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ABSTRACT

China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is widely recognized as one of
the most significant developments of the contemporary era, shaping
China's foreign relations and policies with various regions of the world
since its launch in 2013. This study addresses a central question: how do
the objectives and mechanisms of China's Belt and Road Initiative
influence the balance of power between the Islamic Republic of Iran and
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)? Using an explanatory
methodology and grounded in Waltz's balance of power theory, this
research argues that the BRI—through its political (influence),
economic (profit), and military-security (stability) objectives, along with
its mechanisms of political (policy coordination), economic (unimpeded
trade, infrastructure connectivity, and financial integration), and
military-security (soft power) dimensions—exerts multifaceted impacts
on the balance of power in the Persian Gulf. It shifts the Economic-
Technical pre-balance in favor of GCC countries. The research adopts a
deductive-inductive approach, employs a mixed-methods design
(qualitative and quantitative), utilizes documentary data collection
methods, and is conducted within a longitudinal temporal framework.
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1. Introduction

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) consists of two main routes, the Silk Road
Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road. The former connects China
to Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central Asia, Russia, and Europe through overland
corridors. The latter links Chinese coastal regions to Southeast Asia, South Asia, the
South Pacific, the Middle East, East Africa, and Europe via maritime routes. Since
the 1990s, China's engagement in the Persian Gulf area has grown considerably,
and currently, nations inthe  regionare all  involvedin  the BRI framework.
Although the Persian Gulf was not a central focus in the original blueprint of the
initiative, its strategic significance has since elevated it to a crucial geopolitical
center. Furthermore, a statement made by Xi Jinping in 2014 at the China-Arab
States Cooperation Forum highlighted Persian Gulf countries as key partners.

The balance of power, a core principle in the realist international relations theory,
plays a vital role in the Persian Gulf, where the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) are two rival centers of regional influence. This study
investigates the impact of the BRI's objectives and multifaceted mechanisms on the
balance of power between these two opposing regional actors.

2. Theoretical Framework

In his balance of power theory, Kenneth Waltz argues that the dynamics of
international relations arise from the uncoordinated actions of states operating within
an anarchic international system. Waltz maintains that the balance of power
dominates whenever two requirements are satisfied: (1) the international system
remains anarchic, and (2) states prioritize their survival as a core interest. Within this
framework, states emerge as the principal actors in an anarchic international system,
relying on themselves to ensure their security and survival, and viewing power as a
means to achieve this end.This survival imperative in an anarchic self-help system
forces states to prioritize the relative distribution of power, shaped principally by
their material and strategic capabilities. Waltz distinguishes these capabilities into
two fundamental categories: internal elements, encompassing natural endowments,
economic capacity, military might, political cohesion, and governance efficiency,
and external arrangements like alliance networks. While military strength remains
the paramount currency of international politics, latent power — a state’s ability to
convert technological and economic potential into actionable resources — carries
equal significance. Furthermore, prestige and perceived credibility constitute
essential soft power assets in this competitive environment.

3. Methodology

This study adopts an explanatory approach to assess the impact of the BRI and
employs a mixed-methods research design, combining both qualitative and
guantitative techniques. The qualitative analysis draws on academic articles, books,
reports, and relevant literature, while the quantitative component examines
economic trends and statistical data related to the regional effects of the BRI. The
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research applies deductive reasoning to test theoretical propositions and uses
inductive reasoning to derive broader conclusions from observed patterns. Data
collection relies on document analysis and incorporates both primary and secondary
sources.

4. Results and Discussion

Waltz’s balance of power theory provides a lens through which to examine the BRI’s
impact on the shifting distribution of capabilities between Iran and the GCC. The
BRI substantially bolsters the GCC’s internal economic and technological capacities,
reinforcing its role as a dominant regional actor. Conversely, although Iran possesses
a strategic geographical position, its constrained economic resources undermine its
ability to compete effectively with the GCC. The GCC has pursued a strategy of dual
alignment, engaging with the BRI while sustaining robust Western partnerships, thus
amplifying its regional clout. This approach enables enhanced cooperation with key
BRI participants like Pakistan and India while solidifying the GCC's position as a
regional leader. In contrast, Iran's strategic partnership with China, while
strengthening its position vis-a-vis the GCC and Western states, comes at the cost of
reduced diplomatic maneuverability. This growing dependence limits Iran's capacity
to effectively counter the GCC's expanding web of strategic alignments and
cooperative arrangements, thereby exacerbating its regional marginalization.
Foreign policy trends highlight this growing divide: the GCC maximizes its strategic
gains by balancing relations between China and the West, while Iran’s limited
options, especially its reliance on China, narrow its strategic flexibility.
Consequently, the GCC solidifies its regional dominance, while Iran becomes
increasingly marginalized in both bilateral and regional dynamics.

5. Conclusion

China’s dual engagement with the GCC and Iran complicates the balance of power
in the Persian Gulf, as regional actors vie to harness Beijing's influence for strategic
advantage. Nevertheless, the GCC’s economic strength and diplomatic agility have
secured it a privileged position within the BRI framework, deepening its strategic
partnership with China. This evolving partnership has increasingly converged GCC
and Chinese interests, elevating the bloc's regional standing. Conversely, Iran's
deepening reliance on China has significantly limited its capacity to challenge the
GCC'’s regional dominance while intensifying its economic and political isolation.
Accordingly, the GCC’s dual-alignment strategy has expanded its strategic weight
through the BRI and progressively cementing its position as the pivotal power in
Gulf geopolitics. China's expanding initiative is systematically driving a pre-
balancing, techno-economic shift in favor of the GCC countries. Simultaneously, the
BRI is structurally driving a wedge between the United States (as Iran’s adversary)
and GCC states..
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