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AI Competition in the Trump 2.0 Era: 
The U.S.-China Rivalry in the Middle East 

 Zhang Zhiyuan 
Shanghai International Studies University, China

Abstract: In the Trump 2.0 era, the Middle East has become a crucial arena in the escalating 
competition between the United States and China, particularly in the field of artificial intelligence 
(AI). This paper explores the intersection of geopolitics, economic interests, and technological 
advancements, with the Middle East serving as a strategic and technological focal point. The United 
States, leveraging its technological dominance, aims not only to sustain but also to expand its 
influence over the region's economic structures and security frameworks. In contrast, China, through 
its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and rapidly advancing AI capabilities, is making substantial 
inroads, providing alternative governance frameworks that complement and occasionally contrast with 
U.S.-backed systems. By adopting a multidisciplinary approach that integrates political science, 
economics, and computer science, this study will analyze the broader geopolitical implications of AI 
technologies. It will examine how these innovations are reshaping the balance of power in the 
Middle East and reverberating across East Asia. Special attention will be given to South Korea’s 
strategic positioning as it navigates the complex dynamics between the two superpowers while also 
advancing its own technological and AI ambitions. Through this lens, the paper aims to illuminate 
the interplay of political, economic, and technological forces that are driving the U.S.-China rivalry 
in the Middle East, highlighting how these forces will inevitably shape the future trajectory of East 
Asia. By understanding these interconnections, the paper will offer insights into the long-term 
geopolitical shifts that will affect the region and beyond.
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1. Introduction

The Trump 2.0 era has brought a significant shift in global geopolitics, with the Middle East 
emerging as a vital arena in the U.S.-China rivalry. Trade protectionism, high tariffs, and 
technological decoupling have pushed China to strengthen ties with non-Western regions, notably 
through AI collaboration in the Middle East.In this context, AI has become a core instrument of 
influence. The United States seeks to maintain its dominance by embedding AI in security and 
economic frameworks, while China advances AI-driven projects like smart cities and digital 
infrastructure through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), offering new alternatives to Middle 
Eastern nations.This paper addresses three key questions: How have Trump 2.0 policies reshaped 
U.S.-China AI competition in the Middle East? How is AI altering the region’s power dynamics? 
And how do regional actors respond? Special attention will be given to South Korea, whose rising 
AI capabilities and strategic balance between the U.S. and China make its experience particularly 
relevant to today's discussions.“AI geopolitics” in this paper refers to the strategic deployment of 
AI technologies by states to shape global value chains, influence alliance structures, and assert 
ideological or regulatory preferences across borders.

2. Strategic Significance of the Middle East and the Geopolitical 
Value of AI

The Middle East remains a critical hub for global energy flows and international trade routes, 
with chokepoints like the Strait of Hormuz and the Suez Canal making it indispensable to global 
commerce. Yet beyond oil and logistics, the region is rapidly transforming into a digital 
battleground where AI technologies are reshaping both economic and security architectures.AI's 
value in the Middle East is amplified through major smart city initiatives such as Dubai’s Smart 
Dubai project, Abu Dhabi’s Masdar City, and Saudi Arabia’s NEOM, where Internet of Things 
(IoT) systems, machine learning algorithms, and computer vision technologies are integrated into 
urban management, surveillance, and service delivery (Salih et al.). AI-based surveillance systems 
are increasingly integrated into public management frameworks across the Middle East, supporting 
governments in improving urban safety, optimizing resource allocation, and enhancing emergency 
response capabilities. While these developments offer notable benefits, they also invite thoughtful 
discussions on ethical standards, data privacy, and societal impacts (Feldstein).

Military applications are also on the rise. Studies show that AI-powered unmanned aerial 
vehicles (UAVs), autonomous surveillance platforms, and battlefield decision-support systems are 
increasingly adopted by Middle Eastern states (Sakr & Hakme). For instance, the Israeli Defense 
Forces (IDF) have integrated AI-assisted targeting and operational planning in urban warfare 
scenarios since 2021 (Tekin).Rather than solely serving as instruments of competition, AI 
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technologies function as important catalysts for regional modernization and innovation. External 
actors, including the United States and China, contribute by introducing advanced technological 
standards and fostering collaborative models for governance enhancement. The Middle East’s active 
adoption of AI positions it as a significant hub for exploring intelligent applications in contexts 
marked by diverse political and security environments.

3. U.S. Strategy: Leveraging AI for Regional Dominance

In the Trump 2.0 era, the United States has reaffirmed its commitment to sustaining influence 
in the Middle East, with AI technologies becoming an integral part of its strategic toolbox. The 
U.S. continues to view the Middle East as a critical theater for maintaining global leadership, 
especially under the pressures of an intensifying technological rivalry with China.

A defining feature of Trump’s renewed approach is the further tightening of export controls on 
advanced technologies, particularly those related to AI, semiconductors, and cybersecurity systems 
— a strategy that traces back to his first term and has been extensively analyzed in earlier studies 
(Houser, 2020; Abrams, 2022).

The escalation of the trade war in April 2025 further complicated this landscape. Newly 
imposed tariffs on AI-related hardware, cloud infrastructure components, and sensor technologies 
limited Chinese companies' access to global markets, intensifying competition for influence over 
digital infrastructures in the Middle East (Marino, Stilo & Serra, 2025). As a result, American 
firms accelerated partnerships with regional stakeholders, offering AI-driven security platforms, 
smart energy systems, and urban management solutions aligned with U.S. standards.

In recent years, the United States has strengthened technological cooperation with key Middle 
Eastern allies, particularly the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia, focusing on 
cybersecurity, AI ethics, and smart infrastructure security. The U.S.-UAE partnership was reinforced 
in 2023 through initiatives like the UAE’s National AI Strategy 2031 and joint dialogues on 
cybersecurity resilience under the U.S.-UAE Strategic Dialogue framework (U.S. Department of 
State, 2023). Although no formal joint research center has been announced, collaborative efforts 
emphasize enhancing threat detection systems and critical infrastructure protection using AI-driven 
solutions.

While the U.S. strategy continues to highlight technological leadership, it also signals a shift 
toward a more selective, security-focused engagement model, contrasting with broader Chinese 
economic initiatives. For regional actors, this dynamic offers both opportunities and constraints in 
their pursuit of digital modernization.

Similarly, Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 plan includes major investments in AI for smart city 
projects like NEOM and collaborations with companies such as IBM and Google to develop 
predictive analytics platforms for urban management and cybersecurity (NEOM, 2023; Saudi Data 
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and AI Authority, 2022). These initiatives reflect a broader trend of U.S.-linked technological 
influence in regional security architectures, albeit primarily through private sector cooperation rather 
than direct government-to-government AI military integration.

4. China’s Initiatives: Belt and Road Initiative and AI Diplomacy 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Digital Silk Road (DSR) have substantially 
deepened its engagement in the Middle East, positioning the region as a strategic nexus connecting 
Asia, Africa, and Europe. The DSR, first emphasized during the second Belt and Road Forum in 
2019 and later reinforced through China’s broader promotion of digital economy cooperation in its 
2021 policy frameworks, advocates collaboration in artificial intelligence (AI), cloud computing, 
and smart infrastructure development (Dahdal & Ghafar, 2025; Aboul-Dahab, 2021). Concrete 
initiatives include Huawei’s involvement in smart city development across the Middle East—such 
as infrastructure cooperation linked to Saudi Arabia’s NEOM project; Alibaba Cloud’s 
establishment of its second Middle East data center in Dubai; and China Harbour Engineering 
Company’s (CHEC) contribution to the digitalization of Port Said in Egypt and Khalifa Port in 
Abu Dhabi, incorporating AI-driven operational technologies (Triolo et al., 2020; Hussain et al., 
2023).

Beyond physical infrastructure, China’s partnerships increasingly focus on building “Safe City” 
platforms, integrating technologies such as computer vision, biometric recognition, and predictive 
analytics to enhance urban governance and security management (Hussain, Imran, & Hussain, 
2023). These projects, while aligned with local modernization goals, also offer Middle Eastern 
countries access to alternative technological ecosystems, providing diverse regulatory models 
compared to U.S.-centered digital governance. Chinese officials have consistently emphasized that 
the BRI and DSR initiatives aim to foster “open, inclusive, and mutually beneficial cooperation” 
without imposing political conditions, as reiterated by Foreign Minister Wang Yi at the 2024 
China-Arab States Cooperation Forum (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2024). This approach 
has been welcomed by many Middle Eastern nations seeking diversified and autonomous pathways 
to digital development.
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AI Cooperation and Competition between China, the U.S., and Middle Eastern Countries.
This diagram illustrates the evolving dynamics of AI-related engagements in the Middle East. 

China, through initiatives like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and Digital Silk Road (DSR), 
focuses on economic and infrastructure collaboration, including smart cities and digital ports. 
Meanwhile, the United States emphasizes security cooperation via technology export controls, 
cybersecurity frameworks, and strategic defense partnerships. Middle Eastern countries actively 
balance strategic ties with both powers, leveraging opportunities for technological modernization 
while navigating economic and security dependencies. The diagram also highlights the growing 
intensity of U.S. security engagements since the escalation of trade tensions in 2025.

5.South Korea’s Strategic Positioning Amidst U.S.-China Rivalry 

South Korea has emerged as a dynamic player in global AI innovation, leveraging its robust 
semiconductor industry, leading research in machine learning, and strategic investments in 
next-generation computing technologies. According to Moon and Yeon (2024), South Korea ranks 
among the top five globally in AI patent filings, with leading companies like Samsung Electronics 
and Naver spearheading advancements in autonomous systems, natural language processing, and 
AI-driven semiconductor design.

Amidst the intensifying U.S.-China technological rivalry, South Korea faces a complex balancing 
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act. While maintaining its critical security alliance with the United States—highlighted by 
participation in frameworks like the U.S.-led “Chip 4 Alliance”—South Korea simultaneously 
preserves strong economic ties with China, its largest trading partner (Zhao, 2024). Notably, South 
Korean firms continue collaborations with Chinese technology ecosystems in areas such as cloud 
computing, AI chipsets, and smart manufacturing, reflecting a nuanced hedging strategy.

In the Middle East, South Korea has increasingly positioned itself as a credible technology 
partner, leveraging its strengths in AI-driven energy optimization, healthcare technologies, and smart 
urban systems. Companies such as Doosan and LG CNS have participated in smart city initiatives 
in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, integrating AI algorithms for energy management and digital 
healthcare services (Chaziza, 2024). Furthermore, Korea’s KAIST (Korea Advanced Institute of 
Science and Technology) has established academic and research collaborations with institutions in 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries to promote AI education and joint innovation 
projects.

South Korea’s ability to navigate between major powers while advancing its own AI capabilities 
underscores its strategic flexibility. As AI becomes a central pillar of geopolitical competition, 
Korea’s balanced approach and technical excellence will remain crucial assets in engaging both 
with global powers and emerging markets like the Middle East.

6. Implications of the AI Competition for Middle East and East 
Asia 

At the economic level, Global Value Chain (GVC) theory provides a valuable lens to analyze 
these shifts. GVC theory posits that states integrate into global production and innovation networks 
by specializing in certain value chain segments (Xiao, 2025). In the context of AI and digital 
infrastructure, Middle Eastern countries are actively embedding themselves into Chinese-led 
ecosystems. For instance, Huawei’s partnership with Saudi Arabia to deploy 5G networks and 
AI-powered smart city applications under the NEOM initiative demonstrates the region’s strategic 
positioning within global digital value chains (Chaziza, 2024). Similarly, Alibaba Cloud's 
establishment of its second data center in Dubai in 2022 provides critical cloud computing 
capacity not just for UAE domestic use but also as a regional hub serving broader Gulf and 
African markets.

Such integrations imply that Middle Eastern economies are not merely passive recipients but 
active participants in shaping the next phase of global digitalization, leveraging AI capabilities to 
move up the value chain, particularly in logistics, healthcare, and energy management sectors. For 
instance, Abu Dhabi’s Khalifa Port, managed in collaboration with China’s COSCO, now utilizes 
AI-driven logistics optimization algorithms, significantly enhancing throughput efficiency and 
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regional trade connectivity (Triolo et al., 2020).
Broader ripple effects are also evident across East Asia. The intensifying AI-driven strategic 

competition is accelerating regional differentiation and “complex interdependence” (Horowitz et al., 
2022). Countries like South Korea, Singapore, and Vietnam are diversifying their AI supply chains: 
Samsung is expanding AI semiconductor R&D cooperation with Chinese universities even as it 
strengthens ties with U.S. firms; Singapore's Smart Nation initiative accepts Huawei’s participation 
in specific sectors while aligning cybersecurity frameworks closer to U.S. standards (Horowitz, 
2022). These differentiated alignments reflect how economic, security, and technological domains 
are increasingly intertwined, where AI functions as both a connector and a fault line, generating 
simultaneous cooperation and competitive friction.

7. Conclusion

This study reveals that the evolving AI competition between the United States and China is not 
merely an extension of traditional great power rivalry but signifies a fundamental reordering of 
geopolitical and economic architectures. Through the lens of Global Value Chain (GVC) theory, it 
is clear that Middle Eastern states are no longer peripheral actors; by embedding themselves into 
AI-driven digital ecosystems led by both powers, they actively reshape production and innovation 
networks. Political Realism similarly helps explain how these technological integrations alter 
alliance behaviors, as Middle Eastern countries diversify security and economic alignments beyond 
singular dependencies.

More critically, the convergence of AI competition with geopolitical strategy intensifies complex 
interdependence across regions. In East Asia, countries such as South Korea and Singapore 
exemplify adaptive strategic behaviors: maintaining security frameworks aligned with the U.S. while 
embedding economically within Chinese-led digital architectures. This differentiated alignment 
reflects a broader fragmentation of the international order, where economic, technological, and 
security spheres no longer map neatly onto traditional alliances.

Ultimately, AI competition transforms both the material structure and ideational frameworks of 
international politics. In the Middle East, it offers alternative development models, which are often 
more aligned with local modernization goals, thereby complementing existing regional strategies. In 
East Asia, it amplifies the agency of middle powers navigating an increasingly bifurcated 
technological environment. Understanding these interconnected dynamics is essential for forecasting 
the emergent, multipolar digital world order, where innovation capacity, technological governance 
models, and economic network integration will determine geopolitical influence as much as — if 
not more than — traditional military strength.Future research may explore how generative AI and 
quantum computing integration will further complicate alliance formation and regulatory 
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U.S. Policy on Syria and the Identity of HTS

 Jisu Lee 
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea

1. Introduction

This study seeks to examine the relationship between the identity of (HTS, the main force of 
Syria’s transitional government, and the United States’ foreign policy toward Syria. HTS, which 
originated in 2017 as a rebel faction, overthrew the Assad family’s 53-year-long authoritarian 
regime in December 2024 and declared an end to the Syrian Civil War. Since assuming de facto 
power, HTS has consistently expressed a desire to engage with Western and liberal democratic 
states. However, HTS, like ISIS, originated as an offshoot of al-Qaeda, and the United States 
continues to designate it as a Foreign Terrorist Organization by the State Department. Although 
HTS has since officially announced a severance from al-Qaeda, this study assumes that 
‘al-Qaedism’ remains an ideological foundation of the group, and that this ideological background 
has influenced U.S. policy toward Syria.

2. Trump’s Foreign Policy and Structural Realism

Many scholars agree that the the foreign policy of U.S. President Donald Trump has been 
largely grounded in the principles of Structural Realism. According to Kenneth Waltz, structural 
realism views the international system as anarchic, where states must ensure their own survival 
through self-help. Trump’s “America First” doctrine perfectly reflects this logic. He repeatedly 
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emphasized that the U.S. should not depend on allies, but instead prioritize national interest above 
all. For example, his insistence on increased defense spending from NATO allies shows a clear 
rejection of collective security in favor of self-reliance. He also questioned the value of 
multilateral institutions like the United Nations and the World Health Organization, expressing deep 
skepticism toward international norms. From a neorealist perspective, this is a rational response to 
the structural condition of anarchy. States cannot rely on international cooperation, because there is 
no overarching authority to enforce it. Trump's approach to North Korea and Iran also reveals a 
realist mindset. He disregarded ideology or regime type, focusing instead on military deterrence 
and strategic leverage. In the case of China, Trump initiated a trade war and expanded military 
presence in the Asia-Pacific, aiming to restore balance of power. This directly reflects Waltz’s 
notion that great powers act to prevent the emergence of a hegemon. Taken together, Trump’s 
foreign policy aligns closely with structural realism, particularly in his emphasis on self-help, 
skepticism of institutions, and balance-of-power politics.

3. Identity of HTS

On March 13, 2025, President Ahmed al-Sharaa ratified an interim constitution intended to guide 
the nation through a five-year transitional period. This constitutional declaration contains several 
provisions indicative of an Islamist orientation: 

1) Presidential Religious Requirement: Article 3 stipulates that the President of the Republic must be 
a Muslim. 

2) Islamic Jurisprudence as Legislative Foundation: The same article designates Islamic jurisprudence 
(fiqh) as the principal source of legislation. 

3) Religious Oath of Office: Ministers are required to take an oath swearing by Almighty God to 
perform their duties with honesty and loyalty. 

4) Ambiguity in Minority Rights Protections: While the constitution proclaims the inviolability of 
freedom of belief and instructs the state to respect all religions, it lacks explicit mechanisms to 
safeguard the rights of religious minorities. 

In conclusion, the provisions of Syria's 2025 interim constitution suggests a deliberate embedding 
of Islamist principles within the state's foundational legal framework. 
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4. Conclusion: U.S. Policy on Syria 

The United States severed diplomatic relations with Syria in 2012, the year following the 
outbreak of the Syrian Civil War, and has yet to restore them. Although the U.S. government 
withdrew its bounty on President Ahmad al-Sharaa after HTS declared an end to the civil war and 
assumed control of the transitional government, HTS remains designated as a Foreign Terrorist 
Organization by the U.S. State Department. President Trump, shortly after HTS proclaimed victory 
in December 2024, issued a brief statement on Twitter, saying, “Syria is a mess, but is not our 
friend. The United States should have nothing to do with it. This is not our fight. Let it play out. 
Do not get involved!” Beyond that remark, he offered no official position or policy on Syria 
during his post-election transition period. This lack of policy engagement is widely interpreted as a 
reflection of deep-seated suspicions regarding HTS’s ideological orientation, particularly its roots in 
Islamist extremism.  
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Session 2  Politics: Diversity in the Politics of the Middle East 

Türkiye-R.O.K. Relations in 
Great Power Competition

 Robert Lawrence
Dongduk Women’s University, Korea 

Seunghoon Paik 
Institute of Middle East Studies, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea 

1. Introduction

The Republic of Korea and the Republic of Türkiye share an Altaic heritage that creates an 
abundance of linguistic and cultural similarities. However, the two nations' modern political 
relationship was established when Türkiye recognized South Korea as an independent state in 
1949, grew deeper when Türkiye sent tens of thousands of troops in support of the South in the 
Korean war, and became a Strategic Partnership in 2012. This brotherly bond between nations is 
ancient in its roots and multi-faceted in its modernity as they have increased bilateral trade and 
high-level diplomatic visits while occupying similar posturing in global affairs. Still, there is space 
for these two middle powers to improve bi-lateral cooperation.

The post-Cold War unipolar world in which the U.S. held unprecedented dominance in global 
affairs has shifted into a multipolar world order in which several great powers are competing in 
the economic, cultural, and political spheres. Multipolarity produces a political arena in which 
middle powers have increased agency to maneuver while great powers compete for agreements, 
compliance, and allegiance. This paper examines how Türkiye and South Korea are cooperating in 
this geo-political climate, in what fields they are collaborating, and whether they are maximizing 
the potential of this relationship.

This paper utilizes New Security and Middle Power Theory frameworks to assess current and 
potential cooperation in the economic security, energy security, cybersecurity, and transnational 
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threats, and expects to find fertile ground for increased cooperation between South Korea and 
Türkiye.

II. New Security & Middle Power Theory

New Security, a framework that has evolved over the last few decades, is an analytical 
framework that broadens the horizons of traditional approaches to security that are routinely 
state-centric and focused on military capacity. This new framework, though loosely defined, is 
multi-dimensional and combines elements of realism and constructivism and expands the definition 
of security to multiple sectors that address human and state aspects of security (Buzan 1991; 
Buzan et al, 1998). Not without its critics (Paris 2001), this framework provides analysts with the 
tools to holistically deepen understandings of bi-lateral relations between states.

International relations theorists have difficulty in agreeing on the definition and efficacy of 
middle powers (Robertson 2017, Jordan 2017, Jeong 2019), and some question its explanatory 
value (Robertson and Carr 2023). This paper contends that the term is still efficacious and utilizes 
Park’s conceptual shift that demonstrates middle powers' increased agency in the increasingly 
multi-polar global arena. Rather than the traditional hierarchical great, middle, and small power 
framework that denotes levels of development and global reach, this paper reinforces Park’s 
framework in defining middle powers as states that operate in political space between great 
powers’ core interests (Park 2022, 136). This paper maintains that both states are middle powers 
that have increasing agency in the geo-political arena that could be strengthened to benefit bilateral 
cooperation.

III. Multi-Dimensional Security Analysis

A. Economic Security

Türkiye and South Korea have increasingly cooperative economic ties, partially fostered by the 
free trade agreement that went into force in 2013 (Ministry of Trade 2025). Trade has grown 
from slightly under 8 billion in 2018 to 10.5 billion in 2023 (Observatory for Economic 
Complexity). This trade supports economic resilience through diversified supply chains and 
increases market access, but it is under-utilized. Despite South Korea’s 2.4 billion dollar FDI in 
the Turkish economy between 2002 and 2023 and the 383 South Korean companies operating in 
Türkiye (Deggin 2023), further collaboration in the form of Korean firms utilizing the Turkish 
workforce as manufacturing hubs would strengthen local economies while further diversifying 
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supply chains and gaining better access to European markets.

B. Energy Security

Türkiye and South Korea are both extremely limited in their natural resources, but both have 
significant roles and ambitions global energy security. Therefore, while cooperation is limited at the 
moment further cooperation in this field makes strategic and economic sense. Hanwha was 
instrumental in the construction of the Karapinar Solar Park that was commissioned in 2022 and 
helped reduce dependency on fossil fuels, and KEPCO submitted a bid to construct four APR 
1400 units in Türkiye's Sinop Nuclear Power Plant (Ahn 2025). Further nuclear cooperation and 
joint investments in advanced energy technologies such as green hydrogen along with green tech 
transfers have mutually beneficial potential to secure long-term clean energy security and business 
opportunities.

C. Cybersecurity

South Korea's advanced expertise in 5G and cybersecurity can help Türkiye build robust digital 
systems. Additionally, the Republic of Korea's unique experience and expertise in the cross-border 
cyber-attacks and espionage provides an opportunity for cooperation to enhance mutual cyber threat 
preparedness by coordinating efforts in cyber defense. 

D. Transnational Threats

Beyond the obvious coordination in combating transnational threats such as international 
terrorism between these allies, this paper argues that the increasing agency of middle powers in 
geopolitics provides opportunities for improvement. More specifically, where interests converge and 
there is a deficit in political will from great powers, middle powers can opportunistically shape 
outcomes with strategic planning. In the case of Syria, both states have a vested interest in 
maintaining good relations with a stable Syria that will not be an antagonistic actor to either 
country as was its predecessor. Therefore, South Korea and Türkiye should work together to 
ensure their mutually desired result. 

IV. Conclusion

To conclude, the Republic of Korea and Türkiye have a dynamic and evolving partnership that 
reflects their historic bonds and shared strategic interests. From cooperation in mega-projects like 
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the Yavuz Sultan Selim and Canakkale Bridges to sharing defense technology like the K9 
howitzers and K2 Black Panther tank, the expanding relations between Türkiye and the R.O.K. are 
strategic and promising (Nam 2023). This robust relationship is multifaceted and robust, but there 
is room for mutually beneficial improvement in several sectors. Great power competition 
accentuates the importance of middle powers in global governance, and these two middle powers 
have a valuable opportunity to shape the political arenas in which they participate if they can 
efficaciously cooperate and maximize their potential gains.
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Making the Middle East Great Again? 
Trumpian Populism and Its Reframing in Arab 

Authoritarian Discourse

 Seonwoo Kim 
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea

1. Introduction

In recent years, populism has emerged as a powerful tool across both democratic and 
authoritarian regimes. While populism is often understood in the context of electoral competition 
and democratic backsliding, its appropriation by authoritarian leaders has attracted growing 
scholarly attention. This paper examines how Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has 
strategically reframed core elements of Trumpian populist discourse to consolidate authoritarian 
legitimacy in the post-2013 Egyptian political context. 

This paper focuses on structural similarities in rhetorical style and political function, illustrating 
how populist strategies such as elite vilification, national renewal, and enemy construction emerge 
and adapt within different political systems. By comparing the case of Egypt under Sisi with 
Trump-era America, the study focuses on how populist discourse can operate across regime types 
to mobilize emotions, construct legitimacy, and suppress dissent, even under authoritarian rule.

2. Theoretical Framework Populism as Ideology and Political 
Performance

This study relies on two key approaches to populism. First, the ideational approach defines 
populism as a thin-centered ideology that frames politics as a moral struggle between a “pure 
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people” and a “corrupt elite” (Mudde, 2004). Second, the performative approach sees populism as 
a political style characterized by crisis narratives, media antagonism, and charismatic 
communication (Moffitt, 2016).

Trumpian populism reflects both perspectives. It combines nationalist revivalism, anti-elite 
rhetoric, and the strategic use of fear and polarization. This paper does not argue that Sisi imitates 
Trump, but that similar discursive patterns emerge in Egypt’s authoritarian setting—adapted to a 
political context where institutional checks are minimal, and leadership relies on military legitimacy 
and state-controlled media.

3. Methodology

This study employs rhetorical discourse analysis, based on public speeches by President Sisi 
(2014–2023), official government statements, and narratives from state-controlled media outlets such 
as Al-Ahram. It identifies key populist themes such as elite attacks, national rebirth, and enemy 
construction, and examines how these elements are reframed to serve authoritarian objectives.

4. Key Findings

The analysis identifies three core aspects where Sisi’s rhetoric mirrors and localizes Trumpian 
populist discourse.

• Elite Attack: Sisi frequently portrays Egypt’s instability as the result of betrayal by corrupt 
political elites and former regime actors, positioning himself as the only legitimate representative 
of the people.

• National Renewal: He promotes a vision of reviving Egypt’s former greatness, emphasizing 
civilizational pride and moral restoration, in a manner reminiscent of Trump’s “Make America 
Great Again” narrative.

• Enemy Construction: Sisi persistently identifies both internal and external threats—such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood, dissenting youth, foreign media, and Western critics—to rally public support 
and suppress opposition.

These strategies reflect a deliberate reframing of populist rhetoric, not for electoral purposes, but 
to consolidate authoritarian control and suppress dissent under the appearance of national unity. 
While the rhetorical patterns between Trump and Sisi show notable similarities, the political 
outcomes differ: Trump’s populism was constrained by democratic institutions, whereas Sisi’s 
rhetoric reinforces a system with few institutional checks, allowing for sustained authoritarian 
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consolidation.

5. Conclusion

The case of Sisi illustrates how populist rhetoric functions beyond electoral politics and liberal 
democracy. In authoritarian settings, such discourse serves as a tool of regime legitimation, moral 
justification for repression, and symbolic unification of the polity around a singular national 
narrative. The study suggests that populism is not inherently democratic or anti-democratic but is 
better understood as a flexible discursive repertoire adaptable to varying regime types.

By examining the structural convergence between Trumpian and Sisi-style rhetoric, this research 
contributes to a broader understanding of populism’s global diffusion and its capacity to be 
reconfigured across diverse political contexts. Future comparative research may explore how similar 
patterns unfold in other authoritarian regimes and what this means for the global trajectory of 
populist politics.





2025 KAMES Joint International Conference

Session 3

Economics 
Economic Diversification in the 

Middle East

1) GCC Economic Diversification  

   Abdullah Baabood (Waseda University, Japan)

2) Spatial Concentration of Foreign Direct Investment: Disparities across 
Governorates and Sectors in Egypt 

   Shimaa Hanafy (Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea)

3) The role of Islamic finance in advancing renewable energy: An empirical 
analysis 

   Eunkyung Lee (Sunmoon University, Korea)





Session 3-1 ┃ Abdullah Baabood   61

Session 3  Economics: Economic Diversification in the Middle East 

GCC Economic Diversification

 Abdullah Baabood 
Waseda University, Japan



62   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-1 ┃ Abdullah Baabood   63



64   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-1 ┃ Abdullah Baabood   65



66   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-1 ┃ Abdullah Baabood   67



68   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-1 ┃ Abdullah Baabood   69



70   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-1 ┃ Abdullah Baabood   71





Session 3-2 ┃ Shimaa Hanafy   73

Session 3  Economics: Economic Diversification in the Middle East 

Spatial Concentration of Foreign 
Direct Investment: 

Disparities across Governorates and 
Sectors in Egypt

 Shimaa Hanafy 
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea



74   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-3 ┃ Eunkyung Lee   75

Session 3  Economics: Economic Diversification in the Middle East 

The role of Islamic finance in advancing 
renewable energy: 

An empirical analysis

 Eunkyung Lee
Sunmoon University



76   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-3 ┃ Eunkyung Lee   77



78   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-3 ┃ Eunkyung Lee   79



80   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-3 ┃ Eunkyung Lee   81



82   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-3 ┃ Eunkyung Lee   83



84   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 3-3 ┃ Eunkyung Lee   85



86   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



2025 KAMES Joint International Conference

Session 4

History and Religion 
History of Islam and the Middle East

1) Measuring Islamic Constitutionalism: 
The Comparative Islamic Constitutions Database (1861-2022)  

   Moamen Gouda (Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea)

2) Mapping Diverse Buddhist-Islamic Coexistence: Hyecho’s 
Wangocheonchukgukjeon in the context of Trump 2.0 Era’s Global 
Interfaith Challenges  

   Jin Han Jeong (Anyang University, Korea)

3) The Definitions of Rational Diameter and Real Diameter in Plato’s 
Republic 546c: A Perspective from the Mathematical Thought of the 
Ancient Near East 

   Jenam Park (Inha University, Korea)

4) The Intellectual Balance Between the Umayyad Policy of Condonation 
and Firmness in the Current Syrian Stance 

   Lujain Bitar  (American University in Dubai, UAE)





Session 4-1 ┃ Moamen Gouda   89

Session 4  History and Religion: History of Islam and the Middle East 

Measuring Islamic Constitutionalism: 
The Comparative Islamic Constitutions 

Database (1861-2022) 

 Moamen Gouda 
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea



90   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-1 ┃ Moamen Gouda   91



92   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-1 ┃ Moamen Gouda   93



94   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-1 ┃ Moamen Gouda   95



96   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-1 ┃ Moamen Gouda   97



98   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-1 ┃ Moamen Gouda   99





Session 4-2 ┃ Jin Han Jeong   101

Session 4  History and Religion: History of Islam and the Middle East 

Mapping Diverse Buddhist-Islamic Coexistence: 
Hyecho’s Wangocheonchukgukjeon in the 

context of Trump 2.0 Era’s Global Interfaith 
Challenges 

 Jin Han Jeong 
Anyang University, Korea



102   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-2 ┃ Jin Han Jeong   103



104   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-2 ┃ Jin Han Jeong   105



106   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-2 ┃ Jin Han Jeong   107



108   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-2 ┃ Jin Han Jeong   109



110   The Trump 2.0 Era: Reshaping Middle Eastern Order



Session 4-2 ┃ Jin Han Jeong   111





Session 4-3 ┃ Jenam Park   113

Session 4  History and Religion: History of Islam and the Middle East 

The Definition of Rational Diameter and 
Irrational Diameter in Republic (546c) from 
the Perspective of Ancient Near Eastern 

Mathematical Culture
 Jenam Park 

Inha University, Korea

Abstract. The ancient Greek mathematical writings recorded on papyrus have all been lost 
because of the Mediterranean climate. Of the original writings, we only have a fragment 
concerning the lunes of Hippocrates. In this context, M. Kline claims that it is not an 
exaggeration to say that the history of ancient Greek mathematics relies on the 
commentaries of Pappus (late third century AD) and Proclus (410–485 AD). Plato had 
much to say about mathematics. Plato’s primary contribution to mathematics was to the 
underlying principles of science including the method of analysis. It is said that Plato 
visited Egypt for the purposes of trade but chiefly so that he might acquire knowledge, and 
he is known to be a deep admirer of Egyptian wisdom. Plato mentions Egypt as a source 
of mathematics in his Phaedrus (274c5). This study examines the mathematical concept of 
the 'rational diameter' as mentioned in Plato’s Republic (546c), taking into account the 
mathematical sophistication of ancient Greek culture, while also investigating the possible 
influence of ancient Near Eastern mathematical traditions. Therefore, when we 
philosophically explore the topics related to mathematics in Plato's dialogues, we should 
strive to approach Plato's mathematics with the mathematical concepts used in Plato's era, 
rather than modern mathematics. Furthermore, I believe it is essential for us to examine 
how ancient Middle Eastern mathematics is reflected in Plato's mathematics to gain a 
deeper understanding of Plato's philosophy.
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1. Rational diameters: Meno (82b-84a) and Republic (546c)

In Republic (546c), Plato designates as the 'irrational diameter' of 5, while describing 7 as its 
'rational diameter'—that is, the integer most nearly approximating . From this perspective, in the 
Meno (83e)—composed five to ten years later—Plato introduces the rational diameter of 2 as 3 
during the dialogue between Socrates and the slave boy. 

We argue that while in the Meno Plato critically highlights the significance of geometry—framed 
through the collective values of the Pythagorean school and examined via Socratic elenchus—in 
Republic (546c) he emphasizes a cooperative relationship between arithmetic and geometry. From 
this perspective, Plato’s use of the term 'geometric numbers' reflects his broader philosophical 
engagement with the intersection of mathematics and metaphysics.

2. Theon’s “Side and Diagonal Numbers” (c. 130 A.D.E.)

In his Mathematics Useful for Understanding Plato, written circa 130 A.D.E, Theon of Smyrna 
introduces the conceptual pair 'side and diagonal number,' and, within this framework, posits 17 as 
the rational diameter corresponding to the side-length 12. The side (s) and diagonal (d) numbers 
introduced by him, and the relationship between them, are presented as follows. Specifically, the 
beginning of the new set originates from two units (or monads).

              ×            ×            ×   ×      ×      ×     
From an arithmetico-geometric perspective, it becomes evident that the subsequent triangles 

progressively converge toward the form of right isosceles triangles.
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3. Proclus’ “Side and Diagonal Numbers” (410-458 A.D.E.)

In his Commentary on Plato's Republic, written in the 5th century A.D.E., Proclus attributes the 
introduction of side and diagonal numbers to the Pythagorean school (Proclus 2022, 232–233). 
This claim emerges more than 800 years after the classical Pythagorean period. Proclus refers to 
specific pairs of side and diagonal numbers, denoted (s, d), listing three such pairs: (1, 1), (2, 3), 
and (5, 7). He further introduces an equation of the form , which, notably, he regards as the 
work of Euclid (Proclus 2022, 237).

4. Is there evidence that Pythagoras, Plato, or Proclus conceived 
of the side and diagonal numbers as approximations to ?

There is no solid textual evidence that “the Pythagoreans and Plato”- or even Proclus for that 
matter- were interested in rational approximations of  such as those of Aristarchus of Samos (c. 
310-230 B.C.E.) and Hero of Alexandrea (10-70 A.D.E.) (Balolou and Thomaidis 2022, 20, 
arXiv:2011.07335). They claim that what really mattered to them was the approximations of  by 

If Proclus's claim is accurate, it may be inferred that the Pythagoreans employed the method of 
anthyphairesis (ἀνθυφαίρεσις)—a process known in modern mathematics as the Euclidean 
algorithm, which Euclid treats in Elements, Book VII, Propositions 1 and 2—in their understanding 
of side and diagonal numbers. This method constitutes one way of demonstrating irrationality. 
Plato, in the Laws (820c), emphasizes the significance of recognizing incommensurability, though 
he does not provide a precise method. Aristotle, moreover, refers to incommensurability on no 
fewer than eight occasions in the Metaphysics, underscoring its philosophical importance.  

5. Ancient Egyptian’s “Side and Diagonal Numbers”

It is presumed that during Egypt's 12th Dynasty (c. 1990–1780 B.C.E.), two approximate 
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methods were employed to calculate the area of a circle. One is expressed as  (see left figure), 
and the other as  (see right figure). From , we may infer two distinct forms of side and diagonal 
numbers:

, …
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Session 4  History and Religion: History of Islam and the Middle East 

The Intellectual Balance Between the 
Umayyad Policy of Condonation and 
Firmness in the Current Syrian Stance

 Lujain Bitar* 
1)American University in Dubai, UAE

Abstract

This paper explores the policy of condonation during the establishment of the first Arab 
state, which chose Syria as its capital. The people of Damascus, known as "Fastat," were 
characterized by their moderation. At the time, Syria had been under Byzantine rule, and 
its people had assimilated Byzantine customs. This historical context led the Umayyad 
Caliph to adopt a flexible approach, avoiding strict regulations that could destabilize the 
newly established state while ensuring security and stability. Instead, a policy of tolerance 
was implemented, which, according to many critics, ultimately contributed to the decline of 
the Umayyad era.

The balance between leniency and firmness remains a crucial element in governance, 
particularly in post-conflict societies. In the present day, after decades of the absence of 
virtue and righteousness, people increasingly seek wisdom and moral guidance. The 
reconstruction of Syria, following its extensive destruction, cannot be achieved through 
revenge and bloodshed but rather through legal and institutional development. Lessons from 
the Umayyad period highlight the risks of excessive leniency, while modern history 
demonstrates the dangers of unchecked rigidity. A middle-ground approach, one that 
integrates justice with pragmatism, is essential for rebuilding a stable and prosperous Syria.

* Department of International and Middle Eastern Studies, Faculty of Arts and Science, American 
University in , Dubai, UAE. 
lujain_bitar@yahoo.com*
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This contemporary stance contrasts with the perspective of the Syrian philosopher who 
once stated, "A mind without a beard and a beard without a mind," emphasizing the 
necessity of harmonizing intellect with governance. Ultimately, history serves as a reminder 
that aa sustainable future depends on the ability to balance wisdom with decisive 
leadership.

The rise or fall of a civilization can often depend on the simple act of listening—on the 
wisdom of the listener and the integrity of the speaker. Dialogue, when rooted in sincerity and 
guided by reason, has the power to build empires or bring them to ruin. A notable example of 
this idea can be found in the early Umayyad era, particularly in the character and leadership of 
Muawiya bin Abi Sufyan, the first Caliph of the Umayyad dynasty.

Muawiya was not only a skilled statesman but also a wise and pragmatic leader. He offered his 
son Yazid bin Muawiya, who would become the second Umayyad Caliph, a foundational piece of 
advice regarding governance. He warned him not to rely solely on force to establish or maintain 
the empire, emphasizing instead the importance of diplomacy, patience, and strategic thinking. His 
approach to power was marked not only by negotiation and flexibility but also by the principle of 
condonation—choosing to overlook certain transgressions or provocations when doing so preserved 
unity and prevented greater harm.

Muawiya is remembered for a famous saying that encapsulates his political philosophy and 
diplomatic style. He once said:
“I do not use my sword if my whip can solve the issue, and I do not use my whip if my words 
can resolve it. There is only one hair between me and the people—it never breaks. If they pull it, 
I loosen it; if they loosen it, I pull it, so it never breaks.”

This metaphor of “Muawiya’s hair” became widely known in Arab culture as a symbol of 
delicate but intelligent leadership. It expresses his ability to maintain a balance in governance—
never letting tensions break, but adjusting them wisely to preserve unity and control. His 
leadership style rested not only on power and persuasion but also on the deliberate act of 
forgiveness and condonation when it served the greater good.

The history of the Arabs is rich with examples that reflect this kind of shrewd and pragmatic 
leadership. One powerful story is that of Abdulrahman Al-Dakhil, a descendant of the Umayyads 
who fled the Abbasid massacre after the fall of the Umayyad empire in the East. While many of 
his relatives, including his brother, were killed by the Abbasids—often referred to as the "Black 
Army" because of their black flags and uniforms—Abdulrahman managed to escape.

Rather than return to certain death by joining his brother near the Euphrates River, he made the 
difficult but strategic decision to flee west. He eventually reached Al-Andalus (modern-day Spain), 
where he established a new Umayyad state and revived the legacy of the dynasty. His decision 
reflected a deep sense of political realism: he chose the greater public good over personal loyalty 
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or emotional reaction. This act, too, revealed an understanding of condonation—not in the sense of 
pardoning others’ actions, but in forgiving fate itself and adapting to it with clarity and resilience. 
He looked beyond grief and vengeance to build a lasting future.

Abdulrahman's story stands as a continuation of Muawiya's legacy—a commitment to pragmatic 
governance, flexibility in leadership, and the prioritization of statecraft over personal or tribal 
loyalties. Together, these stories highlight how the wisdom of listening, the grace of condonation, 
and the integrity of leadership can shape history in powerful and enduring ways.

The political identity of Syria today is deeply rooted in the pride it takes in its ancient and 
continuous civilization. As historian Fernand Braudel noted in his seminal work A History of 
Civilizations, the Near East was "born mature" due to the cumulative layers of history, culture, 
and thought that have shaped the region over millennia. Syria, as one of the cradles of 
civilization, carries a profound awareness of this heritage, which continues to influence its modern 
political and philosophical outlook.

The current political narrative in Syria, particularly in the post-conflict context, reflects a 
strategic shift—one that could be interpreted through the lens of chaos theory and the butterfly 
effect. This theory suggests that small actions can lead to significant global changes. Syria's 
renewed focus on environmental policies, especially those promoting green energy, is one such 
"small action" intended to signal a break from past associations and reshape global perceptions. 
This subtle shift aims to challenge long-standing stereotypes that equate the image of the bearded 
man with extremism, violence, and irrationality.

This ideological resistance can be traced back to the critical philosophy of the blind Syrian poet 
and thinker, Abu al-Ala' al-Ma'arri, who famously said:

“A mind without a beard, and a beard without a mind.”
His words continue to resonate as a sharp critique of superficial judgments, emphasizing intellect 
over appearance and echoing Syria’s desire to reclaim its moral and philosophical voice on the 
world stage.

This shift in narrative is also reflected in the evolving image of Syrian leadership. The 
transformation of public perception from figures like Abu Mohammad al-Julani to emerging leaders 
such as Ahmad al-Sharaa symbolizes a broader ideological reformation. With nearly 80 percent of 
domestic consensus, this symbolic transition represents a desire for a more inclusive, progressive, 
and globally integrated Syria.

Internationally, Syria seeks to engage with the world not through coercion but through influence, 
aligning with Joseph Nye’s concept of soft power. Ahmad al-Sharaa, in particular, has positioned 
himself as a leader committed to restoring the dignity and value of the Syrian passport and, by 
extension, the Syrian people. His rhetoric emphasizes diplomacy, cultural pride, and reconciliation 
over militarism.
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This emerging political philosophy—rooted in the Damascus character—blends firmness with 
forgiveness, strength with subtlety, and history with hope. It resembles a well-played basketball 
game, where strategy, timing, and team coordination are more important than brute force. Leaders 
such as Ahmad al-Sharaa and Ahmad al-Shaibani are proving to be adept players on this new 
court, balancing ambition with realism and ideology with pragmatism.

In the near future, the involvement of major global powers—such as the anticipated visit of a 
future American president like Donald Trump to the Middle East—may bring dramatic 
developments. However, Syria seems poised to shape its destiny not merely through alliances or 
opposition, but through a mature and confident return to the values of civilization, reason, and 
renewal.
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Session 5  Society and Culture Gender Issue and Culture in the Middle East 

Trends and Challenges in Cultural Exchange 
between Korea and the Middle East 

 Eunji Kim
Institute of Middle East Studies, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Korea

Cultural cooperation between Korea and the Middle East has witnessed significant expansion in 
recent years. While earlier interactions were predominantly limited to the political and economic 
domains, they have increasingly extended into the spheres of culture and the arts. Since the 
emergence of the Korean Wave (Hallyu) in the 1990s, global interest in Korean culture, initially 
focused on K-pop and television dramas, has broadened to include a diverse range of cultural 
expressions. This trend is also evident in the Middle East. Over the past decade, the number of 
fans of Korean culture in the Middle East and North Africa region has increased by approximately 
130%. This steady rate of growth reflects the region’s growing interest in Korea and its culture.

This study aims to analyze the evolving patterns of cultural exchange between Korea and the 
Middle East by systematically categorizing and comparing cultural and artistic events held in both 
regions. In Addition, relevant datasets and reports will be reviewed, and interview findings 
concerning the popularity of the Korean Wave will be analyzed to evaluate the level of interest in 
Korean culture within Middle Eastern societies. The scope of this analysis is limited to the public 
sector, with a particular focus on government institutions and affiliated organizations. To ensure a 
comprehensive and data-driven approach, this study draws upon materials published by the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Korea Foundation, the Korean Cultural Center, and the Korea 
Creative Content Agency. In contrast, the private sector will be addressed through selected case 
studies, rather than through an exhaustive analysis.

Despite the growing interest in Korean culture in the Middle East, Korea's engagement with 
Middle Eastern culture remains relatively limited. Although there have been some recent signs of 
increased attention, research on this subject is still insufficient. This study seeks to examine 
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Korean interest in the Middle Eastern culture and to identify key areas in which strengthened 
cultural cooperation between the two regions could prove mutually beneficial. This imbalance in 
cultural engagement highlights the need for a more diversified cultural exchange framework. While 
Korean cultural exports such as K-pop, dramas and films have attracted widespread interest in the 
Middle East, Korean society’s awareness and understanding of the Middle Eastern culture remain 
minimal. 

Such asymmetry may hinder the development of deeper intercultural understanding and limit 
opportunities for sustainable collaboration. Promoting a more balanced exchange could not only 
contribute to enriching Korea’s multicultural discourse but also contribute to building long-term 
partnerships with the Middle East. Encouraging academic initiatives, media collaboration, and youth 
cultural exchange program may serve as effective instruments for cultivating mutual respect and 
recognition between two regions. In recent years, the concept of public diplomacy has increasingly 
been emphasized as distinct from the concept of traditional diplomacy. According to the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, public diplomacy is defined as “diplomatic activities that promote diplomatic 
relations and enhance the national image and brand by directly communicating with foreign publics 
and building trust in the country’s history, traditions, culture, art, values, policies, and vision.” 
While there are ongoing debates regarding whether culture should be regarded as a means or an 
end within the context of cultural diplomacy, there is broad consensus that culture plays a vital 
role in public diplomacy and exerts a direct influence on the enhancement of a nation’s soft 
power.

The collection of cultural and artistic event cases in this study draws on the Global Hallyu 
Status report, published annually by the Korea Foundation for International Cultural Exchange. This 
report compiles information on the status of the Korean Wave (Hallyu) across countries worldwide. 
It not only provides data on the global spread of Hallyu, but also documents major cultural events 
held in each country on an annual basis. As the report is based on information submitted by 
Korean diplomatic missions abroad, it serves as a primary source for identifying cultural and 
artistic events organized or supported by the Korean government and major public institutions. To 
trace recent trends and shifts in Korea’s cultural diplomacy, this study compares and analyzes 
cultural and artistic event data compiled in the Global Hallyu Status reports published from 2012 
to the present.
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The Erosion of Iran’s Middle Class and Its 
Impact on Democratic Movements 

 Qolamreza Nassr
Kinki University, Japan

Introduction

Historically, Iran’s middle class has been instrumental in shaping the trajectory of democratic 
movements. Its role as a socio-economic buffer and an intellectual driver positioned it as a 
catalyst for reform and political mobilization. However, this once-vibrant force is now in retreat. 
This paper explores the socio-economic transformations and political disillusionment that have 
eroded Iran’s middle class and critically assesses the implications of this erosion for democratic 
participation in Iran.

The Decline of the Middle Class: Economic Roots

Over the past decade, Iran has experienced a sharp contraction in its middle-class population. 
Two central causes drive this decline: persistent economic mismanagement and the devastating 
effects of international sanctions. Inflation, currency devaluation, high unemployment, and reduced 
purchasing power have systematically undermined the financial autonomy of middle-income 
families. Previously stable sectors such as education, healthcare, and small enterprise have been 
destabilized, pushing many middle-class citizens into lower economic strata.

This socio-economic descent has not only diminished material well-being but has also reshaped 
class identity. The shrinking middle class is no longer economically empowered to engage in civic 
life, support reformist platforms, or maintain independent political voices. Economic survival has 
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become paramount, often replacing political involvement with apathy.

The Political Consequences: Disillusionment and Apathy

Economic hardship is compounded by a deepening political crisis. Years of unfulfilled promises 
by reformist leaders, coupled with growing authoritarianism and systemic corruption, have led to a 
widespread erosion of political trust. The once-dynamic reformist discourse has lost credibility 
among much of the middle class, who now view institutional politics as ineffectual or complicit.

This disillusionment manifests in various forms: declining voter turnout, withdrawal from protest 
movements, and a retreat from political dialogue in public and private spaces. Iran’s middle class, 
once the backbone of student activism, civil society, and cultural critique, now exhibits signs of 
quietism and disengagement. The social capital necessary for democratic mobilization is 
increasingly fragmented.

From Engine to Obstacle: A Reversal of Roles

The middle class traditionally serves as a stabilizing force in democratizing societies, promoting 
the rule of law, tolerance, and pluralism. In Iran, however, the current trajectory marks a reversal 
of this trend. The diminished capacity and will of the middle class to lead or support democratic 
initiatives have created a vacuum that authoritarian structures have swiftly exploited. Repression 
has increased with relatively little organized resistance, and political space has narrowed without 
effective contestation.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The erosion of Iran’s middle class is not merely an economic crisis—it is a structural 
transformation with profound political consequences. Restoring its role in democratic processes 
requires both domestic reform and a reconsideration of international strategies that inadvertently 
harm civil society. Targeted socio-economic support, renewed efforts toward transparency and 
justice, and the re-engagement of intellectual leadership are essential.

This study calls for a reexamination of democratization strategies in contexts where economic 
collapse and authoritarianism intersect. Iran’s experience may serve as a cautionary tale for other 
Middle Eastern nations undergoing similar transitions, where the survival of the middle class is 
closely tied to the prospects of democratic development.

Keywords: Middle Class Decline, Democratic Movements, Political Apathy, Economic Inequality, 
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Iran, Authoritarianism, Reformist Disillusionment, Sanctions, Political Trust, Socio-Economic 
Transformation
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