at the time.

In the United States, structures of religion
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3 The text of that treaty can be found here.
4 This point is addressed in my forthcoming book, Religion and State.

https://www.cmich.edu/research/clarke-historical-library/explore-collection/explore-online/native-american-material/native-american-treaty-rights/text-of-michigan-related-treaties#a4


APSA MENA Newsletter | Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026      
   page 12

and education were shaped by struggles, 
mostly in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, among Protestants and be-
tween Catholics and Protestants. There were 
conflicts over the education of indigenous 
peoples, teaching religious texts and doctrine 
in public schools, and what “nonsectarian” 
meant. And the struggles played out in var-
ious venues, including in federal courts and 
the Internal Revenue Code.  

In Egypt, around the same time, higher edu-
cation institutions were shaped by a very dif-
ferent set of struggles among Ottoman, Egyp-
tian, and British officials.  Some of the issues 
they grappled with were similar to those that 
emerged in the United States, and some were 
different.  The outcomes, in both cases, were 
shaped by the demands of a rapidly expand-
ing bureaucratic state and economic develop-
ment patterns and trajectories. 

In 2023, a public Swiss university advertised 
for a position in Jewish theology. In addition 
to scholarly credentials and knowledge of 
relevant languages, there was one additional 
requirement: only members of the Catholic 
Church should apply.  The requirement made 
perfect sense in terms of the way that reli-
gion operates within the context of the Swiss 
state—and is utterly confounding outside its 
borders.  

In this way, what appears to be familiar, a 
Western-style university, appears far less 
uniform, inevitable, or even “Western”; 
non-Western universities appear far more 
familiar, and not distinctly “non-Western”.  
And the effects of decisions, often made for 
reasons long forgotten, continue to this day.

Seen this way, our task in the social sciences 
is fourfold—and the first three involve under-
standing. First, we explore the world(s) 

that exist within our assumed borders—and 
the various ways those living within these 
borders experience, enforce, and push against 
them. But second, we seek to explore the lives 
of those on the opposite sides of these bor-
ders.  We seek to communicate not only with-
in one world but to translate between these 
worlds. 

Why? That is the third task: to understand 
how those differences shape outcomes—and 
we do so, or at least I do so, in the hope that 
it will make us less likely to hurt each oth-
er.  The goal is not agreement; a world in 
which everyone agreed, devoid of difference, 
disagreement, or borders, would be a world 
without politics, one without growth or 
learning, one of monotonous uniformity. A 
world in which people only enforce borders 
and never cross them, in which deviations 
from the familiar are viewed as crimes against 
nature, would be violent and confining.  We 
explore disagreement and float above bor-
ders so that we may understand each other 
through our differences.

And that sounds so…positive. And nice. But 
sometimes we have to say things that might 
be a bit less nice.  What I have discussed  so 
far is a combination of odd curiosities and 
paths laid down in the past; the Brown award 
is to be for  “policy-relevant understanding 
of important global issues.”  We do not only 
explore the past; we make judgments about 
the present. And when we do so, we some-
times address not only what is and why but 
also what we think should be done—and that 
is the fourth task.  

So now I move from the prosaic to the po-
litical, and this will bring me to the far side 
of the semicolon between understanding and 
judgment.  While it can be harmful to rush to 
judgment, we do have to meander over there 

Go Back to table of contents
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eventually; to fail to do so would be to keep 
our minds so open that our brains would fall 
out.  

How and when to do so has been a deeply 
divisive question in the academy in recent 
years, and none more so than in the set of 
issues I have focused on intermittently for 
three decades, related to Israel and Palestine.  
Since October 7, 2023, the issues that have 
never been easy to discuss seem to have be-
come impossible to discuss.  

In general, my own approach when dealing 
with such a challenge has been to linger on 
the “understanding” side of the semicolon 
and not rush to the “judgment” side. And 
while that suddenly became harder two years 
ago, it was also a time when it was more im-
portant than ever to understand why people 
were doing what they were doing—even if 
they were doing some awful things.  Again, 
that did not mean avoiding any normative 
judgments; it just meant not leading with 
them.

So when I spoke as a scholar, I tried several 
things. I attempted to measure my words by 
assuming my audience did not agree with me. 
I tried to speak in paragraphs—not to render 
my answers tedious, but to give myself space 
to offer analysis and understanding of various 
points of view. I inclined toward understate-
ment on most occasions—to lead with strong 
language can leave an audience feel shouted 
at. In an environment in which people are 
being told what to think and even what to 
feel, a voice that helped them work their way 
through the issues and the passions seemed 
more likely to be heard. I worked to avoid 
personalizing arguments; it was actions and 
deeds (and sometimes words) that needed to 
be assessed, not people’s souls.  I would save 
my conclusions—and I did have conclu-

sions—for the conclusion.  And I’m nearing 
my conclusion now.

I have explained how I tried to operate on 
the understanding side of the semicolon.  But 
that gives little guidance on when or how to 
step over to the far side, to render judgment.  
And in this case, what it overlooks is that, 
however one assesses justice—however virtue 
and rights are distributed—power is horribly 
out of balance in ways that have deeply prob-
lematic and deadly results.  

Denial and dehumanization, for instance, are 
in rich supply and are nobody’s monopoly. 
The number of people I heard dismiss the 
atrocities committed against Israeli civilians 
in the October 7 attack and in the subsequent 
assault on Gaza dismayed me. The same can 
be said of dehumanization.  This is a com-
mon phenomenon in wartime, and shrillness 
is the coin of much public discussion of the 
Gaza war. 

But if denial and dehumanization are wide-
spread, they have not been evenly distributed. 
The extent to which leading political fig-
ures—those in senior positions of authority—
in the United States and Israel have resorted 
to eliminationist rhetoric has no easy parallel. 

The tools of political authority are not dis-
tributed evenly, nor has been the firepower of 
those dismissing the death of their adversar-
ies.  Those who call for “Palestine from the 
river to the sea” are denounced in the halls of 
Congress, often for things they do not mean; 
those who make similar territorial claims 
for Israel (and do so in a way that asserts not 
only the rights of the Israeli state but also 
the superior rights of the Jewish people, and 
sometimes are explicitly linked to proposals 
to forcibly displace Palestinians) are extended 
invitations.

Go Back to table of contents
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In Washington DC after October 7, it was 
unremarkable to claim that each Israeli death 
on October 7 is equivalent to thirty Ameri-
can deaths because of the relatively smaller 
population of Israel—and then to measure 
Palestinian deaths instead against fatalities in 
Syria or Darfur, varying the scale by which 
to measure killing in order to minimize or 
maximize the horror. 

It is routine to hold Palestinians responsi-
ble for the death toll in their own ranks; to 
quote official Palestinian figures by noting 
they come from a government controlled by 
Hamas but to quote Israeli figures without 
reference to the exclusionary and supremacist 
ideology of those ruling the country. Simi-
larly, official Israeli sources have claimed the 
ability to count accurately every “terrorist” 
killed, but appear utterly baffled in trying to 
provide even a rough estimate of the number 
of civilians killed.   

Strident and shrill campus rhetoric against Is-
rael was combatted with legal tools, but calls 
for continuing the crusades against Muslims 
or using nuclear weapons on Gaza were bare-
ly noticed.  A United States government ap-
paratus designed to combat discrimination in 
education has just been dismantled in nearly 
all of its aspects except to protect Jews who 
support the Israeli government—and those 
same tools are now called upon to target Jews 
who are critical of Israel. 

This uneven distribution of power has shaped 
the framing of policy discussions and the in-
formation that is fed into them.  Think tanks 
began to produce detailed “day after plans” a 
month into a war, utterly disconnected from 
the scale of the destruction, the open-end-
ed nature of the Israeli military campaign, 
and the clear statements of Israeli policy that 
there would be no day after in the sense pun-

dits used the term.  

I said I would try to speak in paragraphs and 
I have.  But in that last one, I trespassed most 
of the other boundaries I just claimed to 
follow—reluctantly, with real misgivings, but 
also with deep conviction that, in such abnor-
mal times, horrific atrocities and murderous 
words do have to be labelled as such lest we 
enable actions we purport merely to under-
stand.  

There are many who add that we have an ob-
ligation to do so. I do not disagree, but I want 
to end on a cautionary and practical note. 

I find myself very slow to use one word in a 
previous sentence: “we” –especially when im-
posing obligations.  It is one that I think we 
as scholars need to use carefully.  Why? Be-
cause I think one contribution we can make 
is by helping people peer over the border 
between us and them.  

But to speak in a singular voice can be lonely.  
And to be alone in a dangerous time is dan-
gerous.

This leads me to turn back to Proust for some 
practicality.  I suspect that is the first time 
that sentence has been uttered in any setting.  
Writing in Paris in the middle of the First 
World War, Proust observed, “The surest way 
of being convinced of the excellence of the 
cause of one party or the other is actually to 
be that party.”

Proust was writing during a war that not only 
caused great bloodshed but also the celebra-
tion of that bloodshed. The French and Ger-
mans in 1914 mistook their patriotism and 
moral sensibilities for military capabilities. 

Today, even the most compassionate people

Go Back to table of contents



APSA MENA Newsletter | Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026      
   page 15

seemed for a long time to only muster at best 
a limp “Yes, but” about the suffering and 
death of those on the opposite side.  So over 
the past two years, more than a semicolon is 
needed. “Yes, period.” should be not only a 
complete sentence but an entire paragraph.

But another paragraph is needed to describe 
the horrors, the cruelty, and the violence vis-
ited at once both blindly and deliberately on 
the over two million people of Gaza.5

And in such a context, those who seek to 
peer on the other side of a boundary will find 
themselves exposed. The dangers are real.  
But my personal experience suggests that 
there is a reward for crossing to the far side of 
the semicolon for those who do so slowly.   

Public discussions can be polarized, per-
sonalized, and characterized by rhetorical 
inflation. But I have found that makes many 
(especially non-specialists) hungry for calmer 
discussions, simply so the din doesn’t drown 
out their own understanding. Like many 
colleagues, I have participated in sober and 
reasoned (if distressed) discussions in class-
rooms and small groups. I have addressed a 
Gaza encampment, a synagogue, and mixed 
audiences; I have spoken with a variety of 
individuals whose public certainty often ob-
scures private distress.  

My experience is that the hunger for in-
formed and thoughtful discussion is great; 
that speaking softly generally makes it easier 
for most listeners to hear—and it also makes 

it more likely that a cry of conscience, when 
it does emerge loudly and clearly, seems less 
like a partisan chant.◆
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5 Author’s note: In the address I gave in September 2025, I judged Israeli conduct in Gaza in extremely strong 
terms but did not use the term “genocide.” I have been asked about that since. Was I pulling my punch? Yes, 
I was. And I have stopped doing so. I do believe the term applies. For the reasons I describe in the address, 
however, I try not to lead with it when I do use it. I want it to emerge as a conclusion of analysis, not as the 
premise from which analysis begins. But that is no reason to avoid the term. The point, then, is not to evade 
the term but to resist a style of argument in which the presence or absence of one word does the work that 
analysis should do. Those of us in a profession built on peer review should know how easily it can become 
peer pressure.
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Research Symposium: AI in MENA: 
Authoritarian Governance, Global 
Competition, and Sociopolitical Impact 

Introduction by Eric Lob and Selin Bengi Gümrükçü

Artificial intelligence (AI) is rapidly emerging 
as an important force shaping many aspects 
of political, economic, and social life. Yet 
its implications, particularly political ones, 
are far from uniform and are mediated by 
regional contexts and institutional configu-
rations. In the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA), AI has already emerged to be much 
more than a mere technological innovation. 
It is also a politically embedded instrument 
through which economic futures are imag-
ined, state power and popular dissent are ex-
ercised, and global positioning is renegotiat-
ed. This symposium examines how Arab Gulf 
states and others in the region are integrating 
AI into authoritarian governance, competing 
in the international AI race, and 

cooperating with the United States and China 
in the process. It also explores the technol-
ogy’s sociopolitical, cultural, religious, and 
ethical implications.

The significance of AI for MENA stems in 
part from the region’s ongoing efforts to 
navigate enduring structural challenges. They 
include, but are not limited to, economic di-
versification, demographic change, domestic 
discontent, and military conflict. In this con-
text, AI is perceived and portrayed as a solu-
tion to some of these challenges. Using AI to 
diversify their economies, Arab Gulf states 
have aggressively positioned themselves as 
AI hubs within the global economy. As Yasir 
Atalan shows, these states have done so by

Go Back to table of contents
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investing in data centers, cloud infrastruc-
ture, and corporate partnerships. In the 
process, they expect that AI will enable them 
to transform key industries, enhance produc-
tivity, and generate new sources of revenue 
and employment. From the perspective of 
path dependency, Andrew Leber posits that 
the efforts and expectations of these states 
concerning the critical juncture of the AI 
revolution are conditioned and constrained 
by pre-existing parameters, such as past in-
vestments in state-owned enterprises, power 
grids, and human resources. 

In addition to being economically import-
ant, AI is increasingly central to governance 
practices across the region, from public 
service delivery and urban management to 
state surveillance and information control. 
As Alexandra Siegel argues, the expansion 
of data infrastructures and algorithmic tools 
has enhanced state capacity while also raising 
concerns about the deepening of authoritar-
ian practices, particularly in countries where 
institutional constraints remain limited. It 
also creates ethical and legal problems re-
garding surveillance technologies, as Abdul-
lah Omran suggests. At the same time, the 
political significance of AI in MENA extends 
beyond state strategies. Non-state actors and 
various opposition forces are also engaging 
with AI and incorporating it into practices of 
communication and mobilization.

As with other areas, AI in MENA is shaped 
by global hierarchies and dependencies. As 
Guy Burton asserts, the region’s efforts to 
become an AI hub are embedded in transna-
tional technological ecosystems dominated 
by major powers and multinational corpora-
tions. Questions surrounding data sovereign-
ty, infrastructural development, and regula-
tory alignment reflect broader geopolitical 
dynamics, as states navigate between integra-

tion into global systems and aspirations for 
digital autonomy.

Inside MENA, AI should also be considered 
in relation to the persistent phenomenon 
of orientalism. As Adib-Moghadam argues, 
contemporary AI systems are largely devel-
oped from a Euro-American technological 
and epistemological frame of reference. Con-
sequently, they are embedded with Euro-cen-
tric assumptions, classifications, and biases 
that reproduce reductionist and essentialist 
representations of MENA societies. These 
dynamics risk reinforcing longstanding ori-
entalist tropes and depicting the region as 
exceptional, unstable, and culturally static. 
This is particularly the case with applications, 
such as automated content moderation, secu-
rity profiling, and data classification, where 
contextual nuance is often limited. 

Taken together, these developments under-
score that AI matters for MENA. It is not 
only a set of technological tools, but a do-
main through which longstanding political 
and socioeconomic questions are being raised 
and reconfigured. By situating AI within the 
region’s specific institutional and geopolitical 
contexts, this symposium stresses the need 
for rigorous, grounded analysis of the inter-
play among technology, power, and transfor-
mation.◆
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How the Global AI Race Shapes the Gulf’s Hedging 
Strategy?

Yasir Atalan

The global AI race is increasingly defining 
international politics because states now 
compete over the infrastructure that makes 
advanced AI possible. While algorithms and 
model architectures diffuse through research 
and markets, compute (high-end chips, hy-
perscale data centers, and cloud platforms) 
remains concentrated, expensive, and po-
litically controllable, which makes it a stra-
tegic bottleneck. Control over compute has 
therefore become a tool of competition, with 
the US-China rivalry leveraging it through 
export controls, licensing, and platform gov-
ernance. Gulf states such as the UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, and Qatar occupy a key position in 
this emerging order because they are deploy-
ing sovereign wealth and energy advantages 
to position themselves as regional AI hubs, 
even as they remain embedded in US securi-
ty architectures and deepen economic en-
gagement with China. Their AI investments, 
therefore, cannot be understood as purely 
developmental or economic diversification 
strategies. As AI supply chains become se-
curitized, these infrastructure choices are 
increasingly embedded in alliance politics, 
exposing Gulf states to compliance demands 
and alignment pressures. In this intervention, 
I examine how the global AI race narrows 
and reshapes Gulf hedging options under 
these evolving constraints.

Why Compute Matters for the AI 
Race?

To understand why Gulf AI strategies are 
increasingly entangled in alliance politics, it 
is first necessary to clarify why compute has 
become the decisive resource in the global AI 
race. Among algorithms, data, and compute, 
which are three components of advanced 
AI (Buchanan 2020), compute has a unique 
character. It has a rivalrous and binding 
constraint because advanced AI training 
and large-scale inference depend on scarce 
physical systems and reliable compute power 
rather than code alone. Scaling-law research 
shows that AI model performance tends to 
improve in predictable ways as training com-
pute increases (Kaplan et al. 2020).  This is 
why a competitive AI stack requires advanced 
chips, hyperscale cloud and data center ca-
pacity, orchestration software, specialized 
engineering talent, and continuous electric-
ity and cooling – all of which must operate 
together to produce competitive performance 
(OECD 2023; Scharre 2024). Even when open 
models lower entry barriers, infrastructure 
concentration and capital intensity contin-
ue to limit who can compete in advanced 
AI systems (OECD 2023; Scharre 2024). In 
this sense, compute functions as the binding 
constraint that structures competition in the 
AI era.
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Yasir Atalan is deputy director in the Futures Lab at the Center for 
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This technological dependence matters po-
litically because compute is not only decisive 
for advanced AI but also excludable. Con-
trary to data and algorithm, compute’s ex-
cludable and measurable nature makes it gov-
ernable, turning it into a strategic instrument 
rather than a neutral market commodity 
(Sastry et al. 2024; Scharre 2024). States and 
firms can deny access to compute through 
ownership, export licensing, cloud account 
controls, and compliance systems embedded 
in provider operations (Sastry et al. 2024). 
Crucially, these restrictions are enforceable 
because compute can be counted and tracked 
in ways that data and algorithms often can-
not. Governments and cloud providers can 
set benchmarks for how much computing 
power is being used, monitor the size of the 
chip clusters involved, and rely on provider 
records that show who is accessing large-scale 
compute and when. (Shavit, 2023; Vaynman, 
2021). This combination of denial and trace-
ability transforms compute from a technical 
input into a strategic asset capable of struc-
turing international alignments and shaping 
geopolitical bargaining.

US-China Competition and Politics 
of Alignment

Given the nature of compute, the US-China 
AI rivalry appears less as a race over model 
quality and more as a contest over control 
of compute chokepoints within the AI stack. 
Advantages in chips, fabrication equipment, 
cloud architecture, and data-center capacity 
generate cumulative geopolitical spillovers in 
productivity, military capability, and rule-set-
ting power (Ding and Dafoe 2021). This is 
why both the US and China sought to reduce 

dependence on each other’s supply chains 
in the AI ecosystem. This logic underpins 
US export controls, which target advanced 
semiconductors and manufacturing bot-
tle-necks in order to transform infrastructure 
dependence into strategic leverage.1 Yet this 
strategy is debated. Broad denial may protect 
security but risks accelerating substitution 
and alienating third states, including US 
partners, from frontier access. By contrast, 
selective conditional access through US-gov-
erned cloud platforms can preserve influence, 
sustain ecosystem dependence, and facilitate 
coalition building under monitoring regimes 
(Sastry et al. 2024). 

If this debate intensifies, further securitiza-
tion of AI supply chains is likely. This dynam-
ic aligns with weaponized interdependence, 
where technological hub states convert net-
work centrality into coercive power (Farrell 
and Newman 2019). With jurisdiction over 
critical nodes, a state can impose a choke-
point effect by denying advanced chips or 
cloud capacity (Farrell and Newman 2019). 
Over time, sustained restriction and com-
pliance pressure can push the system toward 
bifurcation, hardening rival ecosystems and 
narrowing strategic flexibility (Woods 2025). 
Crucially, this trajectory is reinforced by the 
dual-use character of compute. When tech-
nologies serve both civilian and military pur-
poses, states face acute information asymme-
tries about intent and usage, which increases 
incentives to design institutions that reduce 
uncertainty through monitoring and verifica-
tion (Vaynman and Volpe, 2023). This is why 
the US and China could embed verification 
into access to compute through monitoring 
and reporting requirements that further
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1 Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS), “Additional Export Controls: Advanced Computing and Semicon-
ductor Manufacturing Items,” Federal Register 87(197), October 13, 2022, 62186–62215 (2022-21658); BIS, 
“Additional Export Controls: Advanced Computing Items—Updates and Corrections,” Federal Register 
88(205), October 25, 2023, 73458–73517 (2023-23055); BIS, “Changes to EAR Controls for Advanced Com-
puting Items and Supercomputers,” Federal Register 89(234), December 5, 2024 (2024-28270).
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securitize the supply chain. In the end, tech-
nological change steadily compresses hedging 
options for the GCC states (Lehdonvirta, Wu, 
and Hawkins 2025). 

Gulf’s AI Ambitions

These structural pressures become particu-
larly visible in the Gulf where countries such 
as Saudi Arabia and the UAE have accelerated 
AI infrastructure investment by leveraging 
sovereign wealth funds and energy advan-
tages to position themselves as regional 
compute hubs. In Saudi Arabia, Mohammed 
Bin Salman’s Vision 2030 and Neom, Saudi 
Arabia’s flagship smart-city and industrial 
megaproject, frame AI infrastructure as part 
of a broader political economy transforma-
tion that seeks to convert hydrocarbon wealth 
into long-term technological competitiveness 
and reshape domestic rentier relations (Has-
san 2020; Herb and Lynch 2019; Hameed 
2020). For these countries’ AI ambitions, 
abundant and relatively stable energy supplies 
play a significant role because large-scale AI 
training and inference are power-intensive, 
making electricity availability and cooling ca-
pacity central determinants of where frontier 
compute can be located (Soliman 2025). In 
line with this, recent announcements indicate 
a sharp expansion in planned capacity, in-
cluding Stargate UAE’s initial 200 MW phase 
expected in 2026 with eventual multi-giga-
watt ambitions, Saudi Arabia’s forthcoming 
AWS region backed by multi-billion-dollar 
investment, and Qatar’s reported 20-bil-
lion-dollar AI infrastructure partnership 
through Qai. This acceleration is also reflect-
ed in Figure 1, where planned installations 
place the UAE and Saudi Arabia among the 
top global locations in H100-equivalent 

capacity, which is widely treated as a bench-
mark “frontier” compute accelerator for 
training and running large AI models (Pliz et 
al., 2025).

Initially, the Gulf investments were embed-
ded in a portfolio strategy that balanced en-
gagement with both US-led and China-linked 
cloud ecosystems (Chaziza 2024; Bakir and 
Al-Shamari 2025). This approach was visi-
ble early in the region’s cloud architecture, 
including Alibaba Cloud’s Dubai launch in 
2016 and AWS’s first Middle East region in 
Bahrain in 2019, alongside continuing open-
ness to Chinese vendors such as Huawei 
Cloud’s Riyadh region in 2023. But as frontier 
compute for AI becomes securitized, access 
to the US AI stack increasingly travels with 
governance conditions, including security 
assurances, audit requirements, and restric-
tions on technology transfer, as illustrated by 
the framing of Microsoft’s investment in G42 
around intergovernmental compliance com-
mitments (Soliman, 2026).2 

What Are the Hedging Options for 
Gulf States?

The future of compute will shape alliance 
dynamics in the Gulf because the practi-
cal space for hedging depends on how far 
the United States and China push exclusion 
through network chokepoints and how strict-
ly those rules are enforced across supply 
chains and platforms (Farrell and Newman 
2019). As long as access to frontier chips, 
cloud services, and governance frameworks 
remains mediated through US-centered 
chokepoints, Gulf states will find that the 
highest-value AI compute infrastructure is 
increasingly tied to compliance regimes and 
security assurances, which narrows the scope
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2 Reporting of the deal suggested that any approval of AI chips sale is subject to Department of Commerce. 
See: https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/microsofts-uae-deal-could-transfer-key-us-chips-ai-techno-
logy-abroad-2024-05-23/

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/microsofts-uae-deal-could-transfer-key-us-chips-ai-technology-abroad-2024-05-23/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/microsofts-uae-deal-could-transfer-key-us-chips-ai-technology-abroad-2024-05-23/
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for unconstrained dual alignment (Farrell 
and Newman 2019). Washington already 
has some digital-security campaigns, such as 
efforts to exclude Huawei from 5G ecosys-
tems and Clean Network, an initiative aimed 
at excluding Chinese telecom and digital 
infrastructure vendors from its networks. The 
options for the Gulf states become narrower 
if Washington broadens these existing digi-
tal-security campaigns into the AI domain by 
treating data centers, cloud access, and model 
training as alliance-sensitive infrastructure 
(Chaziza, 2024). More recently, Pax Silica, an 
initiative on securing critical supply chain 
security signed also by Qatar and UAE, is 
a signal in this direction by Washington to 
institutionalize security screening around AI 
infrastructure. Under those conditions, Gulf 
governments would face stronger pressure to 
protect critical AI systems from Chinese ven-
dors and to adopt procurement, standards,

and auditing practices that demonstrate 
ecosystem separation (Chaziza 2024). This 
dependence dynamic could also deepen 
further if Gulf countries seek broader secu-
rity cooperation with the US to protect data 
centers against physical and cyberattacks in 
an increasingly volatile region.

On the other hand, other mediating factors 
could play a role in shaping supply chain se-
curitization. Great power economic statecraft 
is mediated by firms that own key parts of the 
compute stack, which can preserve limited 
space for Gulf states to maneuver even under 
intensifying rivalry (Chen and Evers 2023). 
As hyperscalers, chipmakers, and data-center 
operators bear the commercial and technical 
costs of compliance, they have incentives to 
lobby for narrower controls, clearer rules, and 
workable verification regimes. Because maxi-
malist restrictions can threaten revenues or 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Compute Power for High-End AI (Pilz et al., 2025)
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slow global scaling for these actors. Similarly, 
smaller and middle states retain agency in 
bipolar cloud networks through strategic hub 
selection and segmentation (Lehdonvirta, 
Wu, and Hawkins 2025). By hosting multi-
ple cloud providers, separating sensitive and 
non-sensitive workloads, and sequencing 
procurement commitments across domains, 
Gulf states can partially compartmentalize 
their technological dependencies. This does 
not eliminate structural constraints, but it 
allows states to distribute risk across ecosys-
tems and delay full alignment. Therefore, 
while the AI infrastructure gravitates toward 
US-governed compute arrangements, this 
may not lead to a grand foreign policy pos-
ture.

Overall, compute’s excludability and rival-
rous character tie AI infrastructure to ex-
ternal compliance demands, especially from 
the United States and China. As AI supply 
chains become more securitized in the global 
AI race, infrastructure decisions increasing-
ly carry geopolitical consequences, making 
broad hedging harder to sustain for middle 
powers and small states. For Gulf states, this 
means access to high-value compute increas-
ingly comes bundled with security and com-
pliance conditions, even if limited room for 
maneuver remains through segmentation, 
firms, and multi-cloud strategies. ◆ 
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How Path Dependence Shapes Gulf Monarchies’ 
High-Tech Strategies

Andrew Leber

In present policy debates, there is consider-
able focus on states’ AI strategies. The latter 
are framed as immediate policy choices with 
the potential to shape countries’ long-term 
economic prospects and, in turn, political 
ones. Beyond the most advanced AI powers 
(the United States and China), the monar-
chies of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
have attracted attention due to their financial 
resources, which have allowed them to pur-
chase pricy AI technologies. Furthermore, 
their fossil-fuel reserves have permitted them 
to power energy-intensive data centers on 
the cheap (Winter-Levy 2024; Soliman 2025). 
Where strategic discussions necessarily fo-
cus on the future, historical institutionalist 
approaches encourage us to understand how 
path-dependent Gulf development trajecto-
ries shape their present AI strategies. Hence, 
while the “AI revolution” may be a critical 
juncture (Collier & Collier 1991) that will 
lock countries into long-term AI divides, 
state choices concerning the technology are 
shaped by pre-existing conditions (Slater & 
Simmons 2010; Soifer 2012).

If the acceleration of AI technologies com-
prises a critical juncture for countries to in-
vest in transformative technologies, then the 
near future will test the agency of Gulf states, 
especially Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. The question is whether they 

will be able to secure the status of AI middle 
powers against the constraints of past in-
vestments in state-owned enterprises, power 
grids, and human resources (Winter-Levy 
& Leicht 2026). A common assumption is 
that the resource wealth of the Gulf mon-
archies, coupled with a lack of institutional 
constraints on their leadership, positions 
them well in the global AI race (Al Soliman 
2024; Arafeh 2025). Kuwaiti analyst Abdul-
lah AlZabin (2024) dubbed this moment the 
bloc’s “petrocompute” opportunity: “building 
high-performance compute infrastructure 
of unprecedented scale to serve the world’s 
rapidly growing demand for A.I.” Even in 
this advantaged position, however, there is 
a range of potential outcomes for the Gulf 
states (assuming AI truly proves to be a 
world-changing technology, and the present 
war on Iran does not undermine the Gulf ’s 
case for hosting AI facilities).

The first trajectory is simply “adaptation” 
or keeping pace with new developments. 
It would entail incorporating new AI tech-
nologies into state bureaucracies, both ser-
vice-oriented and repressive ones. It would 
also involve investing in training and edu-
cation programs to allow citizens to adapt 
to changing labor markets. The second ap-
proach, known as “stakeholder,” is one in 
which the Gulf states become meaningful
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financial stakeholders in tech firms primarily 
based in the United States, Europe, and pos-
sibly China. They would diversify an existing 
portfolio of economic ties with important se-
curity patrons and partners. A third possibil-
ity, called “subsidizing,” entails foreign firms, 
most likely from the United States, incentiv-
izing Gulf states to subsidize the construction 
of key facilities and promise the provision of 
cheap electricity thereafter. In the process, 
these states would integrate themselves into 
U.S. data flows, generate additional value 
from hydrocarbon extraction in the form of 
petrochemical investments, and offer cheap 
access for local startups to AI inferencing or 
computer calculations that respond to user 
queries. Finally, the maximal “petrocom-
pute” outcome is one in which Gulf states go 
beyond subsidizing foreign inferencing to 
introduce globally competitive proprietary 
applications of their own and even train their 
own AI models, which is far more technically 
demanding. 

While GCC states might prefer an “all of the 
above” approach, even attempting a high-
er-payoff strategy requires resources beyond 
the means of the less wealthy states. Oman 
and Bahrain, though wealthier in per capita 
terms than much of the MENA region, are 
each hard-pressed to maintain their citizens’ 
existing standards of living while managing 
debt levels. Accordingly, their AI strategies 
revolve around adaptation: adopting AI 
enhancements for “e-government” services 
and training new job seekers to work with 
such technologies (Albous et al. 2025: 2400). 
Furthermore, capturing value from AI is not 
merely about having cash on hand, but rather 
the ability or capacity to deliver infrastruc-
ture for electricity and data centers, as well 
as to direct projects through local or locally 
embedded individuals and institutions. Gulf 
states have different capacities to invest in 
projects, deliver electricity, and manage large 
commercial projects – all of which inform 
these states’ ultimate AI strategies and 
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Figure 1. Path dependence and divergent outcomes of Gulf AI investments. Modeled after Slater & Simmons 
(2010: 894).
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trajectories. Resource wealth is part of the 
equation, but not everything. 

Kuwait exemplifies this path dependency. 
While Kuwait is one of the wealthiest per 
capita GCC states, it has relatively little recent 
experience with building state-owned enter-
prises or boosting private-sector entities to 
compete regionally, let alone internationally 
(Herb 2014). This means there are few orga-
nizational foundations for building a new AI 
national champion, and limited non-AI data 
centers, even relative to Bahrain and Oman. 
In terms of the human capital to staff such a 
venture, the Kuwaiti education system strug-
gles to meet existing labor market demands 
(Alhashem & Alhouti 2021). Furthermore, 
Kuwaiti officials have focused more on strip-
ping away citizenship rather than attracting 
skilled expatriate workers (Alamer 2025). 
Despite some AI-focused efforts by some 
states and state-owned entities, even limited 
partnerships with U.S. firms are threatened 
by underinvestment in the country’s power 
grid – making it hard to turn energy resourc-
es into the stuff of petrocompute (Crowley 
2026). Accordingly, the bulk of Kuwaiti AI 
investments reflects a stakeholder strategy, 
focused on U.S. firms operating in the United 
States. The Kuwait Investment Authority, for 
example, has joined U.S. firms and an Emi-
rati tech fund as part of an AI infrastructure 
partnership. 

By contrast, the United Arab Emirates clear-
ly has the greatest AI ambitions among the 
GCC monarchies, with state-owned firm G42 
trying to position itself as the equal of hyper-
scalers like Microsoft or OpenAI. Along with 
a general experience in building up successful 
state-owned enterprises, the UAE benefits 
from an early intervention in the AI space by 
Tahnoun bin Zayed – a powerful royal with a 
longstanding and idiosyncratic interest in 

advanced technologies. In 2018, Tahnoun 
founded G42 by incorporating past UAE-
based expertise in cybersecurity and digital 
surveillance and by pushing to establish the 
new AI-focused Mohammed bin Zayed Uni-
versity for Artificial Intelligence (Hope 2025; 
Zhou 2025). G42 is the only Gulf AI firm 
that has secured major inward investments 
from a U.S. hyperscaler (Microsoft), beyond 
deals that channel capital outward towards 
U.S.-based facilities and companies (Allen 
et al. 2025). As for staffing these ventures, 
the UAE, and especially Abu Dhabi, has long 
been a regional hub for skilled talent of all 
kinds, with consultants who commute to Sau-
di Arabia to work on various mega-projects 
there. Furthermore, while the UAE still faces 
electrical-capacity challenges, past invest-
ments in renewables and the Gulf ’s only nu-
clear power plants provide a sounder footing 
for expanding the grid.

Saudi Arabia, in turn, forms an interesting 
intermediate case. Its trajectories will offer 
a clearer indication of the relative impor-
tance of sheer wealth and ambition, on the 
one hand, and past institutional and human 
resource endowments on the other. Saudi 
Arabia has sought to match the UAE with its 
own AI national champion called Humain, its 
own locally based partnerships with U.S. hy-
perscaler Groq, and its own supply of top-line 
U.S. microchips, with the Trump administra-
tion releasing equal numbers of Nvidia’s latest 
Blackwell chips (Satoriano & Mozur 2025). 
Despite new industrialization efforts as part 
of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, Humain’s do-
mestic capacity to manage AI projects relies 
heavily on past investments by national oil 
company Saudi Aramco – a developmental 
“island of excellence” (Hertog 2010). Elec-
tricity generation is likewise a mixed bag, as 
Saudi Arabia tries to simultaneously increase 
output and eliminate inefficient oil-fired
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power plants while benefiting from a capable, 
locally based power-generation firm called 
ACWA Power. The Kingdom also lacks a 
deep pool of domestic or expatriate talent, 
though existing educational institutions are 
being repurposed to support AI research, and 
the easing of longstanding social restrictions 
has made cities like Riyadh more livable in 
the eyes of many expatriates. 

This contribution argues that AI strategies in 
the Gulf states (and other countries) reflect 
pre-existing policies, capacities, and con-
straints. Simply adapting to the economic 
changes wrought by AI is a daunting chal-
lenge; going beyond this to capture value 
from AI supply chains will depend on Gulf 
states’ past investments in basic infrastruc-
ture (electricity provision) and education (cit-
izen labor supply), as well as policies towards 
migration and business regulation. Costly 
AI strategies that do not reckon with these 
constraints are more likely to enrich Western 
firms and consultants than to diversify Gulf 
economies. In all, despite the transforma-
tive potential of the AI revolution for both 
economic outcomes and research practices, 
political scientists should still draw on long-
standing historical-institutionalist tools and 
concepts to explain divergent AI strategies 
and trajectories across the region. ◆
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Governing AI Surveillance through Legal and 
Social Knowledge: An Islamic and Anthropological 
Framework

Abdullah Omran

Artificial Intelligence (AI) now plays a central 
role in military and security systems across 
the Arab world. Governments use AI for 
predictive surveillance, signal analysis (such 
as Egypt’s use of facial recognition systems 
at public gatherings and the UAE’s deploy-
ment of predictive policing algorithms in 
urban centers), automated screening, and 
counterterrorism intelligence, often through 
security agencies rather than civilian insti-
tutions (Sakr & Hakme 2025). Studies of AI 
militarization also show how states integrate 
these tools into surveillance and weapon sys-
tems that have certainly reshaped domestic 
control and regional power relations (Sarkin 
& Sotoudehfar 2024).

When automated systems decide who gets 
monitored, detained, or targeted, they do not 
always do so accurately. They raise the prac-
tical question about whether probabilistic 
suspicion can ever justify state coercion. This 
question shapes whether AI-driven securi-
ty systems distinguish between a poet and a 
plotter, a dissenter and a militant, or a private 
grievance and a public threat. Islamic legal 
tradition offers a structured response to pre-
cisely these questions. It provides categorical 
distinctions that map different forms of polit-

ical expression and wrongdoing to different 
thresholds of permissible state intrusion. In 
Islamic law, not all political acts are treated 
the same. A person offering sincere advice 
to a ruler is not placed in the same category 
as someone inciting rebellion; each is judged 
differently, with different rights and limits on 
what the state can do. That means the state 
must ask what kind of act it is, who is doing 
it, and whether it crosses a moral or legal line. 
Privacy, according to Islamic law, is a binding 
limit on what the state may know (Almutairi 
2020; Al-Shamari 2024; Hayat 2007). And it 
provides a legal taxonomy that tells us who 
is entitled to what kind of privacy protec-
tion. The challenge is how to encode these 
limits into the machines themselves. This 
piece argues that anthropology functions as a 
method for making uncertainty visible within 
the system and for ensuring that contested 
meaning slows down decision-making rather 
than speeding it up. Put differently, ethno-
graphic specificity offers discernible, though 
not always clear cut, identificatory markers of 
social groups and, more importantly, of their 
practices. As such, it lends legal categories in 
intra Muslim conflict the legibility necessary 
for AI assisted surveillance systems to
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distinguish behavior in ways consistent with 
appropriate actionable intelligence.

One might reasonably ask why authoritarian 
and security-oriented states would accept pri-
vacy and cultural-differentiation constraints 
on AI-driven surveillance and targeting. The 
answer is not that such states suddenly val-
ue privacy, but that AI changes how security 
decisions are made and where responsibil-
ity sits. Once states rely on AI systems that 
sort people, speech, or locations into risk 
categories before human review, errors and 
intrusions are no longer isolated incidents. 
Rather, they become routine system outputs. 
Research on AI assisted targeting shows 
that these systems tend to narrow judgment, 
encourage reliance on automated recommen-
dations, and blur accountability. This creates 
real risks of escalation, legal exposure, and 
loss of control for security agencies them-
selves (Dorsey 2026; Blanchard and Bruun 
2025). In addition, contextual and cultural 
constraints, such as linguistic nuance, reli-
gious context, and local political discourse, 
can improve performance.

Work on Arabic Natural Language Process-
ing (NLP) shows that systems trained on 
simplified threat categories regularly misread 
dialectal, indirect, or context-dependent 
political speech, leading to false positives that 
expand surveillance beyond actionable risk 
(Haj Ahmed et al. 2024; Charfi et al. 2024). 
When AI outputs feed directly into security 
workflows, these errors are costly. Treating 
interpretation as part of classification, rather 
than noise, reduces this problem.

The stakes become clear when AI systems 
collapse legally distinct categories into a sin-
gle risk continuum. Contemporary targeting 
and surveillance models treat activists, civil-
ians, and militants as variations on the same 

probabilistic object, assigning scores that 
justify intervention without requiring cate-
gorical legal proof (Gordon et al. 2023; McK-
endrick 2019). In Egypt, counterterrorism 
surveillance applies the same profiling logic 
to peaceful political activity as it does to mil-
itant networks (Human Rights Watch 2024). 
In Palestine, Israeli AI systems, such as Lav-
ender and Gospel, generate large suspect lists 
through pattern analysis, merging civilians 
and combatants under conditions of limited 
human review (Amnesty International 2022). 
These cases illustrate a structural failure of 
AI mediated governance in the sense that 
decision systems act on calculated risk rather 
than a legally meaningful distinction.

While privacy concerns about AI surveil-
lance arise across national contexts, Islamic 
jurisprudence offers a particularly structured 
framework for addressing them, but it places 
a greater burden on the state to avoid arbi-
trary automated suspicion detection. Islamic 
jurisprudence distinguishes three legal cat-
egories relevant to internal security. Bughāt 
are principled dissenters who oppose the 
state on the basis of plausible legal interpre-
tation (ta'wīl). Their private deliberations 
and political organizing are protected, and 
surveillance is prohibited absent active hostil-
ities. Muhāribūn are agents of indiscriminate 
harm who destabilize public order. Islamic 
law permits limited intervention against 
them but requires visible wrongdoing rath-
er than probabilistic inference. Mujrimūn 
are ordinary offenders whose wrongdoing is 
personal. They enjoy the strongest privacy 
protections, as private vice and association do 
not justify intrusion (Al-Dawoody 2011).

Read as a governance framework, these cat-
egories specify how privacy should structure 
the design and use of AI surveillance. In the 
case of bughāt, design treats privacy as a
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hard limit: political dissent grounded in 
ta'wīl does not justify invasive data col-
lection, and AI systems’ access should be 
restricted to publicly available information 
unless conduct clearly shifts into open hostil-
ities. For muhāribūn, governance allows nar-
rower intrusions but only after wrongdoing 
becomes visible and public. Predictive assess-
ments, which estimate future risk from statis-
tical patterns rather than proven wrongdoing, 
may inform attention but cannot serve as the 
legal basis for breaching privacy or escalating 
intervention. For mujrimūn, AI profiling is 
prohibited without concrete evidence of an 
offense. The difficulty is that AI systems do 
not recognize these legal thresholds on their 
own. They classify speech, relationships, and 
behavior as features rather than as legally 
situated acts. 

The mismatch between legal categories and 
machine classification motivates a focus on 
anthropology, which examines how contex-
tual interpretation can help enforce privacy 
boundaries within AI-based governance. 
In this framework, anthropological insight 
contributes to AI governance by shaping how 
systems are trained to interpret meaning un-
der contextual uncertainty, instead of by ex-
panding the scope of data they ingest. Rather 
than using personal data, this approach relies 
on short, anonymous examples of common 
speech, like sermons or protest chants. These 
examples help AI understand language and 
context without monitoring real people. 
Prior work on aligning AI training to cultural 
values shows that scenario-based materi-
als are especially effective in post-training 
(AlKhamissi et al. 2025). They guide how 
systems reason about language without en-
tangling interpretation with personal traces 
or real-world monitoring.

Within this framework, annotating the out 
put data is limited to recording multiple plau-
sible interpretations for the said scenarios 
rather than producing a single resolved label. 
The disagreement, rooted in the availability 
of multiple interpretations, is often constitu-
tive of meaning rather than a sign of error, 
particularly in political, religious, or cultur-
ally embedded speech (Geertz 1973). Tech-
nical work on disagreement-aware learning 
supports this view by showing that models 
trained on unaggregated or plural annota-
tions are better able to recognize boundary 
cases and uncertainty, rather than clustering 
contested meanings into confident predic-
tions (Rodríguez Barroso et al. 2024).

Operationally, this means that ambiguity 
causes the system to pause or defer action 
rather than escalate automatically. The gov-
ernance effect comes from how the system 
is trained to behave. Using de identified 
scenarios and retaining interpretive disagree-
ment teaches the system to reason about 
context without following individuals and to 
acknowledge uncertainty rather than hide 
it. Privacy is enforced through these design 
choices, which shape how meaning is inter-
preted and how action is limited, rather than 
through later restrictions on data use.◆
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AI and Digital Authoritarianism in MENA

Alexandra Siegel

Over the past two decades, regimes across 
the MENA region have invested in technol-
ogies that have made surveillance cheaper, 
censorship more granular, and propaganda 
more scalable (Freedom House 2023). Rapid 
advances in AI technologies have accelerat-
ed the speed, scale, and integration of these 
capabilities (Feldstein 2023). Governments 
increasingly combine biometric identifica-
tion, “smart city” sensor networks, social 
media platform monitoring, and influence 
operations into mutually reinforcing systems. 
Regimes are adopting AI as a strategic infra-
structure that reshapes how threats are an-
ticipated, how publics are managed, and how 
information is controlled (Beidollahkhani 
2025). 

The same technologies that strengthen state 
control, however, can also strengthen civic 
resilience. Activists, journalists, and civ-
il society organizations can also use AI for 
translation, documentation, verification, and 
rapid counter-messaging (Espiritusanto et al. 
2024). Below, I describe how AI technologies 
are bolstering the digital authoritarian toolkit 
in the MENA region and then highlight how 
they simultaneously offer new opportunities 
for opposition and low-resource actors to 
achieve their goals. 

Surveillance 

AI technologies have facilitated a shift from 
surveillance of known dissidents toward pop-
ulation-scale monitoring by automating iden-
tification, combining disparate data sources, 
and turning infrastructure into searchable, 
real-time governance tools (Kalluri 2025; 
Brookings 2021; Reuters 2023; Fontes 2022). 
When citizens believe the state can recognize 
them quickly and cheaply, self-censorship 
and political caution diffuse far beyond those 
who are directly repressed (Zhuravskaya, 
Petrova, and Enikolopov 2020). 

For example, Iran has leveraged AI-enhanced 
technologies for hijab enforcement. These 
technologies have enabled the regime to 
more systematically use facial recognition 
and road-camera networks for detecting and 
identifying alleged hijab violations, along-
side a citizen-reporting app (Nazer) that can 
be used to trigger police action (Associated 
Press 2025; Council on Foreign Relations 
2025). This combination of networked cam-
eras and biometric identification reduces 
the marginal cost of sanctioning ordinary 
citizens—especially when paired with autom-
atable administrative penalties such as fines 
and vehicle seizures, rather than formal
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prosecutions. Computer-vision systems can 
flag potential violations from drone or CCTV 
footage, facial recognition can attach a name 
or identity token, and app-based reports can 
route incidents into an automated enforce-
ment pipeline.

Similarly, Egypt’s New Administrative Cap-
ital, a large, centrally planned city built east 
of Cairo, shows how “smart city” governance 
can embed surveillance into the built envi-
ronment. The city includes more than 6,000 
CCTV cameras and a centralized command 
setup. Although it has been marketed as ad-
vancing security and efficiency, digital rights 
advocates have warned that such infrastruc-
ture can facilitate monitoring and suppres-
sion of dissent in an authoritarian context 
(Reuters 2023). In an AI-enhanced smart city, 
cameras become queryable sensors. Com-
puter vision and centralized analytics make it 
possible to search across time and space at a 
previously impossible speed and scale. Once 
sensor networks and centralized analytics are 
in place, the marginal cost of repurposing 
them for political surveillance is low. Smart 
city framing also offers plausible deniability, 
allowing regimes to present pervasive moni-
toring as a neutral modernization project. 

Regimes have also increasingly integrated AI 
analytics into policing through “smart polic-
ing” platforms. The Abu Dhabi Police have 
partnered with Presight, an Abu Dhabi-based 
AI and big data analytics company, to inte-
grate an “AI-Policing Suite” into police oper-
ations (Tech & Justice Project n.d.). Presight’s 
marketing materials highlight geospatial 
insights and “predictive analytics” to support 
proactive measures (Presight n.d.). Rather 
than responding to crimes, predictive polic-
ing tools can be used to preempt gatherings, 
disrupt networks, or prevent “risk,” particu-
larly in states where broad security laws and 

speech restrictions define dissent as a threat 
to public order. These predictive and adaptive 
AI systems can turn surveillance into antici-
patory governance, shaping political behavior 
before overt contestation occurs (Beidollah-
khani 2025).

This population-scale monitoring is fre-
quently complemented by high-resolution 
targeting of key individuals through spyware 
and device compromise. For example, Gulf 
regimes increasingly use a combination of 
spyware, facial recognition, and mass sur-
veillance tools (European Council on Foreign 
Relations 2022). Pegasus spyware, which is 
produced and exported by Israel, has been 
used to hack multiple Bahraini and Saudi 
activists (Citizen Lab 2021). Pegasus has 
additionally been used to hack journalists 
at Al Jazeera and Al Araby TV via iMessage 
(Citizen Lab 2020). In North Africa, Amnes-
ty International reported repeated Pegasus 
targeting of Moroccan journalist Omar Radi 
(Amnesty International 2020). Such spyware 
captures communications, contacts, and 
location histories that can be triaged and 
operationalized via automated analytics and 
network mapping.

Censorship

Censorship in MENA has historically been 
quite blunt—blocking platforms or shutting 
down networks. But AI tools have increasing-
ly allowed regimes to use selective censorship 
that targets specific sites, services, or content 
types while preserving enough connectivity 
for commerce and state capacity. AI-en-
hanced censorship typically operates through 
ISP-level infrastructure, including deep pack-
et inspection (the examination of internet 
traffic in transit); filtering (the restriction of 
access to specific content); and automated 
classification (the use of software to identify
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and sort traffic or content), all of which en-
able selective blocking. Humans still set the 
censorship rules, but AI helps detect patterns 
in internet traffic and classify content or 
services for enforcement. Meanwhile, auto-
mation enables those blocking decisions to be 
carried out quickly and at scale.

Iran is often cited as a leading example of 
selective, “smart” censorship. The regime 
has long pursued “intelligent filtering” that 
can restrict specific sites, pages, features, or 
content categories while preserving enough 
connectivity for commerce and routine gov-
ernance (Reuters 2024). AI tools have been 
used for classification and traffic identifica-
tion, which makes it possible to automatical-
ly sort and act on traffic or content types at 
scale (ARTICLE 19 2026). This infrastructure 
makes censorship more flexible as restric-
tions can be tightened selectively during 
moments of contention without imposing the 
high economic and administrative costs of 
a full internet blackout (ARTICLE 19 2026). 
Notably, however, the regime has repeatedly 
resorted to Internet shutdowns during high-
threat unrest—suggesting that smart filtering 
is perhaps used for routine governance while 
shutdowns remain the regime’s crisis tool 
(Reuters 2024; Access Now 2023; NetBlocks 
2022; NetBlocks 2026).

In the Gulf, AI-enabled censorship often 
operates through platform-wide monitoring 
and automated content moderation on social 
media. Security services can use AI to scan 
large-scale social media data, flagging polit-
ically sensitive content, mapping networks, 
and prioritizing accounts for reporting, take-
down requests, or offline questioning (Free-
dom House 2019; Freedom House 2023). In 
Bahrain, for example, authorities reportedly 
forced a user to remove an Instagram post 
about protests against normalization with 

Israel and have also exploited platform re-
porting mechanisms to target activists and 
independent journalists. In Saudi Arabia, 
authorities have requested that platforms 
such as Netflix and YouTube remove content 
deemed “inappropriate,” while in the UAE, 
pervasive surveillance of online activists 
and journalists has contributed to extensive 
self-censorship. At the same time, platforms’ 
own AI-driven moderation tools can am-
plify state pressure. Because enforcement is 
opaque and frequently automated, content 
removal and account restrictions may occur 
preemptively around well-known “red lines,” 
producing censorship effects even when 
formal requests are not visible (ECDHR 
2026; MEI 2021). Importantly, however, Gulf 
regimes do not control the dominant social 
media platforms themselves. Because major 
services are largely U.S.-based, governments 
in MENA typically lack direct, state-run tools 
for platform-level censorship and instead rely 
more on monitoring, pressure, and takedown 
requests routed through platform governance 
systems.

Propaganda

AI tools make propaganda and influence 
campaigns easier to run because a small team 
can produce and translate large amounts of 
content quickly and cheaply. They also make 
narratives more convincing by enabling 
high-volume, stylistically diverse, rapidly iter-
ated messaging (Marcellino et al. 2023).
Social media platform disclosures offer docu-
mentation of organized manipulation tied to 
regional actors. Meta has reported removing 
coordinated inauthentic behavior networks 
originating in the UAE and Egypt, as well as a 
separate operation in Saudi Arabia involving 
clusters of accounts and pages designed to 
mislead audiences (Meta 2019). Generative 
AI accelerates these operations by lowering
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the production and iteration costs of per-
suasive content. Generative AI reduces time, 
money, and skill barriers for producing dis-
information and propaganda, potentially 
overwhelming detection and moderation 
systems (Feldstein 2023). For example, Goo-
gle’s Threat Analysis Group reports that it has 
terminated Iran-linked influence operations 
that pushed automated pro-regime Ara-
bic-language narratives (Google Threat Anal-
ysis Group 2024).

Gulf states are increasingly investing in “sov-
ereign” generative AI by developing or back-
ing domestic Arabic large language models 
(LLMs). The UAE’s government-linked 
Technology Innovation Institute developed 
the open-weight Falcon series (Almazrouei 
et al. 2023), and the Mohamed bin Zayed 
University of Artificial Intelligence released 
Jais, an Arabic-centric foundation model 
(Sengupta et al. 2023). The Saudi Data and AI 
Authority (SDAIA) has developed ALLaM, 
an Arabic-English LLM (Bari et al. 2024). 
These projects may allow states to influence 
what content LLMs will generate, refuse, or 
systematically omit on sensitive topics. As 
everyday citizens increasingly turn to LLMs 
for information, the ability to manipulate the 
content they produce offers regimes a new 
lever of information control.

Civic Resilience 

Many of the same features of AI technologies 
that enable digital authoritarianism—auto-
mation, translation, classification, and sum-
marization—can also strengthen civic resil-
ience by making documentation, verification, 
coordination, and public outreach faster for 
low-resource actors (Espiritusanto, Nacha-
wati-Rego, and Magallón-Rosa 2024; Kerley, 
Miller, and Campagnucci 2024). For example, 
before the fall of the Assad regime, the Syrian 

Archive and Mnemonic ecosystem use auto-
mated collection and structured verification 
workflows to preserve open-source evidence 
for advocacy and accountability, even when 
platform moderation or deletions remove 
content (Syrian Archive n.d.; Mnemonic 
2020; Exposing the Invisible 2021). 

AI can also support circumvention of cen-
sorship and continuity of Internet access 
by helping communities quickly diagnose 
blocks, share workable configurations in local 
language, and adapt when censors change 
tactics. During Iran’s 2022 protests, some 
people were still able to communicate and 
access news despite state blocking by using 
digital circumvention tools like Psiphon and 
Tor Snowflake, which allow users to access 
blocked online content by routing traffic 
through external networks. Even when these 
workarounds only worked for some users or 
for limited periods, they show a basic form 
of resilience under digital authoritarianism. 
Activists and ordinary citizens tested what 
still worked, adapted quickly when blocks 
changed, and shared step-by-step guidance 
so others could stay connected (OONI 2022; 
OONI n.d.).

AI can also strengthen a different kind of re-
silience by helping civil society respond faster 
to state-aligned propaganda and information 
control. For example, in Turkey, protesters 
have leveraged AI to maintain anonymity and 
create viral anti-regime content (Gümrükçü 
2025). The Arab Fact-Checkers Network’s 
partnership with Full Fact (a UK-based in-
dependent fact-checking non-profit) aims 
to build AI tools that speed up verification 
in Arabic, and JournalismAI supported an 
AI-powered WhatsApp bot designed to deliv-
er quicker fact-checks for MENA audiences. 
These tools help opposition contest official 
narratives and reduce the effectiveness of
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disinformation by making rapid, credible 
corrections easier to produce and distribute 
(AFCN 2024; JournalismAI 2024).

As AI tools continue to advance, digital pol-
itics in MENA—and around the globe—will 
likely remain a race of adaptation. Govern-
ments will keep integrating AI into surveil-
lance, censorship, and influence operations to 
monitor the public and manage information 
more efficiently, while activists, journalists, 
and civil society will use many of the same 
capabilities to document abuse, maintain 
access, verify claims, and coordinate respons-
es.◆

References

Almazrouei, Ebtesam, et al. 2023. “The 
Falcon Series of Open Language Mod-
els.” arXiv (2311.16867). https://arxiv.org/
abs/2311.16867

Amnesty International. 2020. “NSO Group 
spyware used to target Moroccan journalist 
Omar Radi.” June 22. https://www.amnes-
ty.org/en/latest/news/2020/06/nso-spy-
ware-used-against-moroccan-journalist/

Arab Fact-Checkers Network (AFCN). 2024. 
“AFCN and Full Fact Unite for AI-Powered 
Fact-Checking in Arabic.” April 2. https://
arabfcn.net/en/blog/2024/04/02/afcn-and-
full-fact-unite-for-ai-powered-fact-checking-
in-arabic/

ARTICLE 19. 2026. Tightening the Net: 
China’s Infrastructure of Oppression in Iran. 
London: ARTICLE 19. 

Aspen, Eliza and Spandana Singh. 2021. 
“Content Moderation Trends in the MENA 
Region: Censorship, Discrimination by De-
sign, and Linguistic Challenges.” Middle East 
Institute (MEI). August 25. https://mei.edu/
publication/content-moderation-trends-me-
na-region-censorship-discrimination-de-
sign-and-linguistic/

Bari, M. Saiful, et al. 2024. “ALLaM: Large 
Language Models for Arabic and English.” 
arXiv (2407.15390). https://arxiv.org/
abs/2407.15390

Beidollahkhani, Arash. 2025. “From Predict-
ing Dissent to Programming Power: Analyz-
ing AI-Driven Authoritarian Governance in 
the Middle East through TRIAD Framework.” 
Democratization, 1-24. https://www.tand-
fonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13510347.2025.
2576527

ECDHR. 2026. “Platform Compliance in the 
Middle East: How Opaque Content Moder-
ation Enables Quiet Authoritarian Censor-
ship.” January 21. 

Espiritusanto, Óscar, Leila Nachawati-Rego, 
and Raúl Magallón-Rosa. 2024. “The Role 
of AI in Citizen Journalism, Human Rights 
Activism, and Monitoring: Limits and Possi-
bilities.” In Journalism, Digital Media and 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution, eds. José 
Sixto-García, Alberto Quian, Ana-Isabel Ro-
dríguez-Vázquez, Alba Silva-Rodríguez, Xosé 
Soengas-Pérez, 211-226. Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-031-63153-5_16

Go Back to table of contents

https://arxiv.org/abs/2311.16867
https://arxiv.org/abs/2311.16867
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/06/nso-spyware-used-against-moroccan-journalist/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/06/nso-spyware-used-against-moroccan-journalist/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/06/nso-spyware-used-against-moroccan-journalist/
https://arabfcn.net/en/blog/2024/04/02/afcn-and-full-fact-unite-for-ai-powered-fact-checking-in-arab
https://arabfcn.net/en/blog/2024/04/02/afcn-and-full-fact-unite-for-ai-powered-fact-checking-in-arab
https://arabfcn.net/en/blog/2024/04/02/afcn-and-full-fact-unite-for-ai-powered-fact-checking-in-arab
https://arabfcn.net/en/blog/2024/04/02/afcn-and-full-fact-unite-for-ai-powered-fact-checking-in-arab
https://mei.edu/publication/content-moderation-trends-mena-region-censorship-discrimination-design-a
https://mei.edu/publication/content-moderation-trends-mena-region-censorship-discrimination-design-a
https://mei.edu/publication/content-moderation-trends-mena-region-censorship-discrimination-design-a
https://mei.edu/publication/content-moderation-trends-mena-region-censorship-discrimination-design-a
https://arxiv.org/abs/2407.15390
https://arxiv.org/abs/2407.15390
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13510347.2025.2576527
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13510347.2025.2576527
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13510347.2025.2576527
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-63153-5_16
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-63153-5_16


APSA MENA Newsletter | Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026      
   page 40

Evdokimov, Leonid, Maria Xynou, Moham-
mad El-Taher, Hassan Al-Azhary, and Sarah 
Mohsen. 2018. The State of Internet Censor-
ship in Egypt. OONI + AFTE. July 2. https://
ooni.org/post/egypt-internet-censorship/

Feldstein, Steven. 2023. “The Consequences 
of Generative AI for Democracy, Governance 
and War.” Survival 65(5): 117–142. https://
www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0039
6338.2023.2261260

Fontes, Catarina, Ellen Hohma, Caitlin 
C. Corrigan, and Christoph Lütge. 2022. 
“AI-powered public surveillance systems: 
why we (might) need them and how we want 
them.” Technology in Society 71. https://
www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/
S0160791X22002780

Funk, Allie, Adrian Shahbaz, and Kian 
Vesteinsson. 2023. Freedom on the Net 
2023: The Repressive Power of Artificial 
Intelligence. Washington, DC: Freedom 
House. https://freedomhouse.org/report/free-
dom-net/2023/repressive-power-artificial-in-
telligence

Gleicher, Nathaniel. 2019. “Removing Coor-
dinated Inauthentic Behavior in UAE, Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia.” Meta. August 1. https://
about.fb.com/news/2019/08/cib-uae-egypt-
saudi-arabia/

Government Hacks Activists with NSO 
Group Zero-Click iPhone Exploits.” Citi-
zen Lab.  August 24. https://citizenlab.ca/
research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-
group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/

Gümrükçü, Selin Bengi. 2025. “Artificial 
Intelligence–Based Aesthetics of Dissent in 
Turkey.” Public Seminar, June 18. https://
publicseminar.org/2025/06/turkey-protest-
ers-using-ai/

Huntley, Shane. 2024. “TAG Bulletin: Q4 
2023.” Google Threat Analysis Group. Jan-
uary 19. https://blog.google/threat-analy-
sis-group/tag-bulletin-q4-2023/

James, Noel. 2025. “Women This Week: Iran 
Using Electronic Surveillance to Enforce 
Veiling Laws.” Council on Foreign Rela-
tions. March 24. https://www.cfr.org/articles/
women-week-iran-using-electronic-surveil-
lance-enforce-veiling-laws

JournalismAI. 2024. “Verify Media Platform.” 
Innovation Challenge 2024. https://www.
journalismai.info/programmes/innovation/
innovation-challenge-2024/verify-me-
dia-platform

Kalluri, Pratyusha Ria, William Agnew, and 
Abeba Birhane. 2025. “Computer-vision 
research powers surveillance technology.” 
Nature 643, 73-79. https://www.nature.com/
articles/s41586-025-08972-6

Keaten, Jamey and Jon Gambrell. 2025. “UN 
Report Warns Iran Is Stepping Up Electronic 
Surveillance of Women to Enforce Headscarf 
Laws.” Associated Press. March 14. https://
apnews.com/article/e6d33c4f45f0181b9b-
c4669aef196209

Kerley, Beth, Carl Miller, and Fernanda Cam-
pagnucci. 2024. Leveraging AI for Democ-
racy: AI for Civil Society. National Endow-
ment for Democracy. https://www.ned.org/
wp-content/uploads/2024/10/NED_Leverag-
ing-AI-for-Democracy-Report_AI-for-Civ-
il-Society.pdf

Lynch, James. 2022. “Iron Net: Digital Re-
pression in the Middle East and North Afri-
ca.” European Council on Foreign Relations. 
June 29. https://ecfr.eu/publication/iron-net-
digital-repression-in-the-middle-east-and-
north-africa/

Go Back to table of contents

https://ooni.org/post/egypt-internet-censorship/
https://ooni.org/post/egypt-internet-censorship/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00396338.2023.2261260
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00396338.2023.2261260
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00396338.2023.2261260
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160791X22002780
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160791X22002780
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160791X22002780
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2023/repressive-power-artificial-intelligence
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2023/repressive-power-artificial-intelligence
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2023/repressive-power-artificial-intelligence
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/08/cib-uae-egypt-saudi-arabia/
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/08/cib-uae-egypt-saudi-arabia/
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/08/cib-uae-egypt-saudi-arabia/
https://citizenlab.ca/research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/
https://citizenlab.ca/research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/
https://citizenlab.ca/research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/
https://publicseminar.org/2025/06/turkey-protesters-using-ai/
https://publicseminar.org/2025/06/turkey-protesters-using-ai/
https://publicseminar.org/2025/06/turkey-protesters-using-ai/
https://blog.google/threat-analysis-group/tag-bulletin-q4-2023/
https://blog.google/threat-analysis-group/tag-bulletin-q4-2023/
https://www.cfr.org/articles/women-week-iran-using-electronic-surveillance-enforce-veiling-laws
https://www.cfr.org/articles/women-week-iran-using-electronic-surveillance-enforce-veiling-laws
https://www.cfr.org/articles/women-week-iran-using-electronic-surveillance-enforce-veiling-laws
https://www.journalismai.info/programmes/innovation/innovation-challenge-2024/verify-media-platform
https://www.journalismai.info/programmes/innovation/innovation-challenge-2024/verify-media-platform
https://www.journalismai.info/programmes/innovation/innovation-challenge-2024/verify-media-platform
https://www.journalismai.info/programmes/innovation/innovation-challenge-2024/verify-media-platform
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-025-08972-6
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-025-08972-6
https://apnews.com/article/e6d33c4f45f0181b9bc4669aef196209
https://apnews.com/article/e6d33c4f45f0181b9bc4669aef196209
https://apnews.com/article/e6d33c4f45f0181b9bc4669aef196209
https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/NED_Leveraging-AI-for-Democracy-Report_AI-for-Civil-Society.pdf
https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/NED_Leveraging-AI-for-Democracy-Report_AI-for-Civil-Society.pdf
https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/NED_Leveraging-AI-for-Democracy-Report_AI-for-Civil-Society.pdf
https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/NED_Leveraging-AI-for-Democracy-Report_AI-for-Civil-Society.pdf
https://ecfr.eu/publication/iron-net-digital-repression-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/iron-net-digital-repression-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/iron-net-digital-repression-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa/


APSA MENA Newsletter | Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026      
   page 41

Marcellino, William, Nathan Beau-
champ-Mustafaga, Amanda Kerrigan, Lev 
Navarre Chao, and Jackson Smith. 2023. “The 
Rise of Generative AI and the Coming Era of 
Social Media Manipulation 3.0: Next-Gener-
ation Chinese Astroturfing and Coping with 
Ubiquitous AI.” RAND. September 7. https://
www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2679-1.
html

Marczak, Bill, John Scott-Railton, Noura Al-
jizawi, Siena Anstis, and Ron Deibert. 2020. 
“The Great iPwn: Journalists Hacked with 
Suspected NSO Group iMessage ‘Zero-Click’ 
Exploit.” Citizen Lab. December 20. https://
citizenlab.ca/research/the-great-ipwn-jour-
nalists-hacked-with-suspected-nso-group-
imessage-zero-click-exploit/

Marczak, Bill, Ali Abdulemam, Noura Al-
jizawi, Siena Anstis, Kristin Berdan, John 
Scott-Railton, Ron Deibert, and Bahr Abdul 
Razzak. 2021. “From Pearl to Pegasus: Bah-
raini Government Hacks Activist Group with 
NSO Group Zero-Click iPhone Exploits." 
Citizen Lab. August 24. https://citizenlab.ca/
research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-
group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/

McBrien, Tyler. 2021. “The Archive as Activ-
ism: Lessons from Mnemonic and the Syrian 
Archive.” Exposing the Invisible. August 10. 
https://exposingtheinvisible.org/en/articles/
archive-activism-mnemonic/

Mnemonic. 2020. “Methods.” March 10. 
https://mnemonic.org/en/about/methods/

NetBlocks. 2022. “Internet disrupted in Iran 
amid protests over death of Mahsa Amini.” 
September 19. https://netblocks.org/reports/
internet-disrupted-in-iran-amid-protests-
over-death-of-mahsa-amini-X8qVEwAD

Open Observatory of Network Interference 
(OONI). 2022. “Technical multi-stakeholder 
report on Internet shutdowns: The case of 
Iran amid Autumn 2022 protests.” November 
29. https://ooni.org/post/2022-iran-techni-
cal-multistakeholder-report/

Open Observatory of Network Interference. 
n.d. “OONI Explorer: Egypt.” https://explor-
er.ooni.org/country/EG

Open Observatory of Network Interference. 
n.d. “Reachability of Censorship Circumven-
tion Tools.” https://explorer.ooni.org/circum-
vention

OpenAI. 2024. Influence and Cyber Op-
erations: An Update. October. https://cdn.
openai.com/threat-intelligence-reports/influ-
ence-and-cyber-operations-an-update_Octo-
ber-2024.pdf

Peterson, Dahlia. 2021. “How China harness-
es data fusion to make sense of surveillance 
data.” Brookings Institution. September 23. 
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-chi-
na-harnesses-data-fusion-to-make-sense-of-
surveillance-data/

Presight. n.d. “Presight AI-Policing Suite.” 
https://www.presight.ai/news/presight-
launches-groundbreaking-ai-policing-suite-
at-world-police-summit-2025-to-transform-
law-enforcement-operations

Rosson, Zach, Felicia Anthonio, and Carolyn 
Tackett. 2023. “Weapons of Control, Shields 
of Impunity, Internet Shutdowns in 2022: The 
#KeepItOn Report.” Access Now. February 
28. https://www.accessnow.org/internet-shut-
downs-2022/

Go Back to table of contents

https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2679-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2679-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2679-1.html
https://citizenlab.ca/research/the-great-ipwn-journalists-hacked-with-suspected-nso-group-imessage-z
https://citizenlab.ca/research/the-great-ipwn-journalists-hacked-with-suspected-nso-group-imessage-z
https://citizenlab.ca/research/the-great-ipwn-journalists-hacked-with-suspected-nso-group-imessage-z
https://citizenlab.ca/research/the-great-ipwn-journalists-hacked-with-suspected-nso-group-imessage-z
https://citizenlab.ca/research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/
https://citizenlab.ca/research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/
https://citizenlab.ca/research/bahrain-hacks-activists-with-nso-group-zero-click-iphone-exploits/
https://exposingtheinvisible.org/en/articles/archive-activism-mnemonic/
https://exposingtheinvisible.org/en/articles/archive-activism-mnemonic/
https://mnemonic.org/en/about/methods/
https://netblocks.org/reports/internet-disrupted-in-iran-amid-protests-over-death-of-mahsa-amini-X8q
https://netblocks.org/reports/internet-disrupted-in-iran-amid-protests-over-death-of-mahsa-amini-X8q
https://netblocks.org/reports/internet-disrupted-in-iran-amid-protests-over-death-of-mahsa-amini-X8q
https://ooni.org/post/2022-iran-technical-multistakeholder-report/
https://ooni.org/post/2022-iran-technical-multistakeholder-report/
https://explorer.ooni.org/country/EG
https://explorer.ooni.org/country/EG
https://explorer.ooni.org/circumvention
https://explorer.ooni.org/circumvention
https://cdn.openai.com/threat-intelligence-reports/influence-and-cyber-operations-an-update_October-2024.pdf
https://cdn.openai.com/threat-intelligence-reports/influence-and-cyber-operations-an-update_October-2024.pdf
https://cdn.openai.com/threat-intelligence-reports/influence-and-cyber-operations-an-update_October-2024.pdf
https://cdn.openai.com/threat-intelligence-reports/influence-and-cyber-operations-an-update_October-2024.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-china-harnesses-data-fusion-to-make-sense-of-surveillance-dat
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-china-harnesses-data-fusion-to-make-sense-of-surveillance-dat
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-china-harnesses-data-fusion-to-make-sense-of-surveillance-dat
https://www.presight.ai/news/presight-launches-groundbreaking-ai-policing-suite-at-world-police-summit-2025-to-transform-law-enforcement-operations
https://www.presight.ai/news/presight-launches-groundbreaking-ai-policing-suite-at-world-police-summit-2025-to-transform-law-enforcement-operations
https://www.presight.ai/news/presight-launches-groundbreaking-ai-policing-suite-at-world-police-summit-2025-to-transform-law-enforcement-operations
https://www.presight.ai/news/presight-launches-groundbreaking-ai-policing-suite-at-world-police-summit-2025-to-transform-law-enforcement-operations
https://www.accessnow.org/internet-shutdowns-2022/
https://www.accessnow.org/internet-shutdowns-2022/


APSA MENA Newsletter | Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026      
   page 42

Reuters. 2023. “CCTV Cameras Will Watch 
Over Egyptians in New High-Tech Capital.” 
January 4. https://www.reuters.com/world/
cctv-cameras-will-watch-over-egyptians-
new-high-tech-capital--trfn-2023-01-04/

Reuters. 2024. “Iran’s Supreme Leader Calls 
for Regulation of Cyberspace.” August 27. 
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/
irans-supreme-leader-calls-regulation-cyber-
space-2024-08-27/

Reuters. 2026. “Digital blackout hits Tehran, 
other parts of Iran, NetBlocks says.” January 
8. https://www.reuters.com/business/me-
dia-telecom/digital-blackout-hits-tehran-oth-
er-parts-iran-netblocks-says-2026-01-08/

Sengupta, Neha, et al. 2023. “Jais and Jais-
chat: Arabic-Centric Foundation and Instruc-
tion-Tuned Open Generative Large Language 
Models.” arXiv (2308.16149). https://arxiv.
org/abs/2308.16149

Shahbaz, Adrian and Allie Funk. 2019. Free-
dom on the Net 2019: The Crisis of Social 
Media. Washington, DC: Freedom House. 
https://freedomhouse.org/report/free-
dom-net/2019/crisis-social-media

Syrian Archive. n.d. “Methods and Tools.” 
https://syrianarchive.org/en/about/methods-
and-tools/

Tech & Justice Project (Oxford). n.d. “United 
Arab Emirates.” Oxford Institute of Technol-
ogy and Justice. https://www.techandjustice.
bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/united-arab-emirates

Zhuravskaya, Ekaterina, Maria Petrova, and 
Ruben Enikolopov. 2020. “Political Effects 
of the Internet and Social Media.” Annual 
Review of Economics 12: 415–438. https://
www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/an-
nurev-economics-081919-050239

Go Back to table of contents

https://www.reuters.com/world/cctv-cameras-will-watch-over-egyptians-new-high-tech-capital--trfn-2023-01-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/cctv-cameras-will-watch-over-egyptians-new-high-tech-capital--trfn-2023-01-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/cctv-cameras-will-watch-over-egyptians-new-high-tech-capital--trfn-2023-01-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-supreme-leader-calls-regulation-cyberspace-2024-08-27/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-supreme-leader-calls-regulation-cyberspace-2024-08-27/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-supreme-leader-calls-regulation-cyberspace-2024-08-27/
https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/digital-blackout-hits-tehran-other-parts-iran-netblocks-says-2026-01-08/
https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/digital-blackout-hits-tehran-other-parts-iran-netblocks-says-2026-01-08/
https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/digital-blackout-hits-tehran-other-parts-iran-netblocks-says-2026-01-08/
https://arxiv.org/abs/2308.16149
https://arxiv.org/abs/2308.16149
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2019/crisis-social-media
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2019/crisis-social-media
https://syrianarchive.org/en/about/methods-and-tools/
https://syrianarchive.org/en/about/methods-and-tools/
https://www.techandjustice.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/united-arab-emirates
https://www.techandjustice.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/united-arab-emirates
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev-economics-081919-050239
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev-economics-081919-050239
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev-economics-081919-050239


APSA MENA Newsletter | Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026      
   page 43

Techno-Orientalism: Artificial Intelligence 
and the “Other”

Arshin Adib-Moghaddam

This short paper interrogates the concept of 
Techno-Orientalism as a critical framework 
for understanding the sociopolitical and 
cultural implications of Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) development (see further, Adib-Mogh-
addam 2025). It situates the discourse with-
in the historical construction of the “West” 
as a hegemonic entity, a narrative deeply 
entangled with the material and ideational 
presence of the “East.” By deconstructing 
the Eurocentric assumptions underpinning 
AI systems, the paper highlights how these 
technologies perpetuate racial and cultural 
hierarchies, treating race as an essentialized 
rather than socially constructed category. 
In a final step, I argue that AI ethics must 
be grounded in a recognition of shared hu-
manity and the interconnectedness of local 
and global identities, with localized cultural 
symbolism.

Critical scholars have introduced the term 
“Techno-Orientalism” to accentuate tech-
niques of exclusion engendered and galva-
nized by AI systems. In an important com-
pilation of articles, some of these critical 
scholars link Techno-Orientalism to repre-
senting Asians and Asia itself in stereotypical 
fashion as technologically adept, yet intellec-
tually underdeveloped and therefore in need 
of Western tutelage (Roh et. al. 2015). 

In this way, Techno-Orientalism refers to the 
representational practice in which the East —
particularly East Asia—is imagined through 
hyper-technological futures: roboticized so-
cieties, opaque digital authoritarianism, and 
alien forms of intelligence. Therefore, Tech-
no-Orientalism continues older orientalist 
patterns, but now through the lens of techno-
logical imaginaries: The “Other” becomes a 
speculative laboratory for Western anxieties 
and desires about automation, surveillance, 
and posthuman futures.

Rather than capturing the realities of ev-
eryday life in non-Western societies, tech-
no-orientalist narratives encode geopolitical 
fears—of Iran’s cyberwarfare, China’s AI 
dominance, Japan’s robotics economy, or 
South Korea’s digital culture—into fanta-
sies that justify “Western” moral superiority, 
much in the same way traditional Orientalists 
deemed themselves a part of a civilizing mis-
sion (Adib-Moghaddam 2023). That cultural 
blindness towards the “Other,” which is an 
essential feature of the Western narrative, has 
not changed with the shifts in global power 
away from Europe and the United States.
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Traditional and Techno-
Orientalism

As the late Edward Said famously argued, 
traditional Orientalism depicted the peoples 
of the “East” as essentially backward because 
of their alleged racial inferiority (Said 1979). 
With the resurgence of Asian power centered 
around China, this attitude was very diffi-
cult to hold. Therefore, traditional orientalist 
attitudes transmuted into depicting Asians as 
“essentially robotic automata.” The process of 
othering typically relies on descriptions that 
deny the “Other” cultural agency or “civili-
zational” prowess. Asians may be successful, 
but they are only “capable of fine-tuned exe-
cution and coordination, but lacking the sort 
of individual creativity and spirit that defined 
the Western subject” (Kim 2022). Hence, a 
process of othering continues as the “West” 
represents “platforms in China as something 
inferior, different, or even morally depraved” 
(Yang 2023).  

Techno-Orientalism thrives precisely through 
affect: it animates fantasies of threatening or 
technological futures that justify geopoliti-
cal anxieties. What I have called “the myth 
of good AI” relies on such civilizational 
claims—casting Western tech as rational and 
benevolent, while depicting non-Western 
tech as opaque or dangerous. Said would 
accentuate, via the French philosopher Mi-
chel Foucault, that such myths are systems of 
knowledge that naturalize power (see further 
Adib-Moghaddam 2012). In other words: 
Techno-orientalism and good-AI narratives 
mask who benefits from AI systems and who 
becomes vulnerable through them—elevating 
certain actors (big-tech, Western states) while 
rendering others (Global South users, mar-
ginalized communities) invisible. Wendy Hui 
Kyong Chun (2019) agrees: Such “high-tech 
Orientalism” safeguards a “white hegemony"

over the definition of what it means to be 
“human,” reiterating a racial hierarchy that 
rationalizes the exploitation of the “Other.” 
We may add that such techno-racism is large-
ly a technique to safeguard Western dom-
inance from the re-emergence of Asia as a 
locus for global power.

There is an important conceptual lesson to 
learn here. The idea that AI is a force for 
“good,” neutral, or civilizationally beneficial 
operates as a myth that masks its political 
embeddedness. This myth requires three 
interdependent ideological moves that must 
be identified as essential techniques of oblit-
eration: First, the purification of AI from its 
human, institutional, and corporate origins. 
Second, the cleansing of the dominant dis-
course about AI from the “Other,” and third, 
the erasure of structural harm, such as algo-
rithmic discrimination, surveillance capital-
ism, and militarized automation. In this way, 
AI is framed as a pedagogical or civilizing 
tool—an extension of the “West’s” enlighten-
ment project—while the real actors shaping 
AI systems, in particular private firms, secu-
rity institutions, and states, remain abstracted 
away, safe and secure from public scrutiny 
and, most crucially, from legal accountability. 
In summary, then, the myth of good AI puri-
fies a polluted and dangerous technology, cre-
ating the mirage that AI is apolitical, neutral, 
even benevolent, and an essential technology 
for human improvement. The harms that AI 
does on an everyday basis, conceptualized 
in the emerging critical AI studies corpus as 
algorithmic racism, surveillance capitalism, 
and labor exploitation, are treated as acciden-
tal glitches, rather than systemic features of 
AI technology.

Techno Co-Constitutions

So far, I have argued that “Western” AI is not
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only a technical assemblage, but a cultur-
al and (geo)political power project. When 
“Western” AI is imagined as “good,” it is 
repeatedly tethered to “Western” discursive 
and epistemological superiority. When the 
“East” (or the Global South) is imagined as 
hyper-technological, Asia becomes an object 
for Western fantasies and subjective imagina-
tions, rather than a site with its own political, 
social, and cultural agency and complexity. 
Hence, the myth of good, “Western” AI re-
veals itself as yet another civilizational binary: 
Good AI belongs naturally to the “liberal”, 
“enlightened” rational societies of the “West.” 
The “East” is not to be trusted. When AI is 
harmful there, for instance, in Iran and Chi-
na (but also in Russia), Western discourse 
frames it as a function of a retrograde po-
litical culture typical of the “Other,” thus 
rendered irrational. In this way, the myth of 
good AI allows Western institutions—includ-
ing big tech companies—to claim a monop-
oly on ethical technological development, 
while externalizing harm to “illiberal” others.

Very much comparable to traditional Ori-
entalism, the myth of good AI mobilizes 
desire—desire for progress, for mastery, for 
the rationalization of social life. At the same 
time, it displaces fear onto the “technologi-
cal Other,” particularly to civilizations such 
as Iran and China, that have always had an 
exalted presence in the imagined “Western” 
narrative. Thus, the myth of good AI and 
techno-orientalism are co-constitutive. In 
this “Western” imagination, there is a fetish 
for “Asian efficiency” and “robotic perfec-
tion,” geared to a pathological fear of digital 
authoritarianism, framed with an increasing 
anxiety about Western decline. This angst 
about the resurgence of the “Other” animates 
cultural products, policy documents, think-
tank reports, and media narratives.

This myth of good, “Western” AI relies on 
aspirational affects clearly discernible from 
the speeches of Elon Musk and others (for 
“Muskism” see Adib-Moghaddam 2025): 
A hysterical optimism about innovation, a 
religious belief in technological salvation, 
trust in the normative superiority of seem-
ingly “Western” values such as capitalism and 
liberalism and a fundamentalist desire for the 
control of history, past, present, and future. 
These effects are incredibly dangerous for hu-
manity, exactly because they constitute politi-
cal reality and the fundamental friend-enemy 
distinction within societies and in interna-
tional relations. The myths shape perceptions 
and, therefore, policies. They shape categories 
of threat and virtue. They determine which 
forms of violence become visible and which 
become normalized. In this sense, the myths 
surrounding AI are not peripheral discours-
es. They form the affective infrastructure of 
global technological politics.

Therefore, myths constitute an increasingly 
real delusion when they cease to be identified 
as false stories and transmute into symbolic 
architectures and techniques that organize 
society and political life. Techno-Orientalism 
functions exactly as a myth of Western tech-
nological virtue, producing a moral geogra-
phy where the “West” remains the guardian 
of ethics and democratic progress, while the 
“East” is frozen as a site of either dystopian 
danger or monstrous hyper-modernity. 

Techno-Orientalism as an affective myth is 
extremely potent. Such Techno-Orientalism 
legitimizes hybrid warfare, for instance, the 
recurrent attacks on Iran’s nuclear energy in-
frastructure. It prevents global technological 
governance, for example, the removal of legal 
barriers for AI research by Donald Trump 
and the US’s intransigence in governing AI 
internationally. Techno-Orientalism guides 
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export controls and sanctions such as the 
current US tariff regime and the comprehen-
sive sanctions against Iran, Cuba, Venezuela, 
and other countries. It informs racialized 
policing and exploitative data extraction from 
marginalized communities within the “West” 
itself and in the Global South. 

Decolonial Futures

What I have called critical AI studies sug-
gests three pathways out of the current 
conundrum. First, the growing critical AI 
community needs to continuously challenge 
the myth that AI, and by implication techno-
logical innovation, belongs naturally to any 
one country or “civilization.” Our successful 
efforts in the humanities and the social sci-
ences to dismantle notions of civilizational 
exceptionalism need to be transferred to the 
discourse about AI. We need to harass the 
“tech-bros” into compliance by the sheer 
weight of our intellectual argument in sup-
port of a form of “community AI” that serves 
human security. 

Secondly, we need to “provincialize” the false 
moral authority inscribed into the West-
ern narrative enveloping AI. The idea of the 
“West” has to be discarded in favor of a glob-
al reading of history, in general, and of the 
emerging AI universe, in particular. Only if 
we think of AI in universally human terms, 
rather than in a primitively tribal West-ver-
sus-the-rest dichotomy, can we tame the 
power excesses of private firms and states. 
Critical AI studies demand exposing this 
selective moral geography that the “West” has 
prided itself on for too long. Ancient cultures 
are reservoirs of a critical approach to AI, and 
these vast untapped sites of human knowl-
edge can easily defeat ignorant delusions so 
typical of Orientalisms of any kind. 

Such a movement, thirdly, foregrounds plu-
ralistic human experiences and their techno-
logical cultures, epistemologies, and gover-
nance models, not as Ferrel deviations from 
the ideal “West” but as co-equal contributors 
to a common human experience. This means 
recognizing that ethical AI cannot emerge 
from a singular civilizational locus or tem-
plate. Nor can AI be considered “good” sim-
ply because it originates from the geograph-
ical centers of global capitalism. As I have 
argued, Techno-Orientalism and the myth of 
good AI are not separate phenomena. They 
are intertwined mythologies that sustain 
global hierarchies, structure geopolitical anx-
ieties, and shape perceptions of technological 
virtue and vice.

A critical engagement with AI requires pre-
cisely this kind of myth-diagnosis.
We must understand how narratives produce 
power, how affects sustain hierarchies, and 
how the technological futures we imagine 
are inseparable from the political and social 
worlds we inhabit. I want to reiterate that our 
task is not merely to debunk these myths but 
to cultivate alternative imaginaries—ones 
that resist the civilizational binaries of Tech-
no-Orientalism and the moral complacency 
of the “good AI” myth. Only then can we 
imagine technological futures that are gen-
uinely plural, accountable, and humane. In 
this way, truly good AI emerges as a tool for 
global justice, rather than a mechanism of 
political domination and social exclusion.◆
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Building AI Capacity Between Beijing and 
Washington: The Gulf’s China Strategy

Guy Burton

What defines cooperation between China and 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states 
in high-value technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (AI)? What drives it, and what 
are its likely consequences? Set against in-
tensifying US–China rivalry—between the 
world’s two largest economies and leading AI 
powers—how are Gulf states, long-standing 
US security partners, managing the pressure?

The evidence points to strategic hedging. 
Gulf governments are not aligning exclusive-
ly with either Washington or Beijing when 
it comes to AI. Instead, they are seeking to 
maximize economic and technological op-
portunity while limiting political and security 
exposure. This reflects the national interests 
and motivations of these governments re-
garding AI, along with the extent to which 
they have advanced in developing a deeper 
and more expansive AI capacity. Moreover, 
these efforts do not operate in a vacuum, but 
must also take into account the two models 
of corporate autonomy and state strategy 
offered by the US and China. In the US case, 
it is a market-led approach in which big tech 
companies have scaled up innovations from 
venture capital-funded AI labs. Meanwhile, 
the Chinese model is one where the state has 
a greater role in directing and coordinating 

national corporations in technology transfer 
and AI.

The United States remains the dominant ex-
ternal security actor in the Gulf and the wider 
Middle East. GCC states appear committed 
to maintaining this status quo. Qatar hosts 
US Central Command, the US Fifth Fleet 
operates from Bahrain, and Washington has 
designated several Gulf partners—including 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar—as major 
non-NATO allies (Sentner 2025). Gulf states 
remain among the largest purchasers of US 
defense systems. High-level diplomacy re-
inforces this architecture: President Trump’s 
regional visit in May 2025 and Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman’s White House meet-
ing in November 2025 underscored deep 
political and economic ties, including Saudi 
pledges to invest up to $1 trillion in the US 
economy (Ratney 2026).

Yet, a security partnership with the US has 
not translated into economic exclusivity. Gulf 
governments have diversified partnerships 
across Europe and Asia, including with Chi-
nese firms (Mogielnicki 2022). Crucially, this 
engagement has not—at least so far—pro-
duced structural technological subordination. 
Gulf regimes have avoided becoming locked
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into Chinese state or corporate control in 
the AI sector and have signaled ambitions to 
shape, rather than simply accept, the terms of 
cooperation.

Elite incentives help explain their visions and 
actions. Gulf rentier systems historically rest-
ed on hydrocarbon revenues that sustained 
regime durability through patronage, welfare 
provision, and guaranteed public employ-
ment (Beblawi and Luciani 1987). Such ar-
rangements typically dampen reform. How-
ever, structural pressures—energy transition, 
price volatility, demographic and generation-
al shifts, and technological disruption—have 
altered elite calculations. Economic models 
anchored solely in hydrocarbons are increas-
ingly exposed.

This recognition has driven diversification 
programs over the past decade, including 
Saudi Vision 2030, UAE Vision 2031, and 
Qatar National Vision 2030. While differing 
in emphasis, all aim to reduce reliance on 
oil and gas rents and expand into various 
high-value sectors, including advanced man-
ufacturing, digital infrastructure, and AI (Ba-
zoobandi 2025). Initiatives to encourage AI 
development range from Saudi Arabia’s $100 
billion Project Transcendence to the UAE’s 
G42 partnerships with firms such as TSMC, 
Samsung, and Microsoft Azure.

Diversification attempts in the Gulf have a 
long history, dating back to the 1970s in Sau-
di Arabia and Oman, and later in the rest of 
the region. Earlier waves faltered for multiple 
reasons. Investment cycles tracked hydro-
carbon revenues: when oil prices rose, di-
versification expanded; when they fell, those 
measures stalled. Among the reasons for this 
happening were tied to the heavy reliance on 
state support and insufficient independent 
forms of assistance through the private sector 

and foreign investment. Additionally, these 
diversification efforts were not undertaken 
alongside a rationalization or improvement 
in efficiency gains in the public sector. There 
was also insufficient uptake from domestic 
capital and a continued reliance on migrant 
labor. As a result, governments retreated to 
subsidies and public hiring when social resis-
tance intensified (Hvidt 2013).

The current diversification efforts may be 
different. Sovereign wealth funds in the Gulf 
have expanded significantly over the past de-
cade, more than doubling from $2 trillion in 
assets in 2015 to $5.35 trillion by 2025. This 
constitutes more than 40% of all assets un-
der management by sovereign wealth funds 
around the world (Touazi 2025). These assets 
provide capital buffers capable of sustain-
ing long-term investment domestically and 
abroad. Reform has also proceeded incre-
mentally to manage political risk. In Saudi 
Arabia, for example, this has included selec-
tive “authoritarian liberalization” measures 
such as expanded entertainment sectors and 
lifting restrictions on women driving in order 
to recalibrate the social contract without 
loosening political control (Bassiouni 2022).

China has become central to the current 
diversification trajectory as well. Previously 
marginal, China became a net energy im-
porter in 1993, prompting closer regional 
ties to secure reliable energy for its rapidly 
growing economy (Huwaidin 2022, Olimat 
2023). While the initial focus was on energy, 
economic exchange and trade have expand-
ed. Chinese contractors became prominent 
in infrastructure construction under the Belt 
and Road Initiative. More recently, coopera-
tion has shifted toward telecommunications, 
5G networks, fiber-optic infrastructure, data 
centers, and AI applications under the com-
plementary Digital Silk Road framework
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(Chaziza 2025; Aburaya 2025). Firms such 
as Huawei, ZTE, Alibaba, and Tencent have 
become embedded in Gulf digital ecosystems, 
offering competitively priced, integrated tech-
nological packages (Mogielnicki 2022).

Washington responded to these develop-
ments with varying degrees of caution. As 
the US-China rivalry intensified around the 
world, it impacted the AI sector as well, from 
semiconductor supply chains and critical 
minerals to data governance, as well as con-
cerns about indirect technology leakage (Huq 
2024). During the first Trump and Biden ad-
ministrations, the US pressed Gulf partners 
to be wary of economic engagement with 
Chinese entities (Carcidi and Soliman 2024). 
Gulf governments, reliant on US security 
guarantees, sought to manage these sensitivi-
ties. The UAE’s G42 reportedly divested from 
certain Chinese partnerships amid American 
scrutiny (Clemmensen, Redlich, and Rum-
ley 2024). Since Trump’s return to the White 
House, he has taken a less confrontational ap-
proach, authorizing advanced semiconductor 
exports to Saudi Arabia and the UAE despite 
earlier concerns over potential downstream 
exposure to Chinese actors (Soliman 2026). 
In May 2025, he was won over during his visit 
to the Gulf, where GCC leaders understood 
his preference for personal and transactional 
relations which seek to maximize commercial 
opportunities. Saudi Arabia pledged to invest 
up to $600 billion in the US economy – a 
figure that Mohammed Bin Salman increased 
to $1 trillion when visiting the White House 
later in the year (Unit for Political Studies 
2025). In this regard, Trump’s foreign policy 
during the first year of his second term was 
in line with that of his first term as whole: 
focused on countering perceived grievances 
against the rest of the world by advancing 
“America First” populist nationalism while 
challenging the precepts of the liberal

international order that the US had both 
constructed and maintained (Schortgen 2024, 
Reiss 2026). In the Middle East, this was 
echoed in ongoing uncertainty and unpre-
dictability, including his attack on Iran with 
Israel in June 2025 and again in February 
2026.

Chinese AI engagement in the Gulf is un-
even and reflects the readiness gap between 
states rather than any preference to align 
with the Chinese or US approaches to AI – 
although, as will be observed later, much of 
the Gulf ’s current AI infrastructure has been 
built on the US model and by US providers, 
which presents challenges in operating inde-
pendently. 

Broadly, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman lag in 
digital infrastructure and AI adoption. By 
contrast, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have 
invested heavily in digital transformation and 
e-government, positioning themselves as re-
gional leaders (Bi et al. 2025). When it comes 
to AI, Soliman (2025) notes that the UAE was 
the region’s first mover, building regulatory 
frameworks, data center density, and AI part-
nerships. Saudi Arabia’s advantage is its size 
and capacity to scale, which it is now doing 
by building up its institutions and computing 
power capacity. For the other GCC countries, 
like Qatar, Oman, Kuwait, and Bahrain, there 
are varying levels of ambition and interest in 
terms of what they wish to focus on when it 
comes to digital technologies and AI. Among 
them, it is Qatar, along with Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE, that have attracted the bulk of 
Chinese AI activity (Ayaz 2025). 

Dubai was an early adopter of Chinese tech-
nology, embedding facial recognition and be-
havioral analytics systems in initiatives such 
as “Police without a Policeman” and “Oyoon” 
– “Eyes” in Arabic – alongside broader smart-
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city and cybersecurity programs (Hasib and 
Shire 2022). Saudi Arabia has deployed AI 
tools for Hajj crowd management and pro-
posed to incorporate Chinese-linked tech-
nologies into megaprojects such as NEOM, 
the planned 170-kilometer-long futuristic 
linear city that was to run from the sea into 
the desert. However, following delays and the 
technical and financial challenges of building 
such a city entirely from scratch in the mid-
dle of the desert, coupled with demands on 
government spending elsewhere, the more 
fanciful elements around NEOM have been 
downgraded. In its place, NEOM has been 
repurposed as a potential hub for large-scale 
computing infrastructure. The reasons for 
this shift revolve around its geographical 
location, from Saudi Arabia’s potential to 
provide connectivity between Europe, Africa, 
and Asia, as well as its access to the sea and 
desert: the former providing water to support 
the cooling systems needed, and the latter, 
where solar and wind power can be accessed 
to provide the energy needed for large-scale 
computing (Chaudhary 2026). As for Qatar, 
its AI approach with China has been more 
research-focused, emphasizing smart-city de-
velopment in Lusail and academic and cloud 
infrastructure partnerships (Ayaz 2025).

Risks remain in China-GCC AI cooperation. 
The deployment of surveillance-oriented AI 
within authoritarian governance frameworks 
raises human rights concerns. While these 
concerns may not apply to Trump himself, 
they certainly do to a large segment of the US 
political establishment, as well as the private 
technology sector. Some of these concerns 
were captured in the narratives presented by 
the National Security Commission on Arti-
ficial Intelligence, which operated between 
2019 and 2021 (Retzmann 2024: 238, 241). 

Technological transfer is also structurally 

limited: Chinese firms typically export ma-
ture systems while retaining frontier inno-
vation capacity, leaving the Gulf with capital 
and markets but little integration into China’s 
core AI developments (Marks 2026a). This re-
flects Beijing’s more state-oriented approach 
and concern with technological autonomy 
and risk management – an area that arguably 
appears less of a cause for concern following 
Trump’s decision to scrap his predecessor’s 
semiconductor export control regime. It may 
be characterized as a continuation of the “en-
ergy-for-industry" dynamic that has shaped 
China-GCC relations since 1993. In other 
words, the Gulf countries export hydrocar-
bons and China exports manufactured and 
industrial goods. However, such assumptions 
underestimate Gulf agency, as regional leaders 
are not content to accept a purely subordinate 
role (Cheng 2025).

GCC states seek to maximize economic op-
portunities by accommodating both Chinese 
and American interests. At the same time, 
they also pursue independent technological 
ambitions and are unwilling to be passive 
recipients of advanced technology. In partic-
ular, these states aspire to turn the Gulf into 
an AI hub with its own related infrastructure. 
Their objective is not only to serve their own 
residents, but also to act as a gateway to the 
wider Global South, including the rest of the 
Middle East, Africa, and Asia. In doing so, 
the Saudis and Emiratis envisage themselves 
as offering an alternative third option to the 
infrastructure provided and powered by 
American and Chinese entities (Marks 2026a, 
2026b). Additionally, the Gulf states aim to 
use the comparative advantages they have to 
reach these goals. For instance, the UAE aims 
to become a regional hub for AI development 
and integration. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia 
intends to invest in rare-earth extraction and 
processing. It also endeavors to exploit its 
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cheap energy to support high-performance 
computing, positioning itself as potentially 
the third-largest AI market globally (Alrajjal 
2025; Ghosh 2025).

That said, Saudi and Emirati ambitions are 
not without their challenges and risks – all of 
which may only become apparent with time. 
For one, the Gulf AI “Third Option” may 
presume a degree of neutrality between the 
American and Chinese technological and AI 
superpowers. However, the reality remains 
that the bulk of the AI infrastructure of the  
GCC has been built on US models, chips, and 
cloud architecture – which means that it can 
never fully break with Washington and its 
concerns, including governance. Additionally, 
other countries in the Global South may be 
less interested in using the Gulf as an alter-
native and instead rely on either or both of 
the superpowers. Regardless of whether the 
American option is available, these countries 
turn to the Chinese one because it is cheaper 
and offers fewer restrictions on governance or 
regulation. Finally, the approach to AI devel-
opment and innovation inside and outside 
the Gulf could change from the current big 
tech/scaled-up model reliant on large, cen-
tralized data centers to smaller and more 
regionalized hubs (Marks 2026b).

In sum, the Gulf presents a dynamic space 
within which wider US-China competition is 
playing out, especially in the AI sector. Gulf 
states—particularly Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
and Qatar—are making use of the opportu-
nities presented by the differences between 
Washington and Beijing to widen their eco-
nomic and technological options. Whether 
it is the market-led AI model associated with 
the US or the more state-oriented and coor-
dinated version offered by China, both have 
contributed to the forms and availability of 
technologies exported to the region. How-

ever, it is important to note that even as GCC 
states seek to become an alternative AI hub, 
they will not be able to do so without the in-
put from the two technological superpowers. 
The efforts of these states to hedge to mini-
mize risk and maximize opportunities remain 
contingent on the wider geopolitical climate. 
Should the US veer in a different direction 
and intensify pressure on GCC countries to 
disengage from China, coupled with Beijing 
resisting deeper integration, they could have 
less space to maneuver.◆
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Roundtable Discussion: AI in MENA Politics 
Research

Carolyn Barnett in conversation with Muhammad S. Abdo, Tariq Adely, 
Cinzia Bianco, Ashrakat Elshehawy, Robert Kubinec, and Michael 
Robbins

Introduction, by Carolyn Barnett

For this roundtable, I invited a range of 
emerging and established scholars who con-
duct research about and/or use AI in some 
capacity to share their perspectives on the 
implications of AI for the future of research 
on politics in the MENA region and academ-
ic research more broadly. I posed questions 
that asked participants to reflect on lessons 
learned from their own experiences, poten-
tial positive and negative impacts, and hopes 
and concerns about the future. Contributors 
submitted their responses in writing, and I 
have combined them into the following con-
versation which highlights where their views 
converge and diverge.

Broadly, most of the contributors are cau-
tiously optimistic about the ability of AI 

tools to facilitate working with and deriving 
insights from large quantities of textual data, 
ranging from historical records to contempo-
rary media to survey data.

While in part these capabilities will speed up 
existing research, they also make it possible 
to undertake analyses that would not have 
been attempted before because they would 
have been too time- or labor-intensive. At the 
same time, contributors are variously wary of 
the energy demands and ethical implications 
of AI; the temptation to view LLMs as under-
standing and synthesizing the true meaning 
of texts, when this is not what they do; the 
possibility that existing biases in data will be 
reproduced and amplified; and the risk that 
the new relative ease of data analysis will
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increase the volume of misleading or down-
right incorrect claims in circulation. 

The conversation is accompanied by a stand-
alone essay by Richard Nielsen which argues 
that Generative AI (GenAI), by streamlin-
ing the design and conduct of increasingly 
advanced quantitative analyses, both frees 
researchers to spend more time engaged in 
human-intensive, qualitative data collection 
and underscores the unique value of inter-
pretive insights generated through direct 
interaction with the societies we study. While 
drawing inferences from large quantities of 
data will be technically easier than ever, de-
riving meaningful insights from that data will 
continue to require—and may require more 
than ever—the expertise and ethnographic 
sensibilities that researchers hone through 
personal experience and human interaction, 
raising the value of these experiences and 
commitments.

Barnett: What is important to understand 
about AI itself as we think through its impact 
on our field?

Kubinec: It is important to be clear about 
what AI tools are and are not. The building 
blocks of these models preceded the release 
of ChatGPT by a significant margin. One 
core technology, text embeddings, made its 
way into political science research several 
years earlier (Gupta et al. 2020; Rodriguez 
and Spirling 2022; Rodriguez, Spirling, and 
Stewart 2023). Embeddings are a form of text 
analysis that is much more nuanced than ear-
lier iterations popular in political science, like 
structural topic models (Roberts et al. 2014), 
because embeddings account for both words 
themselves and their context from many ex-
amples of usage. ChatGPT’s model combined 
text embeddings derived from a massive tex-
tual corpus and a model that predicts 

natural language responses given prompts. As 
a result, these large language models (LLMs) 
can both interpret human input in quantita-
tive terms (embeddings) and create responses 
by regurgitating relevant passages and words 
from its training data.

While these technical accomplishments are 
impressive, especially given the enormous 
scale of the training data, LLMs are not mod-
els of cognition. While many people feel as 
though they are talking to a sentient being 
when interacting with an AI bot, that is 
mainly due to the enormous scope of the data 
from which its embeddings are derived. As a 
result, while LLM providers like Anthropic 
and OpenAI have gone to great lengths to 
make their software present itself as sentient, 
these tools have no underlying intelligence. 
Rather, by projecting most human-written 
text available into a quantitative format (em-
beddings) and employing remarkable compu-
tational advances (Nvidia’s graphical process-
ing units or GPUs), they can identify relevant 
texts when prompted with such speed that to 
a human it appears as if the machine is con-
versing.

Abdo: Today, when people talk about ar-
tificial intelligence, they are often referring 
to large language models (LLMs). Here’s a 
way to think about them: In 1941, the Ar-
gentine writer Jorge Luis Borges published 
his short story The Library of Babel. In it, 
Borges depicts the universe as an infinite 
library housing every possible arrangement 
of 25 characters. The central idea of the story 
emerges from this premise: if every possible 
arrangement of these characters does exist 
somewhere, then the library must contain not 
only countless meaningless books but also 
every meaningful book that has been written 
or could ever be written. The library is both 
omniscient and indifferent in such a way as
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to leave its librarians wandering in perpetual 
uncertainty about where meaning lies. 

LLMs are, in many ways, the technological 
realization of this premise. Trained on mas-
sive corpora that approximate the library’s 
totality, even though they do not “know” in 
any human sense, they still can reproduce 
linguistic patterns with enough fluency to 
simulate understanding. These models move 
through the library far more quickly than 
humans, but they are still tied to the same 
deeper uncertainty about meaning, truth, and 
the limits of interpretation.

Barnett: What is one way you have used AI 
in your research to date, and what is one rea-
son you have been cautious about or skeptical 
of applying AI tools in your work?

Abdo: Over the past decade, artificial intel-
ligence has occupied a central place in my 
formal research agenda. My research typically 
involves curating datasets that support the 
development, evaluation, and critical analysis 
of language technologies while also fine-tun-
ing LLMs to better handle domain-specific 
and linguistically complex tasks. And since 
the advent of LLMs, I have collaborated with 
colleagues on building several AI systems 
across different domains. For example, in 
AMWAL (Abdo et al. 2025), a project focused 
on Arabic financial news, we developed a 
first-of-its-kind model capable of automati-
cally detecting and classifying key financial 
entities and events, including companies, 
financial instruments, and products, which is 
an essential task for structuring unorganized 
financial text into analyzable data. We also 
worked on a project designed to help AI sys-
tems distinguish between 18 Arabic dialects, 
a task that remains especially difficult because 
of Arabic’s rich and complex morphology.

However, despite my extensive involvement 
in AI research, I have approached its appli-
cations with a degree of caution and skepti-
cism. In addition to the many problems that I 
have witnessed first-hand while working with 
LLMs—such as the risk of bias and inequity 
in datasets, hallucination issues, ethical and 
privacy challenges, and lack of interpretabil-
ity—I remain cautious about the sustainabil-
ity and scalability of these technologies. The 
major concern hinges on the intensive and 
expensive computational demands of train-
ing and deploying such models, which raise 
significant environmental and accessibility 
issues. This is because training large models 
demands prohibitive amounts of Graphics 
Processing Unit (GPU) time that is equiv-
alent to months of household energy use 
(Strubell et al. 2018; Champion 2023), which 
compounds the challenge for countries in the 
MENA region where the necessary technolo-
gies remain largely inaccessible. This escalat-
ing drain on resources increases the carbon 
footprint of AI, which is already on par with 
entire sectors like aviation (Jackson & Hod-
gkinson 2022) and presents numerous chal-
lenges to global sustainability goals.

These bottlenecks become even more pro-
nounced in low-resource environments 
where deploying these models on mobile de-
vices yields real-time performance that often 
falters due to scalability-related deficiencies. 
For instance, when deploying a lightweight 
transformer-based model on a mid-range 
Android device, response delays can exceed 
several seconds per query, which renders the 
tool unusable for real-time applications. This 
forces developers to either compromise on 
model capability or depend on cloud connec-
tivity, an assumption that remains unrealistic 
in areas with limited or unstable Internet in-
frastructure. These challenges may exacerbate 
economic disparities in multiple ways, 
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including favoring well-funded institutions 
and limiting access for researchers in devel-
oping countries. AI also introduces opportu-
nity costs. Efforts to build AI capabilities may 
divert attention from viable alternatives to AI, 
such as human-led data curation, which may 
offer more equitable and less resource-inten-
sive trajectories.

Adely: My primary engagement with artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) technologies has come 
in the context of fieldwork. In my research, I 
use ethnographic methods to examine how 
differently situated workers produce, adapt, 
and deploy AI models for Arabic, focusing 
on the information technology (IT) sector 
in Amman, Jordan, a regional outsourcing 
destination for technical and linguistic labor. 
While conducting fieldwork from 2023 to 
2025, I regularly tested AI language models 
and their updates, carried out participant 
observation at startups utilizing AI technol-
ogies, and took courses about building and 
fine-tuning AI models. Experimenting with 
these models—and reflecting on those inter-
actions—was central to understanding how 
my interlocutors made, and made sense of, 
these emerging technologies. My work shows 
how ideological claims about Arabic and 
long-standing linguistic hierarchies shape AI 
models, political economies, and labor ar-
rangements.

Outside of these fieldwork contexts, I have 
largely minimized my use of AI technologies, 
aside from a small number of proofread-
ing tools (e.g., Grammarly) and scholarship 
search engines (e.g., Research Rabbit) billed 
as “AI-powered.” Despite—or, more likely, 
because of—my research on these models, 
I remain skeptical about their applications 
for data collection, analysis, and text genera-
tion. AI technologies raise a variety of ethical 
questions: the environmental impacts of 

training and maintaining models (see Wu et 
al. 2022 for an overview); the exploitative la-
bor practices underpinning their production 
(Gray 2019; Kirk 2025); and the wholesale 
scraping of academic knowledge to train and 
monetize these models (Gibney 2024). The 
key source of my skepticism, however, relates 
to the technological logics underpinning 
today’s generative AI models, including large 
language models (LLMs) like OpenAI’s GPTs, 
Gemini, and Claude. Put simply, the capacity 
of these AI technologies to generate text and 
speech that mimic human communication 
resides in their ability to predict what “token,” 
a unit of textual data, will most likely follow 
in a sequence, given the surrounding context. 
As AI engineers often put it during inter-
views: models are very good at guessing the 
next word.

The fact that AI’s “generative” capabilities rest 
in predicting the most likely response, reflect-
ing countless past examples in its training 
dataset, casts a shadow over its potential for 
scholarly work. I would also suggest that this 
concern is especially pronounced for schol-
arship on the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA), given the long history of essential-
izing frameworks and narratives applied to 
political, cultural, and social life in the region 
(see Wedeen 2002 on cultural essentialism; 
also Lockman 2010; Said 1979). This is not to 
say that we ought to turn away from artificial 
intelligence—as a technology, a discourse, 
and a driver of shifting political-economic 
relations—in our research on the region. It is 
reshaping labor dynamics, state-society re-
lations, policing, surveillance and countless 
other domains of social, political, and eco-
nomic life. But as a technology whose outputs 
reproduce an archive of previous utterances, I 
am not optimistic about its potential to ad-
vance social scientific scholarship at the cur-
rent moment—particularly from and about
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the MENA.

Elshehawy: One fast-growing use of LLMs 
in political science is text classification and 
annotation (Gilardi, Alizadeh, and Kub-
li 2023; Törnberg 2025). In recent ongoing 
work, my coauthors and I used a large lan-
guage model (GPT-4o) to classify approxi-
mately one million police press releases is-
sued by local police stations across Germany 
over a decade (Elshehawy et al. 2025). One 
of our main goals was to identify whether 
each press release contained out-group cues: 
explicit or implicit references to a suspect’s 
foreign nationality or ethnicity. This is the 
kind of classification task where LLMs can be 
useful. The corpus was massive and unstruc-
tured, authored by different press officers, 
and the information we needed to extract was 
often conveyed through subtle, contextual 
language rather than consistent keywords. 
Dictionary-based approaches and some of the 
conventional Natural Language Processing 
tools would likely miss part of what mattered, 
especially where cues were implicit and con-
text-dependent. LLMs allowed us to capture 
implicit meaning at scale.

The classification challenge we faced 
(large-volume, unstructured, context-de-
pendent text) is one that many MENA re-
searchers will recognize. Whether the source 
material is Arabic-language media archives or 
historical documents, the core problem is the 
same: extracting structured information from 
messy text where meaning is often embedded 
in context rather than stated outright. LLMs 
can be well-suited to this kind of task, espe-
cially when the target concept is context-de

pendent.

But, of course, the promise of LLM tools has 
to come with careful thinking about how 
to validate their output. It is important to 
think carefully about the prompt engineer-
ing phase. Small changes in prompt wording 
can meaningfully shift classification output. 
Sensitivity to prompt variation should be 
tested and carefully considered (Halterman 
and Keith 2025). A good practice is for re-
searchers to validate the LLM output against 
a hand-coded gold standard and report full 
performance metrics: F1 scores, precision, 
and recall, not just overall accuracy.1 Over-
fitting is a risk when prompts are iteratively 
refined. Validation on a hold-out set not used 
during prompt development guards against 
this. Finally, as part of validation, it is useful 
to assess inter-coder reliability among human 
coders and agreement between human cod-
ers and the LLM. This allows researchers to 
check if the LLM judgments align with those 
of trained annotators, while recognizing that 
agreement alone is not sufficient evidence 
of validity. These are some of the common 
validation practices, but the methodological 
literature in this area is expanding fast and 
worth keeping up with.

In sum, LLMs make it increasingly feasible to 
extract structured information from the large, 
often unstructured corpora that are common 
in MENA research, but their use also makes 
careful validation especially important.

1 Precision measures the proportion of all positive classifications of the model that are in fact positive 
Precision=  (True Positive)/(True Positive+False Positive)
Recall measures the proportion of all actual positive cases that were classified by the model accurately as 
positives
Recall=  (True Positive)/(True Positive+False Negative)
The F1 score is the harmonic mean of precision and recall. 



APSA MENA Newsletter | Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026      
   page 60

Go Back to table of contents

Kubinec: I have mainly employed these 
tools in my own research to take care of tech-
nical clerical tasks and machine translation. 
For my research, this involves deriving code 
for a variety of projects from cleaning data to 
running complex online surveys. The code 
generation capabilities of LLMs are quite use-
ful because they can respond to natural lan-
guage prompts; this means that I can express 
what code I want in colloquial language that 
the model can then interpret as code. Similar-
ly, most LLMs seem to excel at translation—
which is in a sense what they are doing when 
converting a text prompt into a programming 
language. In fact, some of the most useful 
tasks have involved prompting an LLM to 
input Arabic text directly into computer code, 
which is a very difficult thing to do given the 
right-to-left versus left-to-right differences in 
Arabic typography and code.

I put LLMs to the test in a recent project with 
Aseem Mahajan (King Fahd University of 
Petroleum and Minerals) in which we col-
lected a dataset of over 1 million advertise-
ments on Facebook that contained climate 
change-related content. We prompted the 
LLM to identify any content that could be 
described as “greenwashing”, i.e., including 
misleading statements about an organization’s 
impacts on climate. We employed a set of six 
open-source LLMs for this task to compare 
performance. Again, thanks to the LLM’s 
remarkable translation capabilities, we were 
able to conduct this exercise in more than ten 
languages (including Arabic)–which would 
be beyond the capabilities of most research 
teams.

While we found that the LLMs did identify 
useful information, in total their performance 
relative to humans was mediocre (Kubinec 
and Mahajan 2025). The LLMs classified 
about one-third of the ads as containing

greenwashing content whereas our human 
coders found only 2-3%. However, by com-
bining our LLM coding with other indicators 
derived from the ads, we were able to use a 
quantitative measurement model to extract 
information about greenwashing from the 
noisy responses. The LLMs did improve our 
project, especially as human coding for a 
database of this size was not trivial. Howev-
er, robust assessment was necessary to avoid 
making vastly over-confident coding deci-
sions from the LLMs alone.

Robbins: The clearest use to date of AI in 
the research of Arab Barometer, where I serve 
as Project Director, has been to help us write 
code and summarize data. Each wave of Arab 
Barometer requires us to write thousands of 
lines of code to conduct quality control and 
produce data visualizations in our standard 
branding, for example. Much of this work, 
such as the code needed to produce a topline, 
is fairly rote in nature but can take a signif-
icant amount of time. We have therefore 
explored using AI to produce initial code in 
some cases.

Second, we have used AI to generate prelimi-
nary summaries of findings on specific topics 
or questions. AI can take results and quickly 
produce an overall summary or compare 
findings to previous waves without requiring 
us to manually enter all of the results.
The key limitation we have found so far is 
that AI frequently makes minor errors. None 
of the code it has written runs without cor-
rections or adjustments by our researchers. 
Additionally, AI has not always reported re-
sults fully accurately in its summaries, requir-
ing careful fact-checking of its findings. In 
short, any task we have asked AI to perform 
still requires detailed and engaged review. 
Still, it has been helpful in increasing the effi-
ciency with which we use and dig into the
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project’s findings.

Barnett: What is one exciting opportunity 
you think AI presents for Middle East re-
searchers? How can researchers responsibly 
take advantage of this opportunity?

Abdo: When considering what AI has to 
offer researchers in the MENA region, we 
often think first about its promise for acceler-
ating large-scale data analysis, surveying the 
literature, and streamlining time-intensive 
research tasks. Yet for humanities-oriented 
research, AI may also present an even more 
consequential possibility: affirming and 
amplifying the institutional relevance of the 
humanities by making humanistic expertise 
central to the design, evaluation, and gov-
ernance of language technologies. There is a 
need for MENA-focused humanities schol-
ars to play such a role: current LLMs are not 
culturally neutral. Studies have shown that 
widely used models often reproduce value 
patterns associated with English-speaking 
and European contexts, while Arabic-focused 
and multilingual models can also display 
bias toward Western-associated entities and 
stereotypes (Navigli, Conia, and Ross 2023; 
Naous et al. 2024; Tao et al. 2024).

Meanwhile, the humanities have been under 
pressure not just rhetorically but institution-
ally. Humanities disciplines in the Middle 
East face declining prestige, reduced funding, 
deteriorating infrastructure, and worsening 
labor conditions. In Egypt, the different fields 
of humanities have been suffering from poor 
student-to-faculty ratios and lower social val-
uation than disciplines such as medicine or 
engineering. These pressures paint a concrete 
picture of a compounding crisis, where insti-
tutional strain and social devaluation oper-
ate in tandem (Fahmy 2017; Hodapp 2022). 
These concerns have not been voiced by

researchers alone. In Egypt, they have also 
appeared at the level of state discourse. In 
April 2025, President Sisi questioned the 
value of fields such as arts, commerce, and 
law and urged families toward programming, 
communications, and AI-related paths. Lat-
er, in March 2026, he called for an end to 
majors with no clear employment prospects. 
The policy was later clarified by the Chair of 
the Parliamentary Committee on Education 
and Scientific Research, and former Egyp-
tian Minister of Higher Education, as not a 
full abolition of humanities fields, but a re-
duction in admissions to disciplines seen as 
misaligned with labor-market demand (Ah-
ram Online 2023; Mamdouh 2026; Ahmed 
2026). This may open a space for interested 
humanities scholars, such as linguists, histo-
rians, philosophers, and area specialists, to 
demonstrate how their expertise can contrib-
ute to the development of AI. They can work 
on defining what culturally valid evaluation 
benchmarks look like, curating archives and 
corpora, and developing new curricula in 
areas such as AI safety and AI governance.

Elshehawy: The opportunity I find exciting 
is the potential of multimodal AI to unlock 
sources, such as archival records, historical 
documents, maps, and administrative data, 
that have long been difficult to analyze at 
scale. Multimodal AI refers to systems that 
can work across multiple data types, such as 
images and text. Conventional optical charac-
ter recognition has struggled with aspects of 
Arabic-script text for a long time (especially 
for handwritten or degraded documents); 
the cursive nature of the script, variation in 
diacritical marking, and font diversity have 
made reliable automated transcription elu-
sive. Recent advances in multimodal LLMs 
represent a step forward. This is a rapidly ex-
panding area of research. Models are increas-
ingly capable of reading not just printed 
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Arabic, but also some handwritten manu-
scripts, although limitations remain across 
domains, layouts, and complex document 
formats (Heakl et al. 2025).

For MENA researchers, this matters because 
vast quantities of source material exist only as 
physical documents or image scans. Newspa-
per archives, court records, and administra-
tive files across the region remain locked in 
formats that have long been difficult to ana-
lyze at scale. AI-powered Optical Character 
Recognition (OCR) can change that.

The implications for historical political econ-
omy research, for example, are profound.  
Multimodal AI could make it increasingly 
feasible to build larger and more systematic 
datasets from archival sources, tracing pat-
terns of landholding, endowment activity, 
and institutional change across locations and 
over time. The methods can advance research 
on questions related to land inequality, insti-
tutional persistence, state-building, taxation, 
and state-society relations; especially as mul-
timodal LLMs continue to extend the reach 
of computational tools to handwritten and ar-
chival materials that have so far been difficult 
to process at scale. 

Of course, this also raises questions about 
the verification of these methods. The use of 
multimodal AI for Arabic-script OCR and 
archival data extraction is an expanding field. 
Sample-based human verification against 
original documents is important, particularly 
for degraded or ambiguous passages where 
models are most likely to err. Rather than 
treating all model output as equally reliable, 
workflows should flag low-confidence ex-
tractions. Important metrics depend on the 
use case, but may include character error 
rates and word error rates, among others. Re-
searchers should also report limitations, 

documenting, where possible, error rates by 
script type, document condition, and histor-
ical period. Ideally, domain experts—such 
as historians, paleographers, and linguists 
with deep knowledge of the source materi-
al—would be part of the verification loop. 
Scholars trained in the relevant traditions can 
catch the kinds of errors that would aggregate 
into misleading datasets.

AI tools can open archival documents and 
resources that have not been accessible. For 
MENA researchers, this is a genuinely ex-
citing moment, but like any other empirical 
method, the quality of what we build with 
these tools depends on how carefully we vali-
date the outputs.

Robbins: As someone engaged in a project 
involving a large amount of data, I think one 
of the most exciting opportunities AI pres-
ents is the possibility of improving how we 
process, compare, and learn from the data we 
collect. A major challenge for Arab Barome-
ter is managing this large volume of informa-
tion. Survey research in the Middle East often 
involves substantial complexity. One of the 
Arab Barometer’s central goals is to enable 
cross-national comparison while taking indi-
vidual country contexts into account. Its abil-
ity to process vast amounts of data could help 
us more efficiently collect and analyze survey 
material that is often underused, especially 
open-ended responses, interviewer notes, 
and other paradata collected during inter-
views. To date, we have limited the number of 
open-ended response items in part because 
of the challenge of coding them on the back 
end. AI tools could also help us identify latent 
themes across countries and survey waves.

But these possibilities also come with chal-
lenges. The data we collect are produced 
through careful instrument design, 
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interviewer training, sampling decisions, 
and context-sensitive fieldwork. AI can assist 
with some parts of this process, but it cannot 
replace the detailed knowledge necessary to 
conduct survey research, use survey data, 
and accurately interpret the nuances of pub-
lic opinion surveys. Doing so requires highly 
specialized knowledge, a detailed under-
standing of both the region and public opin-
ion, and a strong grasp of the survey research 
process. My recommendation would be for 
those engaged in survey research or similar 
projects to use AI cautiously as a support for 
quality control and exploratory analysis. The 
key principle is that AI may help scale parts 
of the survey research process and make 
them more efficient, but it cannot replace the 
careful methodological labor that makes sur-
vey inference valid in the first place.

Bianco: One important opportunity AI 
presents for Middle East researchers lies in 
the ability to work at scale while remaining 
attentive to context. Research on the region 
has long been shaped by the dispersion of rel-
evant material across languages, institutions, 
and extended time horizons. Political com-
munication, legal texts, media coverage, and 
official statements are historically difficult 
to analyze systematically. As a consequence, 
research agendas have frequently followed 
what is most visible or readily accessible rath-
er than what is most analytically significant 
(Anderson 2006).

Large language models (LLMs) make it pos-
sible to assemble and navigate large textual 
corpora without requiring early narrowing of 
the research question. They can summarize 
long documents, support semantic search 
across multilingual corpora, and identify re-
curring themes across thousands of texts. For 
policy archives, legal documents, and media 
databases, this substantially lowers the cost of 

entry and enables more systematic explora-
tion. It also creates space for more transpar-
ent workflows, as researchers can retain clear 
links between analytical claims and specific 
documents or passages. This allows scholars 
to begin with a broader view of the infor-
mational environment and then determine 
where close reading and deeper interpreta-
tion are most needed. Rather than relying 
primarily on small samples or emblematic 
cases, researchers can trace patterns of rep-
etition, framing, and omission across time 
and across institutions. This is particularly 
valuable for the study of incremental change. 
For example, shifts in policy language or elite 
priorities often unfold gradually and can be 
difficult to detect through conventional sam-
pling strategies.

Responsible use depends on treating AI as an 
assistive instrument rather than as an inter-
pretive authority. Models can help identify 
where patterns appear stable and where they 
shift, but they cannot determine why those 
patterns matter. Responsibility lies in ensur-
ing that interpretation and judgment remain 
grounded in regional knowledge, triangula-
tion, and transparent documentation of how 
models were used. AI can expand the range 
of material that can be examined, but credible 
research still requires clear reasoning about 
what the data can and cannot show (Ander-
son 2006).

Kubinec: Arguably, the most useful aspect 
of LLMs for research in the MENA region is 
its ability to easily handle multilingual texts. 
As many researchers know, Arabic/Farsi/
Hebrew/Turkish translation, especially at any 
scale, is no easy feat, and as a result, scholars 
tend to rely more on English-language sourc-
es about the region (Fahmy 2026; Nielsen 
and Zhou 2025; Di Bitetti and Ferreras 2017). 
LLMs’ facility with translation, not just with
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readable text but also more difficult formats 
like PDFs and images, can help render much 
of the non-Western world legible to those 
without a native-level language facility. Sim-
ilarly, and perhaps more importantly, LLMs 
permit researchers without English fluency 
to prepare monographs for submission to 
English-language journals much more easily. 
Ideally, LLMs can provide a boost to the Ar-
abic, Hebrew, Persian, and Turkish languages 
by reducing pressures to read and write ex-
clusively in English—though I think scholars 
should still write in their own language first 
and translate the content rather than relying 
on LLMs to produce an article wholesale.

Of course, as mentioned previously, there is 
danger in relying on LLMs for the purposes 
of cognition. LLMs do not think and conse-
quently cannot produce anything truly orig-
inal. The risk of over-reliance on translation 
tools could degrade linguistic fluency, which 
is particularly worrying for scholars from the 
Anglophone world. My advice for scholars is 
to consider investing more time, not less, in 
reading and writing in the spoken languages 
of the region. As AI tools hopefully take over 
time-intensive tasks like data cleaning and 
rote translation, consider investing that time 
into more fieldwork, interviews, and explor-
atory reading. In other words, by employ-
ing LLMs to take on tasks that require little 
thought, scholars can (hopefully) find more 
time for open-ended research that involves 
creativity and higher-level thinking.

Another note of caution for scholars is to 
remember the risk of dependence on com-
mercial tools as core parts of the research 
process. Part of the reason that we employed 
open-source LLMs for our study of Facebook 
ads was due to reproducibility problems with 
commercial providers like ChatGPT, which 
can suddenly disappear models (Barrie, 

Palmer, and Spirling 2024). Scholars should 
have backup strategies for prompts, conver-
sations, and output derived from any closed-
source LLMs. Furthermore, it should go 
without saying that all LLM output should be 
checked–these are at bottom statistical mod-
els, and their flexibility means that they will 
always have some probability of providing in-
correct output (i.e., hallucinations). Rigorous 
research still requires rigor, and only human 
beings can decide whether an analysis’ claims 
are in fact valid.

Barnett: Some researchers, both within 
MENA and beyond, are exploring the possi-
bility that “synthetic participants” (AI agents 
developed based on information about local 
populations’ demographics) could be used to 
pilot surveys, test behavioral interventions, 
or otherwise facilitate research where access 
to populations is expensive, dangerous, or 
logistically difficult. To what extent do you 
think this is a promising or concerning devel-
opment?

Adely: I consider “synthetic participants” a 
concerning development, especially given the 
opacity of AI models. The most prominent 
language models in circulation today (e.g., 
OpenAI’s GPT models, Gemini, Claude) are 
built on closed-source, proprietary training 
data. Even some ostensibly “open-source” 
models disclose their code but not training 
datasets (e.g., Meta’s LLaMA). Model makers 
might disclose the types of data used, such 
as large-scale scraping of text from the In-
ternet. While there is little available data on 
Internet traffic and content produced from 
the MENA, it is telling that Arabic, Farsi, and 
Turkish only constitute around 3 percent of 
the Internet’s linguistic landscape (W3Techs 
2026). Second, the risks associated with this 
opacity are further accentuated by the com-
mon practice of using synthetic data for
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contexts in which data is scarce or cost-pro-
hibitive (Fitzgerald 2024). This would mean 
constructing synthetic participants on a foun-
dation of synthetic data to design research in-
struments and projects to capture the experi-
ences and perspectives of communities in the 
MENA. Finally, even in an (unlikely) scenario 
where a researcher could review and evaluate 
training data, the mechanisms through which 
models train are not fully explainable. This is 
not to suggest that AI technologies are a com-
plete black box; as Salvaggio (2025) notes, 
“they associate words in a vast vector space, 
and we can trace likely word pairings. What 
remains opaque is how specific correlations 
are inferred from vast training data.” Togeth-
er, these compounding layers of opacity make 
the prospect of integrating synthetic partici-
pants into research alarming.

Emerging technologies do offer possibilities 
for conducting research among populations 
and locales where fieldwork raises safety and 
ethical concerns. The COVID-19 pandemic 
prompted further development and adoption 
of digital methods from remote interviewing 
to online ethnographies. While they expand 
possibilities for research, these methods cer-
tainly bring with them ethical, political, and 
methodological issues; yet, I consider them 
more promising than “synthetic participants” 
as a way of connecting with and adapting to 
the realities of our field sites and communi-
ties.

Bianco: The use of synthetic participants 
is promising in limited and clearly defined 
ways. As tools for piloting surveys, testing 
question wording, or identifying implicit 
assumptions in research design, they can help 
researchers avoid basic errors before engag-
ing real populations. In this role, they can im-
prove research design by revealing ambiguity, 
cultural misalignment, or unintended leading

effects in prompts. They may also help antici-
pate how different framings could be received 
before significant resources are committed to 
fieldwork.

Concerns arise when synthetic participants 
are treated as substitutes for empirical en-
gagement. These agents do not represent lived 
experience. They reproduce patterns present 
in existing data. In the Middle East, where 
documentation is uneven and often filtered 
through official or elite channels, this lim-
itation is particularly consequential. Groups 
that are hardest to access are often those 
least represented in training data, meaning 
that synthetic participants may appear most 
confident precisely where their grounding 
is weakest. Using synthetic participants to 
generate substantive findings, therefore, risks 
reinforcing existing blind spots. Simulation 
can reproduce the assumptions embedded 
in available texts rather than the realities 
of populations whose voices are limited or 
strategically absent. For this reason, synthetic 
participants are best confined to instrument 
development rather than treated as evidence.

Robbins: The use of synthetic respondents 
might have some value for tasks such as 
checking the logic of a pilot survey or run-
ning other basic simulations. However, I 
would not advise using such agents for the 
other purposes mentioned here. Arab Ba-
rometer’s experience underscores that public 
opinion in the region cannot be reduced to 
demographic profiles. What respondents say 
is shaped not only by age, gender, education, 
or place of residence, but also by political 
context, trust, timing, interviewer effects, lo-
cal conditions, and perceptions of risk. In any 
setting, but especially in MENA, respondents 
may conceal preferences, offer strategically 
cautious answers, or interpret politically sen-
sitive questions in context-dependent ways. 
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Synthetic participants are poorly equipped 
to capture these dynamics precisely because 
they are built from generalized patterns rath-
er than actual realities on the ground.

Having worked on Arab Barometer for the 
last two decades, I continue to be struck by 
the extent to which the data still produce 
major surprises. Commonly, correlations 
we expect to find do not appear, while oth-
er unexpected correlations emerge, or a 
long-standing trend reverses. Frequently, 
this happens not only in a single country but 
across the entire wave. As we dig more deep-
ly into the data, we arrive at a much more 
nuanced understanding of political behavior 
in MENA and how ordinary people under-
stand their worlds. Without measuring these 
concepts with human participants, we would 
surely miss these important findings.
This reality points to the methodological dan-
ger that synthetic participants will inherit the 
blind spots of the data used to build them. 
Results from Arab Barometer are collected in 
a specific context at a specific time. We design 
questions to be less sensitive to day-to-day 
events, but we cannot fully prevent current 
events from influencing responses of those 
interviewed. Building synthetic populations 
from existing survey data or other measures 
of public opinion will likely replicate existing 
distortions. Moreover, given how limited the 
available data on populations living in MENA 
are compared with many other regions, exist-
ing biases may be especially misleading and 
could yield results that are counterproductive 
for researchers. At this point, I do not believe 
that the potential benefits outweigh the po-
tential costs of using synthetic participants to 
try to measure public opinion in MENA.

Barnett: To what extent does the use of AI 
risk biasing inferences about the region to-
ward more “data-rich” and AI-forward con-

texts like the GCC? What could be done to 
mitigate this bias?

Abdo: Aggregation bias could mean that 
the MENA region’s AI-driven future may be 
disproportionately shaped by a few data-rich 
hubs. This disparity of resources is confirmed 
by The Government AI Readiness Index, 
which ranks countries based on their capacity 
to deploy AI in public services, which notes 
that MENA has the widest performance gap 
of any global region. For example, the United 
Arab Emirates scores 72.36 and Saudi Arabia 
71.57, while Syria and Yemen trail at 21.72 
and 14.48, respectively. This clear divide 
reflects profound inequalities in infrastruc-
ture and digital investment (Oxford Insights 
2025). This unevenness is further reinforced 
by the sheer scale of investment flowing into 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Saudi 
Arabia’s $40 billion HUMAIN initiative and 
the UAE’s backing of ventures such as MGX 
and G42, reflect a level of capital commit-
ment that few other states in the region can 
match.

Bianco: Evaluating AI systems trained on 
GCC-related data gives away their limitations 
immediately to the expert eye. These systems 
tend to privilege environments that are dig-
itally legible and well-documented. Within 
the Middle East, this creates a structural 
pull toward the Gulf, where official com-
munication is abundant, standardized, and 
frequently available in global languages. As a 
result, AI-assisted research risks overrepre-
senting these contexts while underweighting 
others. This shows up most clearly in their 
interpretation of stability and risk. A system 
exposed primarily to large volumes of consis-
tent, institutionally produced text may learn 
that stability is the baseline and that political 
change is unlikely, not because it has under-
stood political dynamics, but because the
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data it encounters is unusually uniform. 
Models trained in these environments often 
underestimate the possibility of change.

Preventing false confidence requires inter-
ventions at both the training and evaluation 
stages. Training data should be diversified 
to include sources that differ structurally 
from official narratives and that introduce 
variation across time, topic, and institutional 
voice. Evaluation should explicitly test for 
overconfidence, including whether models 
can flag ambiguity and avoid treating absence 
of evidence as evidence of absence. In high-
stakes applications, human review remains 
essential when model confidence is high, but 
the underlying data stream is narrow or tight-
ly controlled. In such settings, confidence 
itself should be treated as a potential risk sig-
nal rather than reassurance (King, Pan, and 
Roberts 2013; Xia et al. 2025).

Furthermore, researchers can deliberately 
incorporate lower-visibility sources and treat 
gaps and silences as analytically meaningful. 
What remains crucial is to be explicit about 
the scope of inference. When conclusions 
are driven primarily by data-rich contexts, 
this should be acknowledged as a limitation 
and, where relevant, interpreted as part of 
the region’s political economy of information 
(Anderson 2006).

Barnett: What is one thing that concerns 
you about how AI might impact research in 
our field? What can be done to address this 
concern?

Adely: In the past several years, I have no-
ticed a concerning trend of conflating tech-
nology’s multilingual capabilities with its 
capacity to reflect diverse viewpoints. If a 
model can produce Arabic (or Farsi, Kurdish, 
and Turkish for that matter), the logic goes, 

then the model can speak to cultural, social, 
and political life in the Arab world. In many 
ways, this trend reflects a broader issue with 
generative AI: the ability to generate language 
that convincingly mimics human commu-
nication becomes a proxy for claims about 
a model’s intelligence, understanding, and 
reasoning (Bender and Koller 2020).

The conflation of language with meaning, 
understanding, and/or knowledge is espe-
cially fraught in the context of “low-resource” 
languages, linguistic varieties for which there 
exist comparatively few datasets and compu-
tational resources. For example, in the early 
months of my fieldwork in fall 2023, a recur-
rent topic of conversation with my interloc-
utors was the recent release of an LLM by a 
UAE-based company, which promoted their 
product as the most advanced model to date 
for Arabic. At tech forums and conferences 
across Amman, a regular refrain was the 
need for “Arab AI” that reflected Arab values, 
culture, and political-ethical commitments, 
as opposed to the “Western” perspective 
perceived to be embedded in AI tools like 
ChatGPT.

This Emirati model seemed poised to address 
these calls. Trained on a bilingual dataset 
(Arabic and English), the company’s pro-
motional materials boasted about training 
the model on over 100 billion Arabic tokens, 
or roughly one-third of the total training 
data. As I tested the model—on my own and 
alongside engineers and other workers with 
AI expertise—I could appreciate the model’s 
ability to produce grammatically sound and 
contextually relevant statements in Arabic. 
(In 2023, just a year after ChatGPT’s initial 
public release, the ability to effectively gen-
erate Arabic text was still quite novel). How-
ever, the Arabic-language data on which the 
model was trained was likely—at least par-
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tially—machine-translated (see Sadallah et 
al. 2025 on the pitfalls of machine-translated 
data for Arabic). The anecdotes, references, 
and names in the model’s outputs, while com-
municated in Arabic, suggested a reliance on 
data that was originally in English, reflecting 
a different set of social, cultural, and polit-
ical assumptions. In sum, this conflation of 
localized language capabilities with localized 
understanding and meaning does not reflect 
how AI tools function, and this disparity is 
especially pronounced for the language con-
texts in which scholars of MENA work.

In terms of addressing this concern, there is 
no simple solution. At one level, it entails a 
critical eye toward information produced by 
AI models, even those with the capacity to 
produce the language varieties used in our 
field sites. More broadly, as AI technologies 
become more thoroughly imbricated in our 
field sites, I see the need for a renewed com-
mitment to methods and methodologies that 
consider how utterances and symbols can 
reflect a wide range of meanings (Wedeen 
2002). Just as we remain attentive to the gap 
between what research participants say and 
what they do or believe, we must bring a 
critical eye toward the possibility that partic-
ipant responses, institutional statements, and 
publicly available data may be mediated by AI 
tools in ways that obscure social and political 
realities.

Bianco: A central concern is that AI may 
increase the risk of false confidence, as I 
noted above. LLMs are optimized to produce 
fluent and internally coherent outputs. When 
applied to political text, that fluency can 
be mistaken for accuracy or completeness. 
Consistency in the available data does not 
necessarily correspond to genuine consensus. 
This concern echoes long-standing debates in 
Middle East politics. Apparent stability in

authoritarian systems has often reflected 
active management rather than deep agree-
ment, and periods of robustness have ob-
scured underlying vulnerabilities (Bellin 
2012). Moreover, political meaning frequent-
ly emerges from euphemism, selective em-
phasis, or omission. Dialectal variation and 
context-specific references further compli-
cate automated parsing. Models may process 
such material smoothly while missing what 
experienced readers recognize as the central 
signal. In addition, many regional corpora are 
shaped by uneven digitization, inconsistent 
metadata, and shifting platform practices, 
which can introduce hidden measurement 
error.

Addressing these concerns requires meth-
odological caution. Automated text analysis 
requires validation and human judgment to 
support credible inference (Grimmer and 
Stewart 2013). In practice, this involves as-
sessing whether results hold across different 
source types, languages, and time periods, 
and being explicit about uncertainty. Recent 
AI research reinforces this point by showing 
that models frequently produce confident 
outputs even when they are wrong, and that 
verbal confidence should not be equated with 
reliability (Xia et al. 2025; Groot and Vald-
enegro-Toro 2024). For politically sensitive 
research, a useful discipline is to treat model 
confidence as a signal for further scrutiny 
rather than as a conclusion. Embedding these 
practices into research design can allow AI to 
support more careful scholarship rather than 
more persuasive errors (Grimmer and Stew-
art 2013). 

Robbins: My major concern is that we will 
see an overreliance on AI to do work that 
is best left to a careful researcher. Good re-
search is difficult and tedious and requires 
extremely detailed attention. There is a 
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natural tendency to try to speed up this pro-
cess, particularly when working with large 
and complex datasets. In the case of public 
opinion research in particular, the use of AI 
could be especially troubling because much 
of what appears straightforward in a dataset 
is actually fragile and conditional. Respons-
es depend on question wording, interview 
context, social desirability pressures, political 
conditions, and whether respondents trust 
that their answers are confidential. These 
issues are important in any context, but in 
many parts of the Middle East and North 
Africa, they are major considerations and are 
central to how survey responses should be 
interpreted.

Even before the rise of AI, I saw many analy-
ses that did not sufficiently take these factors 
into account. I am deeply concerned that AI 
will make this problem more common by 
making data processing and analysis appear 
more straightforward than they really are. 
Researchers may be tempted to use models to 
classify attitudes, infer ideology, or summa-
rize open-ended responses without adequate-
ly considering the conditions under which 
those responses were produced. The result 
could be a larger number of analyses using 
public opinion data, but also a larger number 
that misinterpret the results or are based on 
spurious correlations.

Ultimately, researchers cannot simply out-
source research to AI. AI will not be able to 
compensate for poor questionnaire design, a 
weak sample design, translation problems, or 
a lack of understanding of the survey re-
search process. As a result, researchers should 
be cautious in their use of AI and use it only 
to facilitate research, as opposed to expecting 
it to do the research itself. Most important-
ly, researchers must think carefully through 
research design and the patterns most likely 

to account for the distributions they observe 
in the data. For example, if AI identifies what 
appears to be a novel finding in public opin-
ion, that pattern must be checked very care-
fully against established measures, country 
expertise, and, where possible, subsequent 
survey rounds or qualitative evidence, just as 
it should be if AI had not been used. Howev-
er, given the vast amounts of data that AI can 
process, the risks are far greater than before 
of generating meaningless correlations that 
could be advanced as new theories to explain 
attitudes and behavior in MENA. ◆
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AI Will Drive the Coming Integration of 
Interpretive and Positive Methodologies1

Richard A. Nielsen

In the past few months, from December 2025 
to March 2026, I have come to believe that 
generative Artificial Intelligence, colloquially 
called Gen-AI, will fundamentally change 
much of how we produce human knowledge. 
I've been using machine learning – the ba-
sis for artificial intelligence – in my research 
for years, and I've been skeptical that it will 
transform the social sciences. No longer. 
Catastrophic success2 of colleagues executing 
years-long quantitative research projects in 
hours has changed my mind (Messing and 
Tucker 2026, Kustov 2026).

Generative AI is generative. It can be trained 
to work on improving itself and its analy-
ses, so it is gaining function faster than our 
norms and institutions can adapt. If Gen-AI 
is currently at a level where it can perform 
the tasks of a sophisticated research assistant, 
it will very soon be able to perform most 
well-defined analytical tasks that I am able to 
perform. This kind of automation has been 
a goal of quantitative research all along. For 

good reasons, we don't trust human intu-
ition about probability, so when we want to 
make decisions that involve probability, we 
incorporate a series of algorithms: rules for 
how one ought to update one's beliefs given 
new information, and how one should make 
decisions, given those updated beliefs. Our 
graduate training in the quantitative social 
sciences has been oriented towards helping 
colleagues learn a common set of algorithms 
(and invent new ones based on the same nor-
mative principles, when we uncover problems 
for which no satisfactory algorithm has yet 
been created). Now, Gen-AI makes so much 
more of it automatable that the future of 
quantitative research will not be coding, but 
rather prompting AI agents to collect data 
and analyze it according to a comprehensive 
synthesis of a statistics literature so vast that 
no human can ever read it in a lifetime and 
produce answers that would have previously 
taken years or lifetimes to achieve in mere 
days, or even minutes.

Richard A. Nielsen is an Associate Professor in the Department of 
Political Science at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where 
he studies and teaches on Middle East and North African politics, 
International Relations, religion, gender, political violence, and 
research methods. Nielsen is the developer of free software tools for 
Arabic text analysis, causal inference, and qualitative case selection. 
At MIT, Nielsen is the faculty director of the MIT-MENA program and 
holds affiliations with the Center for International Studies, the 
Security Studies Program, the Institute for Data, Systems, and  
Society, the Political Methodology Lab, and the IPE group.

1 Acknowledgements: Thanks to Bernardo Zacka, In Song Kim, Naoki Egami, Ella Pace, Elizabeth Wright, 
Dominic Skinnion, Diana Fu, Ed Schatz, and Andrew Miller for conversations that shaped my thinking, and 
to my students for showing me a way forward. I wrote this without use of generative AI.
2 Catastrophic, because the short-term success wildly exceeds expectations, but the long-term implications 
may be very negative. See Downes (2021).
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Augmenting researcher time with algorithms 
isn’t new. In my first book, Deadly Clerics, 
I collected 150,000 documents and had a 
rudimentary AI model “read” them because 
it would have taken decades to read them 
myself, synthesize them, and test my argu-
ment that Sunni Muslim clerics are more 
likely to preach anti-system jihad on the 
Internet when their academic ambitions are 
blocked (Nielsen 2017). It still took me two 
years to do a pilot study, and another 3 years 
to build the full study, write it, and publish it. 
Could this project be done overnight now? I 
don't know, but we are close. If data is on the 
open web, an AI agent can access it, collect it, 
analyze it, and produce findings in minutes. 
What is left for me to do? Why should some-
one pay me to do it? We are facing a crisis of 
economics in knowledge-making.

The theoretical claim of Deadly Clerics, then, 
is so relevant that it’s a bit on the nose. When 
would-be academics have their ambitions 
blocked, they reject the system. If we use AI 
to eliminate many entryways to a research 
career, the junior scholars whose academic 
ambitions are inadvertently blocked will re-
ject our discipline and take their talents else-
where. We must think as a discipline about 
a fair transition to this new research world. 
Automating much of the research process will 
affect us all, but the most abrupt and painful 
consequences may hit junior researchers and 
those in precarious positions. Research work-
flows are becoming obsolete every month 
right now. How can a graduate student write 
a dissertation prospectus this Spring if the 
project will take three years with today’s tech-
nology but will take only days to complete 
once they are on the job market? Will search 
committees reward them for time well spent, 
or ask, “shouldn’t you have more?”

What, then, should a graduate student, writ-

ing a dissertation proposal this year, propose 
to do with their time? Rather than empha-
sizing the most algorithmic parts of what we 
do, the future work of this graduate student 
needs to be focused on what they, the human 
researcher, are making, creating, and contrib-
uting to new knowledge that is not reducible 
to an algorithm. I believe that human re-
search has an aesthetic quality in addition to 
its technical correctness. I've come to under-
stand myself and my own research as inter-
pretivist, even as it draws deeply and faithful-
ly from the canon of positivist methodology 
in many respects. 

I recommend that a student starting now 
should adopt what Ed Schatz calls an eth-
nographic sensibility (Schatz 2009). This 
ethnographic sensibility is unique, not repro-
ducible with AI, and developed from close, 
embodied interaction with the world, at the 
“nearest possible vantage-point” (Schatz 
2009, p. 307). This is what is uniquely human 
about research. Human researchers come to 
their projects embodied and endowed with 
subjective agency: making meaningful choic-
es about what questions to ask, how to ask 
them, and how to interpret the meaning of 
the answers for themselves and for the world.

When algorithms can do all the “objective” 
work, what is left is interpretive inference. 
I have encountered this most obviously in 
quantitative text analysis as I deploy machine 
learning models to infer the meaning(s) of a 
certain text, intended or not, by their authors 
and their audiences. These are problems of 
interpretive inference, and I believe that in-
terpretive inference will remain a fundamen-
tally human enterprise. I will trust a series 
of AI agents to “read” the statistics literature 
and design a causal study to test a correlation, 
long before I will trust an AI agent to tell me 
how humans make meaning out of what they
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write, even when I use algorithms to summa-
rize that writing in service of my interpreta-
tion. This thought experiment reveals, to me 
at least, that the part of research I am most 
confident will remain important in the age of 
AI is the interpretive. Because of the causal 
revolution’s success at standardizing causal 
analyses, very few applied researchers will 
spend much of their time on solving causal 
inference problems. (We will still need meth-
odologists to help us understand new types of 
causal inference problems.) 

A third type of inference, descriptive in-
ference, will remain important for Political 
Science. To be analyzed by Gen-AI, data that 
is not connected to the Internet must be con-
nected. Here, humans will have an advantage 
for a long time. The archives will resist full 
digitization; there will be value in going in 
person to find the boxes that were missed in 
the rush to put “everything” online. Despite 
advances in using video oral histories (Mil-
liff 2024) and virtual reality surveys (Miller 
2024) to collect the experiences of humans, 
I believe there will still be an important role 
for human-centered interviewing and survey 
enumeration, following an interpretive, rela-
tional approach (Fujii 2017). 

Other forms of description and measurement 
with an ethnographic sensibility, such as 
Cramer's gas-station and diner focus groups 
in Wisconsin (Cramer) or Wood’s mapmak-
ing exercises in El Salvador (Wood 2003), 
will increase in importance, even when they 
support quantitative findings, as in Jones’ 
(2017) palace ethnography (paired with ex-
periments) to understand social order in the 
UAE or Parker-Magyar’s (2024) ethnographic 
observation to understand teacher protest in 
Jordan (paired with a network survey).

With coauthors, Diana Fu and Ed Schatz 
(2026), I have argued that in the age of AI, 
an ethnographic sensibility is more import-
ant, not less. Don't misunderstand me. I 
think causal inference is crucial, but autom-
atable. Given fixed meanings and defined 
sets of relevant variables, an algorithm can 
(and should) produce the estimates we use 
for causal inference. This is the core of the 
“credibility revolution.” When Don Rubin 
referenced “knowing the science,”3 he meant 
that the algorithms, which he pioneered, 
will only work for estimation if a researcher 
is willing to say, “here's the structure of my 
problem.” However, that prior knowledge of 
the structure cannot be specified by Rubin's 
algorithms. It comes from a human under-
standing of the problem, what is previous-
ly known about the problem, and what we 
desire to know now about the problem. That's 
“the science.” And so, I think, the task for 
human researchers in the age of AI will be 
to know the science. Quantitative analyses 
will become democratized. As almost anyone 
can access quantitative tools via adequate 
prompting, scholars will spend years honing 
their sensitivity to the structure of the social 
world to ask better questions and offer new 
interpretations.

Let me return to our ethical obligations as 
individuals and a discipline. My work has 
been so disrupted by advances in AI that I 
am rethinking the entire workflow I've relied 
on to remain gainfully employed for the last 
15 years. I have the luxury of doing so with a 
secure academic position. Most researchers 
are rethinking, or will rethink, their workflow 
from a place of precarity. I feel the responsi-
bility to think hard about what we owe to fu-
ture generations of scholars and take concrete 
steps to create the discipline we want them to 
inherit. As in many industries, agentic AI is 

Go Back to table of contents

3 Personal communication.
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on the cusp of replacing entry-level research 
assistance, which will sever the pipeline that 
got me and so many dear colleagues into 
Political Science research. The project that 
made me fall in love with social science was 
scanning and coding Development Bank doc-
uments, a task that is completely automatable 
now. If we pull up the ladder to new entrants 
in a short-sighted, self-interested arms race to 
use AI to publish more articles in top jour-
nals for the next decade, then our field will 
cut itself off at the knees. Each researcher has 
a unique capacity to see the world through 
their own eyes, to hone that into a sensibility 
unique to them, that they use to teach us all 
about the infinite facets of human societies. 
We must step back from an AI-fueled pub-
lication arms race to intentionally choose 
discipline-wide institutions and norms that 
make the social sciences an enterprise worth 
entering, no matter how much we must 
transform for that to be true. We must do this 
so that we humans can keep learning about 
ourselves.◆

References

Cramer Katherine J. 2016. The Politics of Re-
sentment: Rural Consciousness in Wiscon-
sin and the Rise of Scott Walker. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Diana Fu, Richard A. Nielsen, Edward Schatz. 
2026. “Ethnography and Ethnographic Sen-
sibility in Political Science,” Annual Review 
Political Science. 29.

Downes, Alexander B. 2021. Catastrophic 
Success: Why Foreign-Imposed Regime 
Change Goes Wrong. Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press.

Fujii, Lee Ann. 2017. Interviewing in Social 
Science Research: A Relational Approach. 
New York: Routledge. 1st ed.

Jones, Calvert W. 2017. Bedouins into Bour-
geois: Remaking Citizens for Globalization. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kustov, Daniel. 2026. “Academics Need to 
Wake Up on AI.” By Popular Design, March 
02. https://www.popularbydesign.org/p/aca-
demics-need-to-wake-up-on-ai

Messing, Solomon, and Joshua Tucker. 2026. 
“The train has left the station: Agentic AI 
and the Future of Social Science Research.” 
Brookings. March 3. https://www.brookings.
edu/articles/the-train-has-left-the-station-
agentic-ai-and-the-future-of-social-science-
research/ 

Miller, Andrew C. 2024. Silencing Citizens: 
How Criminal Groups Create Vacuums of 
Justice. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Milliff, Aidan. 2024. “Making sense, making 
choices: How civilians choose survival strat-
egies during violence.” American Political 
Science Review, 118, 3: 1379-1397.

Nielsen, Richard A. 2017. Deadly Clerics: 
Blocked Ambition and the Paths to Jihad. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Parker-Magyar, Elizabeth. 2024. Workplace 
Networks and Autonomous Organizations 
in Contemporary Jordan. PhD diss. Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology.

Schatz Ed, ed. 2009. Ethnographic Immer-
sion and the Study of Politics. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Wood Elizabeth J. 2003. Insurgent Collective 
Action and Civil War in El Salvador. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Go Back to table of contents

https://www.popularbydesign.org/p/academics-need-to-wake-up-on-ai
https://www.popularbydesign.org/p/academics-need-to-wake-up-on-ai
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-train-has-left-the-station-agentic-ai-and-the-future-of-socia
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-train-has-left-the-station-agentic-ai-and-the-future-of-socia
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-train-has-left-the-station-agentic-ai-and-the-future-of-socia
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-train-has-left-the-station-agentic-ai-and-the-future-of-socia


American Political Science Association 

MENA POLITICS
Newsletter of the Middle East and North Africa Politics Section of APSA

Vol. 9 Issue 1, spring 2026
ISSN: 2996-4911

   
   page 78

Mission Statement

The Middle East and North Africa Politics Section is an academic society at the American Political Science 
Association (APSA), established in 2018 to support, develop and publish research on the politics of the 

MENA region utilizing interdisciplinary methodological, theoretical and empirical tools. It seeks to fully 
integrate the rigorous study of the politics of the Middle East with the broader discipline of Political Science, 
to serve as an institutional home for the community of political scientists dedicated to the Middle East, and 

to incorporate both scholars from the MENA region and diverse scholars from the United States into the 
global study of Middle East politics.  The section's bylaws and diversity statement can be found on its web-

site, https://apsamena.org.

MENA Politics is the official newsletter of the APSA-MENA section.  It is a biannual publication devoted to 
publishing new research findings, hosting productive debates, and highlighting noteworthy developments 

among the scholarly community.  It is managed by the chief editors with the joint confidence of the editorial 
board and the APSA-MENA section.

  MENA SECTION OFFICERS

	 Marwa Shalaby (Chair)
	 Sarah El Kazaz (Vice Chair)
	 Adria Lawrence (Treasurer)
	 Nermin Allam (At-Large)
	 Lisel Hintz (At-Large)

Contact
Email: apsamena@gmail.com

APSA Section Website: 
www.apsanet.org/section49

Public Website: www.apsamena.org
Twitter: @APSAMENA

Facebook: www.facebook.com/APSAMENA
Blue Sky: https://bsky.app/profile/apsamena.

bsky.social

Newsletter Staff
Editors:

Diana B. Greenwald, Sebnem Gumuscu, Samer Shehata

Editorial Board:
Carolyn Barnett, Sharan Grewal, Selin Bengi Gümrükçü, 

Ian M. Hartshorn, Rola al-Husseini, Eric Lob, 
Amanda Rizkallah

Editorial Assistant:
Sussan Saikali-Wehbe

https://bsky.app/profile/apsamena.bsky.social 
https://bsky.app/profile/apsamena.bsky.social 

