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ESSAY

Artificial intelligence and arms races in the Middle East: the
evolution of technology and its implications for regional and
international security
Jeremy Julian Sarkin a,b and Saba Sotoudehfar c

aSchool of Law, NOVA University Lisbon, Lisbon, Portugal; bDepartment of Criminology, University of the
Free State, Bloemfontein, South Africa; cLaw, NOVA University Lisbon, Lisbon, Portugal

ABSTRACT
Artificial Intelligence is now deeply connected to weapons systems.
It therefore plays a critical role in matters concerning international
peace and security. AI has also seen military competition take on a
new dynamic. However, few studies have addressed the distinct
dynamics of AI and its effects on Middle Eastern arms races. Given
that these issues have the potential to fuel regional conflicts and
jeopardise international security, it is contended that it is crucial to
investigate their impact in both the medium and long-term. This
article argues that the Middle East has had several arms races in
past, which need to be understood to learn the lessons about
what might happen in the future. It is also important to
understand how a variety of international actors have negatively
affected peace and stability in the region with their arms sales.
The research argues that at present, there is a lack of
understanding about the implications of AI and its economic,
legal, security, and political consequences. The article makes a
variety of recommendations on the implications of AI, including
that states in the region should be coordinating, planning, and
developing policy with respect to AI and arms matters.
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1. Introduction

Instability and insecurity have always threatened international relations amongst states.
Therefore, various weapons and systems have been built for the purposes of deterrence,1

although at times for offensive purposes as well. The demand for security and deterrence
has led to the acquisition by states of advanced weapons and has stimulated them to enter
into arms races2. Importantly, various studies reveal that half of all armament races result
in conflict or wars.3

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is now deeply connected to weapons systems. A whole
range of arms now use AI. As a result, AI is playing a critical role in matters of inter-
national peace and security.4 Various studies indicate that the development of AI has
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fundamentally changed societies around the world sinceWorldWar II.5 In particular, the
development of autonomous weapons and such vehicles, which do not require human
intervention, has already had a dramatic effect. These have altered military tactics as
well as conflict dynamics.6 As a result, future battles and arms races are likely to be tech-
nology-driven.7 Therefore, this technology needs to be implemented responsibly by the
legal community, states, and all other international organisations in ways that reduce
conflicts and risks of arms races.8 However, currently, AI technology belongs only to a
few powerful, wealthy countries that have the capacity to invest in robotics, AI research,
and other related resources.9 Countries such as China, Russia, and the US have the capa-
bility to intensify the autonomy of machines and robots, giving them significant life-and-
death decision-making powers.

In this context, the development of AI has seen military competition take on a new
dynamic.10 AI is the reason autonomous weapons such as unmanned combat aerial vehicles
(UCAVs) were developed.11 These drones are capable of performing various operations,
from long-range aerial surveillance and deterrence to spying on the nuclear developments
of other countries and conducting attacks.12 At least 76 countries have acquired such capa-
bilities, including Middle Eastern states.13 Drones are becoming a commonplace technol-
ogy.14 In 2013, the US Federal Aviation Administration anticipated that almost 30,000
patrolling drones would be in use around the world by the end of 2022.15 Investment in
such technology has increased and, for example, in 2019 the European Commission
announced a US$260 million investment in drone programmes.16 These technological
advancements will see an aggressive drone market amongst various world geopolitical
players, including China, Russia, the US, and the Middle East.17 This will result in a new
type of global arms race, with long-term effects for regional and international security.18

Despite the challenges that AI developments bring, few studies have addressed the dis-
tinct dynamics of the AI revolution and their subsequent effects on the Middle Eastern
arms race. Given that these issues have the potential to fuel regional conflicts and jeopar-
dise international security, it is crucial to investigate their impact in both the medium and
long-term. This is because if arms races are recognised early enough, the underlying pol-
itical issues can be addressed, ensuring regional and international security.19 Under-
standing how arms races happen, where they materialise, amongst which parties, and
what can be done to negate them is important to reduce such events.

In this study, an arms race is defined as the participation of two or more states in com-
petitive, or interactive attempts to increase the quantity or quality of war material and
persons under arms.20 Whilst arms races usually involve at least two independent states,
it is often that one of them may be far more committed to arms acquisition than the
other.21 An arms race may, however. occur in isolation because one party has a fear, exag-
gerated or not, of a potential opponent.22 It might even be that a state might enter an arms
race against a friendly nation in case things between them change. It may be that an arms
race is perceived as a threat by the other party, which would then respond in kind.23

In this context, this article argues that while concerns about nuclear development pro-
grammes in the Middle East have prevented sufficient attention from being paid to the
significance of AI-driven arms races in the region, these issues are already on track to
become significant matters. This article’s main argument will be made by critically exam-
ining AI emergence and its role in Middle Eastern nations. To understand how the
Middle Eastern countries can co-exist with the current superpowers without getting
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involved in any AI-driven arms races, or becoming a market for their intelligent arma-
ments, various international players’ approaches in this region, including the US, Russia,
and China, will also be taken into consideration.

The research contends that the Middle East has had several arms races in the past that
have significantly impacted the region. Understanding the historical background is
important to learn lessons about what might happen in the future. It is also important
to understand how a variety of international actors have negatively affected peace and
stability on the region with their arms sales. They have caused arms races in the
Middle East. The context in the third decade of this century is that AI is again causing
arms races due to its enhanced role in conflicts. Indeed, the developing weapons
systems can have dramatic effects for arms races amongst neighbours; therefore, it is
argued that states need to invest in AI.

This paper argues that at present there is a lack of understanding in the region about
the implications of AI. The development of AI will have important economic, legal, secur-
ity, and political implications, and, unless a variety of steps are taken by states in the
region, they will have severe negative consequences in terms of increasing the pace of
existing arms races in the region. Given that there are several large countries seeking to
exploit the AI market in Middle East, states in the region should therefore be co-ordinat-
ing, planning, and developing policy to avoid being taken advantage. It is additionally
clear that recent technological developments, e.g. UCAVs, have already transformed
the nature of the arms race, and posed a challenge to all the participating actors.

Aiming to understand these issues, this article is structured as follows. The first part
provides a brief history of arms races; then some of the most significant Middle Eastern
arms races are examined which include those between Arab states and Israel, between
Iran and Saudi Arabia, and between Iran and Israel. The historical role of foreign
states, including the US, Russia, and China, in creating and stimulating various arms
races will be discussed. The next section discusses the emergence and evolution of AI
and its place between superpowers and Middle Eastern states. The subsequent section
focuses on the dynamics of various AI-driven arms races in the Middle East and will indi-
cate how these dynamics accelerate the AI arms race and affect security both regionally
and internationally. The last section of the study provides the conclusion and a variety of
recommendations for Middle Eastern countries, suggesting how they can adopt the new
technologies, while avoiding participating in AI-driven arms races.

It must be noted that understanding a territory’s population, including its cleavages
and divides, is essential to understanding its stability and security issues. Stability can
be affected by ethnic and religious issues.24 Therefore, the diversity of religious and
racial dynamics in the Middle East can function to fuel new arms races. In the Middle
East, because there is often a lack of religious tolerance; and the prevalence of opposing
ideological and ethnic viewpoints, there has been a significant threat to domestic and
regional security.25 Conflicting ideologies have led to the emergence of Takfiri groups,
such as ISIS and al-Nusra; as well as different religious groups, including the Sunni
and Shia, and their related sects.26 While the majority of the population in countries
like Iran, Iraq, and Bahrain, are Shiite, the Sunni population is predominant in other
countries.27 Ideological disagreements have played a major role in the region’s
conflicts, which have created competition amongst countries such as Yemen, Saudi
Arabia, and Iraq.28 This is critical as non-state actors, which include religious extremists,
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are potential users of intelligent armaments. As the Middle East is home to various reli-
gious and other opposing groups, these organisations may influence the region’s AI arms
trade, and this spark a new arms race. These weapons can give these groups more power,
endangering both regional and global security.

2. The historical evolution of arms races

Whilst arms races have always occurred between enemies, the foundations of the modern
international arms races began in the mid-twentieth century.29 This is when the United
States of America (US) and the Soviet Union both acquired nuclear weapons.30 The US
was the first to achieve successfully nuclear weapons capability, which it did in July 1945.
Soon after that, in 1949, the Soviet Union unveiled its nuclear acquisition by exploding an
atomic bomb.31 An arms race then began between the two states.32 Both countries con-
stantly increased their military expenditures and tried to gain superiority over one
another.33 This was especially so in the period before the end of the Cold War.34

Indeed, the nuclear arms race is the most significant result of the rivalry between the
US and the Soviet Union.35 This rivalry affected not only these two countries but also
other states in their attempts to gain nuclear capabilities,36 and resulted in the following
countries gaining nuclear weapons on the following dates: the United Kingdom (1952),
France (1960), and China (1964).37

Before 1945, most arms races were of a quantitative nature.38 However, after 1945, the
development of artificial intelligence (AI) and innovation in armaments revolutionised
these races, turning them into more qualitative ones.39 At present, states are tempted
to develop their AI knowledge and capabilities, as those who prevail in the various riv-
alries will have the possibility to enhance both their domestic and international surveil-
lance as well as other advantages.40 However, the states’ interest in AI development has
two other benefits, one domestic and one international. On the one hand, AI supports
domestic economic and technological sovereignty growth, and also acts as a solid deter-
rence to others.41 On the other hand, AI capabilities also provide countries with inter-
national economic and political prestige.42 Therefore, many observers anticipate
ongoing “arms races” between states that seek to deploy AI in their military applications,
including the US and China.43 While after the Cold War and the East–West arms race
competition over armaments and weapons declined gradually, the emergence and evol-
ution of military advancements, particularly in regions such as the Middle East, have led
these countries to escalate their competition on these matters.44 A study by Rider reveals
that rivalries can result in arms races, and therefore increase the risks of war.45 This is
seen in the Middle East, when as a number of states including Iran, Turkey, and Saudi
Arabia began to modernise their military equipment, it had an impact on other states
in the area, which affected regional security.46

3. The history of the various arms races in the Middle East

The Middle East has also experienced distinct non-nuclear arms races. These occurred
between Arab states and Israel (from 1950 to 1967-with an exacerbation again in
1973), between Iran and Israel (since 1980), and more recently, between Iran and
Saudi Arabia (since 2005).47 Due to its situational dynamics, the Middle East has
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emerged as one of the most significant regions where arms races have taken place.48

These arms races have been affected by the region’s geopolitical situation, issues of deter-
rence, hostility, ambitions, enmity, unstable security, as well as the frequent presence and
roles of foreign states, including the US, Russia, and China.49 However, the region’s mili-
tary confrontations, and the various arms races, have evolved over the last few years.50 As
a result, issues concerning the armed forces in various states in the Middle East have
affected the possibility of durable peace in the region and have therefore remained a
matter of major international concern.

Despite the international community’s efforts to reduce the escalation of a nuclear
arms race in the Middle East; states like Israel and Pakistan have never ratified the
1968 Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) treaty. The international commu-
nity’s efforts to pressure them to do so have failed.51 In spite of Iran’s membership of
this agreement, its actions have violated its provisions and therefore, attempts have
been made to hinder the Iranian government’s nuclear development programme.52

Indeed, if “Iran develops nuclear weapons, there are five or six [other] Middle Eastern
candidates for creating and acquiring nuclear capabilities”.53 However, the international
community has neglected to consider adequately the other various arms races in the
region.54 This includes the fact that the Middle East’s rapid development of AI and
autonomous military systems has been undermined by the focus being primarily on
nuclear issues.55 Soon AI and technology improvements will outpace the issues concern-
ing nuclear weapons and will threaten new regional arms races.56 Therefore, it needs to
be understood that both modern technology and nuclear weapons are serious problems
for the region.

Iran’s role in the region concerning AI and autonomous weapons systems is pre-
eminent.57 It has developed multiple drone programmes and has become a supplier
of this technology for the rest of the Middle East.58 Various countries, including
Syria, Lebanon, and Hezbollah have used Iranian-made drones,59 and have become
Iran’s largest drone-export destinations.60 Iran has been in negotiations with other
countries, including Russia and Turkey, on the supply of drones. It was negotiating
with Russia the sale of Iranian-made UCAVs to be deployed in the Russian–
Ukraine conflict.61

Apart from Iran, Israel, and Turkey are also important players in the drone market.
Israel began developing drones after the 1973 Arab–Israeli War. It marketed its drone
around the world, resulting in an intense rivalry between itself and Iran. The economy
of Turkey also has been significantly enhanced by producing and trading in drones
from 2016. The Bayraktar TB2 unmanned combat aerial vehicle, is the most important
Turkish-made drone, being purchased by at least thirteen countries. It has played a
role in protecting Ukraine from Russian attacks in 2022.

In these contexts, the emergence and further evolution of AI may pose new challenges
for regional and international security by causing new arms races.62 Therefore, a histori-
cal understanding of previous arms races and the actors involved is important to ensure
that the future does not replicate the past. This section, therefore, examines the history
and background of previous Middle Eastern arms races and investigates the evolution of
AI in the region as well as the various responses by countries to the development of the
technology. It seeks to give an understanding of the potential role AI might play in spark-
ing and accelerating new technological races.
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3.1. The Arab–Israeli arms race

There have been several arms races between the Arab nations and Israel over the last 50
years.63 These arms races have stemmed from mistrust, or the so-called “survival syn-
drome” between the various nations. As a result, each state has acquired and developed
more sophisticated weaponry.64 Arab countries concerned about Israel’s role in the
region, and even its existence, have strengthened their military,65 and acquired more
sophisticated weapons to increase pressure on Israel’s security.66

The Tripartite Declaration Regarding Security in the Middle East was adopted by the
US, Great Britain, and France in 1950 to try and arrest tensions and halt possible arms
races.67 Unfortunately, however, the agreement was only effective for a short time, and
was soon disrupted by a deal between Czechoslovakia and Egypt for weapons.68

Despite some claims that the Arab world’s armament development was driven by a
fear of Israel’s military force, which increased regional stability,69 the spark for arms
races in these Arab countries in fact leaned more toward offence. Conflicts between
Arab nations and Israel accelerated after acquiring the most advanced weapons of the
time, as was evident in the wars between Arab states and Israel in 1948, 1956, and 1973.70

Due to the financial difficulties experienced by the Middle Eastern countries, there was
a decline in their investment for weapons development. However, currently the Russia–
Ukraine war is affecting the purchase price of oil and gas by the west from Russia.71 As a
result, Middle Eastern countries have seen increased revenue because of these price rises
price but also because of the larger amount of oil being purchased from them. They there-
fore have more funding for arms.72 On the other hand, the emergence of AI weaponry
systems such as UCAVs might also affect Arab–Israeli relations and increase the risk
of another arms race as other countries seek to keep up with such acquisitions elsewhere.
This will affect regional and international security.73

Therefore, while security, deterrence, and the fear of other countries’ military super-
iority have become some of the main drivers behind the constant advancement of arma-
ments between Arab states and Israel, several arms races have sparked wars and conflicts
between them, as noted above. In this context, the development of AI may spark soph-
isticated weapons races, posing threats to both regional and international security.

3.2. The Iran–Saudi Arabia arms race

The section evaluates how the Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1979 escalated and acceler-
ated weapons competition between Iran and Saudi Arabia. It also notes how the recent
technological advancements have contributed to the escalation of arms races between
these two states. These are important to understand what may happen in the future.

Historically, before the Iranian revolution in 1979, Iran and Saudi Arabia’s relationship
was overseen by the US.74 It was the US that instigated Iran and Saudi Arabia breaking
from the Soviet Union’s influence in the Middle East during the Cold War.75 However,
after Iran’s Islamic Revolution in 1979, the relationship between Iran and Saudi-Arabia
these two nations quickly deteriorated.76 Saudi Arabia’s attempts to fuel sectarianism in
the Middle East77, by providing financial support for Saddam Hussein during the Iran–
Iraq war and increasing oil production to lower prices to place more pressure on Iran,
affected their international relationship, and led them towards conducting arms races.78
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It was the financial support from Saudi Arabia and its allies (i.e. Kuwait, the United
Arabs Emirates, and the US) to Iraq during the Iran–Iraq war that placed Iran under
more pressure.79 It slowed down Iran’s nuclear weapons acquisition plans and made
these two countries significant competitors in the Middle East.80 As a result, there has
been an arms race between these two nations for some time. Since the revolution, Iran
has mainly had to depend on its domestic armament production because of international
sanctions. By contrast, Saudi Arabia is a significant importer of advanced military
technologies and weapons.81 Most of its requirements are met by the US, the UK, and
France. Indeed, 11 percent of worldwide weapons imports between 2016 and 2020
were purchased by Saudi Arabia.82 It seems, therefore, that Saudi Arabia will continue
to seek modern weapons systems, regardless of whether it is in a state of war or peace,
or whether it is part of a specific arms race, which may result in regional power
imbalances.83

As a result of Iran and Saudi Arabia’s opposing approaches, there has been an increase
in animosity between them since 1997. The Cold War motivated their efforts to acquire
nuclear weapons, and today’s development of intelligent armaments may encourage
them to start a new arms race and jeopardise international security.

3.3. The Iran–Israel arms race

Since Israel came into being in 1948, it has suffered from an almost permanent conflict
with its neighbours for its survival.84 This insecurity has led Israel to focus on, and
improve its, technology and armaments.85 The Israeli arms industry has steadily
grown since 1948. This is to provide the country with more security, as Israel believes
that it must be sufficiently prepared to defend itself.86 This growth has led to much econ-
omic prosperity.87 In fact, the country’s finances have been significantly affected by its
arms sales.88 As a result, Israel has continuously been able to spend large amounts on
weapons research and on improving its weapons.89

Therefore, this section indicates how the 1979 Iranian Islamic Revolution significantly
affected relations between Iran and Israel. It further discusses how armament advance-
ments enhanced economic growth, and how the price of maintaining an edge over com-
petitors – both qualitatively and quantitatively – has put financial pressure on Middle
Eastern nations to modernise constantly their armaments. As each new generation of
weapons only enjoys technological superiority for a short time, it necessitates ongoing,
expensive research and development, to ensure Israel’s security and its ongoing
weapons competitions with Arab neighbours and Iran.

Before the 1979 Iran Islamic Revolution, Israel, and Iran had a variety of matters of
mutual interest. They co-operated in exploiting technology with the support and super-
vision of the US.90 For example, when Saddam Hussain assumed power in Iraq, before
Iran’s revolution, the two countries were close in matters of technology and weaponry,
to provide domestic and regional security.91 Moreover, until the end of the era of the
Shah, Iran was one of the best customers of Israeli arms. By 1979, Iranian weapons pur-
chased from Israeli supplies reached around $5 billion dollars.92 However, the effect of
the Iranian revolution saw considerable change in terms of the country’s political and
international relations. As a result, Iran and Israel began to distance themselves from
each other from 1980.93 In 2004, this changing relationship led Iran to support financially
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Hezbollah in south Lebanon, and Hamas in Gaza.94 Iran has also participated in several
proxy wars in Gaza and Lebanon, endangering the regional security of Israel. As a result,
the risks of armed conflict between the two have increased, and they have become com-
petitors in armaments and technologies.95

Therefore, the Iranian revolution had a dramatic impact on Iran and Israel’s relation-
ship and prompted arms rivalries. These arms races have not only added significant econ-
omic pressure, but have also encouraged Iran to pursue nuclear weapons, which has led
to a direct rivalry between Iran and Israel. Both nations have invested in intelligent
weapons as they become more prevalent, and therefore a new AI-driven arms race
may again threaten the Middle East’s stability.

4. The role of international actors in the middle eastern arms races

For many years, the Middle East has served as a focal point of international activities.
Since World War II, the region has experienced numerous crises and events of inter-
national significance.96 It is however energy resources that continue to ensure the
Middle East’s geopolitical importance. This is due to the continuation of nearly 70
years of the Middle East’s key role in providing energy, particularly crude oil, and the
fact that 60 percent of the world’s oil reserves are in the Middle East, particularly the
Persian Gulf.97 At the end of 2021, Saudi Arabia alone had more than 258 billion
barrels of oil reserves, which accounted for 19 percent of the world’s total oil reserves.
Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates had 208 billion barrels, 143 billion
barrels, 101.5 billion barrels, and 111 billion barrels of oil reserves respectively.98 As a
result, the dominance of the region will continue until alternative sustainable energy
sources reduce the dependence on oil.99 As such, one can see that the strategic and geo-
political situation of the Middle East is an important dynamic that fuels arms races.

In this context, the US, Russia, and China have enhanced their presence in the Middle
East. To ensure their access to energy resources, they have improved their monitoring
efforts in the area.100 They can therefore be considered rivals, deploying sophisticated
systems to protect their interests, which might lead them into further technological
arms race to further expand their role in the region.

As far as the supply of weapons to the region is concerned, it has been the US that has
been one of the leading suppliers of arms in the Middle East over the last few decades.
The UK and France have not lagged too far behind.101 China and Russia have also
emerged as primary weapons exporters in recent years. Accordingly, it is countries
from outside the region that have sparked arms races in the region.102 Therefore, to
have a better understanding of the current Middle East situation and how to prevent
future technological arms races, this section indicates how these foreign superpowers
in the Middle East with AI technology will affect regional security. It also discusses
how these foreign states benefit from selling, accelerating, and sparking a new AI-
driven arms race.

4.1. The role of the US

The US has played a vital role in the Middle East since 1924, once it realised the geostra-
tegic and economic importance of this area.103 The opportunities presented by the
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Middle East became clearer to the US with the discovery of oil in Bahrain in 1932, in
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in 1938, and in Qatar in 1939. As a result, the US prioritised
acquiring political and military control over the region.104 It was particularly in the
Cold War years from 1947 to 1991 that the Americans sought any opportunity to lay
the groundwork for their dominance over Middle Eastern countries.105 The dominance
of the US in the region today can be seen in the fact that there are now 21 military bases
operated by the US in Middle Eastern countries, specifically in Iraq, Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, and the United Arab Emirates.106

Historically, Iran served as the foundational point of American security strategy in the
Middle East. However, after the Iranian Islamic Revolution, American distrust in the
Middle East grew.107 Middle Eastern countries have seen national and regional crises
due to the US military presence.108 While the US has made several attempts to achieve
stability in the region, including the taking of preventive measures, mediation for
peace, diplomatic pressure, threats, and military intervention, none have achieved long-
term peace and stability.109 Instead, these activities have arguably caused arms compe-
tition between the Middle Eastern nations and other foreign powers present in the area.110

Due to the Middle East’s geopolitical situation, and the US’s need for oil, the US has
progressively extended its surveillance and influence over the region by deploying its
military forces there. Indeed, the American presence in the area, along with its display
of military success in seducing allies from Middle Eastern countries, has pushed other
regional states to modernise constantly their arsenals to ensure their security, which
has caused others to acquire even more weapons.

4.2. The role of Russia

Russia’s role in the Middle East’s affairs dates back to the time of Tsars.111 However,
because of the Middle East’s geopolitical situation, Russia is presently showing great
interest in the region 112 As a result of the Arab Spring, Russia has adopted new policies
toward various Middle Eastern governments to promote its interests.113 This section,
therefore, seeks to understand how Russia affects other Middle Eastern nations’ weap-
onry. It argues that Russia’s strategy has evolved because of the various regional uprisings
and Russia’s relatively strong ties to Iran.

As a result of the increasing presence of the US in the region after 11 September 2001,
Russia has sought to play a larger role, and for this reason has taken a number of steps to
do so. With Iran’s assistance, Russia assisted Bashar al-Assad during the 2011 civil upris-
ing in Syria, changing it into a long civil war. Russia also supported the Iranian nuclear
programme and supported other various Middle Eastern states such as Egypt, so as to be
more influential in the Middle East.114 Russia has also played a major arms supplier role
in the region. In fact, it is one of the leading suppliers of weapons despite its own fragile
economy.115 The supplying of weapons has increased Russia’s role in the region, as well
as adding to its economic development. Moscow has as a result become the second-
largest supplier of weapons in the world. However, it needs more potential customers
to expand its market.116 Consequently, Russia views conflicts and wars, especially in
the Middle East, as an opportunity to market its weapons.117 Russia’s role is however
not passive as far as these conflicts are concerned. It continually seeks to destabilise
the international order, which it perceives as being governed by the US and other
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western democracies.118 It seeks to reclaim its former dominance and authority that it
had before the collapse of the Soviet Union at the end of the 1980s.119

Russia has attempted to take advantage of the US’s withdrawal from the Middle East
and to fill the void left by its departure. This attempt by Russia to enhance its role in the
region has been assisted by the Arab countries’ tendency to purchase Russian technology
and military equipment.120 Indeed, the selling of armaments by Russia is a feature of
Russian interference in the Middle East.121 Currently, more than 50 percent of
Russian weapons production ends up in the Middle East. This number has recently
risen significantly, as it was only 36 percent in 2015.122

In particular, over the last few years, Russia has enhanced its role in the Middle East
region by sending equipment and soldiers to assist the Syrian government.123 The Syrian
war124 has helped Moscow sell more arms in the region and provided an opportunity to
show off its weapons and build a future market, which has simulated Middle Eastern
states into beginning another race to purchase military equipment.125 Other govern-
ments of the Middle East have also recognised Russia as an alternative weapons supplier.
According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute’s database on arms
sales, Egypt spent $3.3 billion between 2016 and 2020 purchasing weapons from
Russia,126 and Iraq has also bought weapons from Russia.127

As can be seen, over the past few decades, Russia has tried to forge close ties with
various Middle Eastern states. To accomplish this goal and ensure its role as a counter-
point to the US, Russia has sought to gain the trust of some Middle Eastern countries by
offering them modern armaments systems. It has therefore adopted a particular strategic
plan for each Middle Eastern state.

4.3. The role of China

The Middle East was not much of a concern for China throughout the Cold War.
However, as China’s energy needs significantly increased, the region began to have
greater significance for it.128 Despite being a relative newcomer to the Middle East, com-
pared to the US and Russia, China has emerged as one of the region’s most significant
traders and investors.129 Through investments and construction of essential infrastruc-
ture, China has gradually increased its political and economic operations in the
Middle East.130

After the Arab Spring in 2011, China’s role in the Middle East changed as it sought
access to the region’s energy resources.131 This is because China’s energy needs have
grown significantly in recent times, and now it is highly dependent on the Middle
East’s energy resources. As a result, China and Middle Eastern nations are cementing
their relationships and growing their co-operative partnerships. China’s role has been
enhanced in several areas, including in the supply of modern technology to these
nations. This has had an enormous effect in several areas of business, including in the
supply of surveillance technology and in arms sales.132 While China has a specific
foreign policy for each Middle Eastern nation, as far as their potential benefits for
China are concerned, its primary interests in the region can be categorised into three
areas: diplomatic, economic, and military. These are issues which are seen to support
China’s aspiration to become a significant global power, but also to assist its domestic
needs.133 This has partly been possible because of the decline in the US’s footprint in
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the region.134 However, while China and Russia have attempted to displace American
dominance in the Middle East, they are seen as not yet having the ability to succeed in
doing so.135 They still need advanced technology infrastructure, including AI, and
more stable political and economic structures to make headway.136

China and the US are still however close rivals in AI development and sales. China has
declared its intent to take the lead in this technology by 2030.137 To achieve this goal, $30
billion has been allocated to achieve this objective, with the Chinese government contri-
buting $5 billion. The remaining funds are to come from private companies and other
investors in China.138 The US and China are competing closely, with the US government
spending around $4.4 billion on AI.139 It is however believed that Chinese researchers
will soon surpass American researchers in this field, not only as far as research budget
is concerned, but also in terms of the number of top publications emanating from the
country.140 While China has lagged behind other countries in providing skilled AI per-
sonnel, this seems to be changing as more resources are allocated.

To increase its role in the region, China has established relations with various Middle
Eastern states because of its technical advancements in arms and energy demands. Its
presence in the region has ensured that the Middle East has become an economic battle-
ground for the superpowers as an example, according to SIPRI data between 2016 and
2020, China’s export of intelligent armaments to Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates
has increased to 365 percent and 169 percent respectively, compared to 2011–2015.141

These are important issues as China’s provision of advanced weapons has the potential
to spark several AI-driven arms races in these states.

5. The emergence of AI and its significance

AI is a significant subject that is being used in a variety of sectors. However, international
peace and security are significantly challenged by AI’s current role, particularly in the
military.142 While the international community has specifically concentrated on prevent-
ing nuclear programmes in the Middle East to avoid a reoccurrence of the Cold War’s
effects in this region, it has delayed and has not placed enough emphasis on the regu-
lation of AI and the potential security threats it may pose internationally.143 The inter-
national legal system has not yet made adequate preparations for this development.
Not only is there no specific supervision for the trade of these systems in international
law, but the international community also lacks the flexibility to recommend any form
of restrictions and enforcement for the present and future challenges of AI implemen-
tation in military and hostile situations.144

Due to this lack of preparedness for AI, Russia has been purchasing drones from Iran
to use against Ukraine. Since these interactions between Russia and Iran encourage
China to produce more advanced weaponry for the region and provide them to
Russia, these nations may decide to join forces and threaten US interests and benefits
in the Middle East. This might be a turning point in terms of sparking of AI arms
races in the Middle East and may jeopardise international security.

This section, therefore, argues that the world is insufficiently equipped to deal with the
military implications of AI emergence. It also indicates that the world’s economy and
security have been significantly impacted by the rise of AI. However, the law regulating
it at both national and international level remains underdeveloped. States therefore need
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to develop their own laws to ensure proper regulation of the AI various applications.145 It
is also necessary at the international level to create a framework to ensure an inter-
national approach to its use. Therefore, it is vital to adopt some international conventions
to prevent its detrimental use.146 This is important because, according to Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin, a country that wins the AI research race will dominate the world in
the future.147 Already China has declared its intention to lead the world in this area by
2030.148 Other countries have taken the lead on AI in number of ways, including the
US. President Donald Trump launched an AI plan in February 2019 to rival what
other countries were doing in sectors such as infrastructure, governance, politics,
labour, and international relations.149 This is because it is recognised that tools and
systems based on AI offer very particular advantages to countries. AI can provide
countries a competitive economic edge, and also have a positive effect concerning the
balance of power that they have within the international system.150 AI has the potential
to be a game-changer for the various superpowers as they seek to promote their intelli-
gence capabilities.151 AI will have the ability to undermine their regional rivals and assist
states to impose their political will on others that are not at the same AI technological
levels in terms of advancement as well as amount of equipment.152

AI has not only transformed the military landscape of Middle Eastern countries and
posed challenges to international law, but is projected to have a critical effect on the
region’s economy.153 For example, AI’s effect on Middle Eastern non-oil industries is
estimated to reach $320 billion by 2030; therefore, at least 56 nations around the
world are trying to develop robotic forces.154 These robots will operate independently
and will be able to gather information automatically. They will also be able to update
themselves and make significant decisions themselves on the battlefield.155

However, there is insufficient understanding of the implications of this technology and
how to react to those.156 States, companies, and variousmilitaries are insufficiently consid-
ering the long-term social andpolitical consequences of using this technology as they race to
develop or acquire these weapons.157 In addition to the lack of regulation and the inflexi-
bility of international law toward technological advancement, AI can cause challenges
for employment rates.158 AI might see an increase in the unemployment rate in the
Middle East region, with fewer people being employed as the technology reduces the
need for people.159 While more people will be employed in the AI development and man-
ufacture sectors, thesewill be highly skilled positions that will not compensate for themany
jobs that fall by the wayside as AI displaces people who were previously doing the work.160

Thus, an excessive reliance onAI in societies can result in increasedunemployment.161 This
may have large negative effects on stability and may result in social unrest in areas of the
world such as the Middle East. It could threaten regional and international security.162

The effect of AI in regions such as the Middle East may be particularly dramatic, as
nations in this region are likely to be a growing market for the purchase of AI-based
weapons from the various superpowers, such as the US, China, and Russia.163

However, these countries have not adapted their economic and commercial infrastruc-
tures to become AI-based economies.164 This is an issue that such states ought to take
up for a range of reasons, including the need to maintain employment levels.165 Employ-
ees need to be reskilled to work in these industries and become proficient in the areas of
research and development, as well as in the manufacturing arena.166 It is also essential to
train employees in new technological skills; there needs to be knowledge transfer in a
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range of technologies, such as those used to analyse vast amounts of data, create AI algor-
ithms, automate robotic procedures, etc.167

The issue of upskilling the labour market is necessary in many sectors. One of them is
the defence sector, because nations that are unable to employ successfully AI to improve
the precision of their military operations may cede the ability to be successful to their
adversaries in future conflicts.168 Without advances in such technology, these nations
will not be able to compete in a range of industrial and other sectors.169

As far as the implications of the growth in spending and research on AI are concerned,
this will have significant consequences in a range of areas of international relations.170 If a
state has a solid AI basis, it has the potential to threaten the existence of other countries
and in fact change the balance of power at regional and global levels.171 Another impli-
cation of the developments around AI is that it might become a tool more often used by
non-state actors. Their use of autonomous weapons might increase their ability to play
destructive and violent roles.172 This is because non-state actors, particularly terrorist
groups, would be able to employ cheap autonomous drones to harm their opponents
and cause chaos.173 The use of AI-based weapons by non-state actors will allow them
to compete with the extensive military equipment of the armies of countries that are
not yet equipped with this technology.174

Consequently, the emergence of AI has had international legal and economic effects.
One of these is that AI and the deployment of autonomous weapons systems can trans-
form the nature of wars and conflicts into remote warfare that may impact world security
policy and pose a challenge to international law.175 The critical concern is how inter-
national law can propose solutions and regulate growing AI deployment. Additionally,
AI emergence can impact the economy. Firstly, it has placed more pressure on Middle
Eastern nations to purchase these advanced weapons and has therefore begun a regional
rivalry. Secondly, the superpowers, including the US, China, and Russia, have ongoing
competition to create and sell intelligence armaments. They are benefitting from this
trade and view the Middle East as their AI armaments market. However, because of reli-
gious extremism, AI weapons deployment may be deployed by non-state actors, which
will jeopardise regional and global security and further accelerate AI-driven arms races.

6. The dynamics of technological arms races

Each nation around the world is responsible for its own security, sovereignty, and inde-
pendence.176 If a nation’s security is ensured, it can pursue other purposes, including
welfare initiatives.177 However, where a government lacks faith and trust in its neigh-
bours’ intentions, this can affect its attitude towards purchasing and acquiring arma-
ments.178 To ensure their own security, nations strive to increase and modernise their
weaponry for offensive and defensive means.179

As noted above, because of ongoing negative sentiments towards peace and stability,
the Middle East has been the arena of different arms races. Today, the emergence of AI
and lack of regulatory systems to restrict their deployment has complicated the situation.
It is the geopolitical situation of the Middle East, its racial and religious diversity, and the
lack of an international legal framework which may fuel further AI-driven arms races.
Therefore, this section argues that these dynamics may influence and facilitate techno-
logical arms races in the region.
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One of the causes of arms races is that states provide weapons and military equipment
to others as a response to defensive and offensive activities that occur.180 This means that
other states then acquire more weapons to increase their own security.181 The rivalry
between nations, as this unfolds, is usually the beginning of an arms race. Each state’s
security, and consequently its stability, will be impacted by how many, and what kind
of military weapons, are obtained.182 Charles Glaser in this regard argues that a
nation’s security situation is what necessitates its acquisition of arms, which leads to riv-
alries between it and other states.183 In the Middle East, the threat of qualitative arms
races has increased particularly after the development of AI deployment in the military
and Russia’s recent drone purchase from Iran.184 The US, Russia, and China have already
started to compete in the region on matters concerning AI as they are trying to improve
their technological arsenals in the region.185 At the same time, Iran is emerging as a sig-
nificant producer and exporter of UCAVs and Russia is interested in Iranian-made
UCAVs for use in its conflict with Ukraine.186 The exchange of AI weapons between
these two nations might influence other powers in the region and lead to new arms
races that could have a negative impact on security.

As can be seen, the use of AI in combat has developed at an incredible rate. In 2003,
the US had fewer than ten UCAVs when it invaded Iraq. It now has more than 7,000, and
those are not just the machines in the sky. It also has more than 12,000 unmanned
ground vehicles (UGVs) currently in use.187 The US Navy uses robotic motorboats
and submersibles, called unmanned surface vehicles (USVs) and unmanned undersea
vessels (UUVs). UCAVs, UGVs, USVs, and UUVs have raised several novel and
difficult moral and legal issues.188

However, the lack of legal regulation is a severe problem and can be considered as a
dynamic accelerating the risk of AI-driven arms races. In fact, the use of AI has signifi-
cantly challenged international humanitarian law (IHL) and international human rights
law (IHRL).189 The recent activities in the Middle East between Russia and Iran about
purchasing drones indicate the gaps in the legal supervision and regulatory framework
for this technology and it can be considered a dynamic for sparking and accelerating
AI-driven arms races, jeopardising international security.

7. Conclusion

AI has been rapidly deployed in the military, particularly over the past decade. Most
states are investing in AI and are competing to acquire these systems for both defensive
and offensive purposes. However, there is a concern that AI might produce new arms
races between states seeking this technology.

This article, therefore, aimed to understand the role of AI in sparking new arms
races, specifically in the Middle East. The research enquired whether the development
of AI in the military might accelerate the arms races in the Middle East. It sought to
understand what part foreign superpowers with AI technology play in the security of
the Middle East. The paper reviewed whether AI technology will ensure that Middle
Eastern nations’ nuclear arsenals become less important and whether it will spark
new arms races. It also aimed to understand which states profit from the Middle
East’s AI-driven arms race and whether the role of AI-driven arms races lean more
toward defence or offence.
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The article also sought to study the dynamics and role of the present superpowers in
this region (the US, Russia, and China) in accelerating AI-driven arms races. An issue
raised by the work is the concern about nuclear development programmes in the
Middle East and how they have prevented sufficient attention being paid to the signifi-
cance of AI-driven arms races in the region.

The research also indicates that the US, Russia, and China have been using AI sur-
veillance systems to monitor and protect their interests as well as access to energy
resources in this region. Their AI armament implementation has stimulated Middle
Eastern states to purchase this modern technology, which has accelerated two distinct
arms race streams. These are an arms race amongst the US, Russia, and China to
acquire the most recent AI weaponry systems and sell them to the Middle Eastern
states, and an AI-driven arms race between the Middle Eastern nations to purchase
these weapons. The study indicated that these streams could have three consequences:
legal, security, and economic. However, international law and the international com-
munity are not sufficiently prepared to regulate and supervise this innovation, and
AI expansion in the military will soon influence international security by increasing
the risks of new arms races. This can significantly influence the economic situation
of the Middle Eastern countries by changing the employment rate, hiring foreign
expertise, and posing considerable costs to these states to modernise their military
equipment.

Furthermore, the geopolitical situation of the Middle East, as well as the region’s pro-
blematic religious and beliefs intolerance, together with the lack of legal framework, and
the lack of an adequate supervision process over AI may accelerate the spark of an AI-
driven arms race in this region. Although international law has been able to resolve to
some extent the nuclear weapons arms race, it has lagged behind on new technologies.
International law has not been able keep up with technological advancement and is
not dealing very well in the regulation and restriction of AI weaponry systems.190 As a
result, AI arms races will surpass those for nuclear weapons in this region, which will
affect regional and international security.

What emerges from this article therefore is that there is a need for Middle Eastern
countries to co-ordinate and to decide on strategy and policy on AI issues. Therefore,
Middle Eastern countries should establish a central headquarters, or command centre.
Already, the United Arab Emirates has a dedicated minister for AI, and it might be
useful if other Middle Eastern countries likewise created a ministry or some other
high-level office.

As far as AI infrastructure is concerned, each state in the Middle East should be more
prepared on AI matters. This is necessary to avoid becoming merely a market for the pur-
chase of AI from other countries. Countries that lag behind in developing AI infrastruc-
ture will be at greater risk of being exploited by superpower rivals in this region.

Another issue that emerges from this study is that Middle Eastern nations should do
much more to demonstrate their rational and peaceful commitment to implementing AI
globally. They should do what they can to advance a global legal system to establish a
suitable framework for AI. These nations need to emphasise the importance of AI
systems that do not undermine or jeopardise global and regional peace and security.
The Middle East must also prioritise multilateral discussions and confidence-building
measures to address the problems associated with deploying AI.
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Whilst there is no accurate analytical data on the extent of AI-driven arms races in the
Middle East, countries such as US, China, and Russia are using the region to create a
market for the sale of their intelligent weapons. These states seek to stimulate arms
races for their own benefit, jeopardising regional and global security. Middle Eastern
countries should therefore avoid engaging in arms races over this technology to maintain
their relative stability. While arms and technology development and purchases are
necessary, these should be carefully planned and not done in ways that simply suit the
needs of the manufactures.
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