ol a1
Research Paper w

©The Author(s)  Publisher: University of Tehran

Cite this article as: Ahmadian, H. (2024). Weathering a Global Transition: The
Middle East’s Balancing Momentum. Journal of World Sociopolitical Studies,

© 8(3), pp-465-492. https://doi.org/10.22059/wsps.2024.379844.1452.
i

b

Weathering a Global Transition: The Middle East’s
Balancing Momentum’

Hassan Ahmadian’

1. Assistant Professor of West Asian & North African Studies, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran (hahmadian@ut.ac.ir) 0000-0002-2168-9973

(Received: Feb. 24,2024 Revised: Apr. 05,2024 Accepted: May. 28, 2024)

Abstract

Regional trends strongly influence and are influenced by global power flows. For
decades, international politics have been shaped and reshaped by a bipolar and,
after the break down of the USSR, a unipolar world order. Both orders played a
significant role in shaping and directing Middle Eastern politics. Yet the unipolar
order is no longer at play. And since the global flow of power is ongoing, a new
world order is being shaped in what seems to be a lengthy transitional period.
This article focuses on the effects of the global transition of power in the Middle
East and the region’s efforts and mechanisms to cope with it. I argue that the
spill-over of international volatility into the Middle East creates a less stable
regional politics, and that efforts for balancing are pursued by regional powers to
increase their maneuverability as well as their coping capabilities in a volatile era
by distancing their policies from global actors’ priorities and standoffs. The
article is structured such that after an introduction, I delve into the meaning and
nature of the global transition of power, which serves as the paper’s the
conceptual framework. In the ensuing four sections, I discuss the imbalanced
nature of regional politics as well as the way in which the region is interpreting
and thereupon coping with the global change.
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1. Introduction

The global order is in a power-transition mode. New trends in
global politics, including the steady rise of a peer competitor to the
United State on a global stage—China—have been doing away
with the unipolar world order. As opposed to the 1990s, the United
States is no longer the sole dominant power directing world
politics. Besides a rising China, Challengers such as Russia are
taking part in the reshaping of the global order by exacerbating the
transformative nature of the new period. Washington played a key
role in turning the tide against the global order it was leading by
overstretching its expensive military muscles far-and-wide,
invading Afghanistan and Iraq in the process. This is while
challenging and rising powers used the momentum to increase their
share in the yet-to-come global order. Over time, the overstretch
brought up the need for a more darted “pivot-to-Asia” strategy in
Washington that focuses on the main international threat to its
global role.

In such a volatile situation, middle powers, both within the US
orbit and without, started drifting away from their traditional role in
observing the US-led “roles based system” and the resulting world
order. Yet obviously the United States remains an active
international power, shaping much of the regional trends in the
Middle East. For US client-states in the region, for instance, the US
remains the main security provider. Although the US pivot to Asia
and its decreased interest in direct involvement in the region could
potentially change the regional equation in the long run, in the
short-to-medium term, US security guarantees are sought and paid
for! This is especially true when it comes to smaller states who try
to shield behind a US presence and backing against their neighbors’
“mal-intentions”. As a result of continued US—real or perceived—
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effectiveness, countries such as Iran focus on a region “free of US
presence” while simultaneously follow a policy of alignment with
its challengers on a global stage.

Generally, the Middle East is securing its share of the friction
between the US and its rising competitors. This paper is an effort to
deal with a two-fold question: first, how is the transitional period
affecting international relations in the Middle East and second,
what are the ways in which the Middle East is coping with that
change. The hypothetical answer to the first question is that the
spill-over of international volatility into the Middle East creates a
flued, less stable region, and to the second is that, despite
differences, efforts for balancing are pursued by regional powers to
firstly increase their maneuverability by balancing off global
powers against one another and secondly to increase their coping
capabilities in a volatile era by distancing their policies from global
actors’ priorities and standoffs. Countries such as Turkey and Saudi
Arabia, for instance, try to balance their ties with the US by
building stronger relations with US challengers. The Ukraine war
was a clear indicator of this “balancing act”. Countries falling
outside of the US orbit—such as Iran—become more assertive in
pushing for a regional—and even a global-—change.

2. A Structure in Transition

The Cold War, starting after World War II, pitched the two
superpowers and their allies against each other in two rather rigid
coalitions' (Tucker & Roberts, 2007). Changes were rare and often
times led to proxy wars between the two superpowers. The wars in

1. See Swift, 2003
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the Koreas, Vietnam and Afghanistan were only the most visible
ones. Tens of other conflicts—inter-state and civil—were fought
throughout the Cold War. This rigidity with many proxy wars in
between, led to an intense arms race between the two superpowers
and their allies/proxies. Number of nuclear warheads in the USSR
and USA were enough not only for a “second strike capability,” but
also for rendering the entire world in uninhabitable ruins.

In such circumstances, and to avoid being played in proxy
conflicts, countries of the so-called “global south” tried to forge a
coalition independent of the two global blocks. Non-alignment
gave the global south more agency; yet could not save if from
falling as a proxy theatre to much of the two blocks’ conflicts'
(Kullaa, 2011). As such, the end of the Cold War was—as
expected—good news to some and bad to others in the global
south. The US ascendance as the sole superpower with global reach
was good news to its allies who lived under the threat of nuclear
war for over four decades. Yet, for many independent states, who
tried to make use of the Cold War to increase the scope of their
maneuverability, an international system with the US as the only
pole was alarming. To put that into perspective, one should take
into account the importance of having a second option in the face
of superpowers’ coercive policy. The duality of global powers gave
many nations a wide room to act independently, therefore
balancing off superpowers against one another. As the end of the
Cold War approached, these ambitions soon disappeared.

As other states react to concentrated power by
counterbalancing®, fearing its current or future behavior (Waltz,
2000, p. 1), the era of American “unipolarity” was short-lived.

1. See Allison, 1988
2. See Levy, 2003
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Beside the counterbalancing endeavor, the unipole’s own deeds are
also of significance. As the story of many mighty powers
illuminates, the unipole starts acting with less consideration to the
limits of its might once there is no peer rival. Additionally,
revisionism is not confined to other powers in a unipolar order.
Robert Jervis argues that unipolarity offers powerful structural
incentives for the leading state to be revisionist'. The United States
occupied Afghanistan and Iraq in 2001 and 2003 respectively—an
endeavor proved lethal to its global status over time. It had to spend
energy and treasure in extended amounts and bandwidth at a time
when its to-be global rivals were accumulating wealth, investing in
their innovative economies and human capital.

Changes in the US global position came clearer when the
country decided that it was no longer capable or willing to keep
occupying Iraq and/or Afghanistan. It therefore soon came up with
the “pivot to Asia” strategy. To explain the essence of the new
strategy, the then US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton wrote that
“the future of politics will be decided in Asia, not Afghanistan or
Iraq, and the United States will be right at the center of the action”
(Clinton, 2011). The strategy was a rebalancing effort focused on
countering the rise of China as a rival potential superpower
(Goldberg, 2016) rather than divesting Washington’s global efforts
and limited treasure on different issues with varying degrees of
significance. This included regions around the globe including
Europe and the Middle East, two of the main priorities for the US
global agenda during and after the Cold War.

Besides a calculating United States, the new era in global
politics is marked with three intertwined characteristics with global

1. See Jervis, 2011
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reverberations. First is an inconsistent US policy: While pivoting to
Asia was and remains a bipartisan strategy in the United States, the
election of President Trump with an inward-looking America-fist
perspective, weakened the US global posture vis-a-vis its global
competitors as well as its ties with allies/proxies. The Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action—the Iran nuclear deal—is an
illuminating example. While Washington attempted to undermine
the accord by violating its commitments toward the deal (Trump,
2018) and pushed for a “better deal” with Iran, its own European
allies views were closer to those of China and Russia in handling
the aftermath of US violation of the deal. Other examples include
Trump’s withdrawal from many international agreements including
the Paris Climate agreement (Galbraith, 2019). Although the Biden
Administration tried to remedy the past by reverting back to many
of the pre-Trump policies, the inconsistency and its possible
recurrence moving forward remains in place.

A second feature of the new architecture is the continuous rise
of a peer competitor in Asia—China. While at odds with the US in
many aspects of global politics, Beijing has been enjoying a rapid
economic/trade growth in the same global system the US has been
rocking for some time now. A rising China is incrementally
providing the world with a “second option” and an increased level
of maneuverability that went lacking after the Cold War. Although
creating more volatility in the international arena, this is welcome
news to the global south, as Washington’s imposing posture is
dwindling and, as such, their own strategic autonomy and position
vis-a-vis the US is emboldened.

A resulting third factor is increased friction between the leader
of the status-quo ante and the rising/challenging actors as well as
an increased level and possibility for global conflicts. The Russia-
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Ukraine war, the Israeli invasion of Gaza and the instability ignited
by and spreading around it, the Iranian-Israeli conflict and the
potentialities surrounding old conflicts such as the Taiwanese, the
Koreas, etc. are all cases to be reckoned with in the transitional
period moving forward. Increased military expenditure by countries
relying on US support, such as Japan and Germany to 1.6% and 2%
respectively (Nagatomi, 2024) is quite telling on the volatilities
surrounding the transitional period and its future possibilities.

Historically, transitional periods tend to be more volatile and
instable—hitting weak states and crisis-driven regions with a
higher frequency than usual. Robert Gilpin explores a variety of
arguments on conflicts arising between an established hegemonic
power and a rising/challenging one, and focuses on the changes and
fluidity that it creates in world politics'. A transition is bound to
increase instability and fluidity. Nonetheless, once in place, due to
the anarchy underpinning them, international orders are not to
guarantee stability, yet they provide consensual or forced top-down
order. As such, the main question for the Middle East—and other
regions—would focus on their ways of coping with the transitional
period moving forward.

3. An Imbalanced Region

Strategic imbalance has been a salient feature in the Middle East
for decades. Security strategies and planning by regional states are
reflective of that imbalance. The imbalance has to do with both the
distribution of capabilities and the strategic planning to cope with
changing environments and rising challenges/threats. Distribution

1. See Glipin, 1981
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of military capabilities shapes states’ intentions (Zakaria, 1998,
p. 9), and the way in which they try to cope with (re)distribution of
power shapes their strategic culture. Differing levels of power and
strategic modalities have led Middle Eastern countries to
adopt different strategies and mechanisms to address their security
needs.

Bandwagoning is one strategy adopted by countries such as the
GCC member states to do away with their security challenges. The
bandwagoner “hopes to receive a share of the spoil, or at least be
destroyed last, in exchange for its loyalty” (Motin, 2024, pp. 19-
20). Although providing them with security, bandwagoning limits
their strategic autonomy and puts a cap on their “strategic
maturity”—which results from lengthy independent strategic
planning. While banking on great powers—England after World
War II and the US since the 1970s—provided conditioned security,
it however kept those at the receiving end of it short of strategic
maturity and autonomous security planning.

States such as Iran prioritized balancing as opposed to
bandwagoning and over time carried out policies to embolden their
balance against threats via both a regional alliance-building effort
and capability-building within. As an outcast in the US-led security
order in the Middle East, and as balancing in general and
capability-building in particular imposes heavy costs on an
economy and a society (Mearsheimer, 2014), Iran had to endure
immense pressure for its move towards strategic autonomy. Over
the decades, however, Iran managed to strengthen its deterrence
with a credible conditioned-threat posture—through a set of
symmetric and asymmetric capabilities build both within Iran and
around the Middle East.
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The regional strategic imbalance is rooted in the divergence
between a home-grown security strategy and planning on the one
hand and an imported and dependent one on the other. While the
first provided security by regional states and had a crucial effect on
independent strategic planning, the second provided security by
importing it from global powers—widening the regional gap over
strategic maturity and independence.

The gap is strongly related to the level of power that a state has
or aspires to achieve. While middle powers usually have a history
of independent strategic planning and/or aspire for one, small
powers lack that history and/or aspiration or both. Furthermore, the
gap creates a strategic asymmetry over the decades that cannot be
easily filled. Wars are, historically, ignited by that asymmetry. As
Mackinder once put it, War is “the outcome, direct or indirect, of
the unequal growth of nations” (Mackinder, 1962, p. 1) for
decades, small states in the Middle East tried to fill the gap by
bandwagoning and using a great power umbrella to tackle their
own security challenges. This is becoming a more problematic
strategy with a security-provider focused on pivoting to Asia as its
main strategic priority.

Efforts to localize defense industries and ‘“go-it-alone” on
strategic positioning in the region is part of a struggle to cope with
the regional asymmetry that have deemed perilous to national
security in an age of global transition of power. “Saudi Arabia and
the UAE’s endeavors for developing indigenous defense industries
can be seen as part of a broader effort to hedge against the US and
assert their own regional power” (Gulec & Atalan, 2023, p. 8).
Those attempts towards balancing could potentially usher a new
phase in regional balance, yet the shift requires unwavering
determination and a continued years—if not decades—long effort
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in the face of structural and geopolitical challenges (Gulec &
Atalan, 2023, p. 9).

Another aspect of the gap concerns the role that global politics
play in directing national policies around the region. One
significant feature is what can be termed as secondary effects—
global politics flowing into and through regional actors’ behaviors
and priorities without necessarily relating to their own agenda. The
maximum pressure of the Trump administration is an example
among many. Regional states such as Qatar, Iraq, Turkey and
others have had close ties with Tehran and were working on
developing those ties. Yet, when the Trump administration started
its maximum pressure campaign, an adapting phase started in those
states’ policies towards Iran beyond their own priorities. Such
secondary effects of a US primary policy are neither unique to the
Iranian case nor confined to the US’s usage of its global power.
Middle Eastern politics has always been, in one way or another, in
a coping mode with global politics spill-over effect into the region.

4. Regional Reverberations

Structural developments on the global stage are reverberating in the
Middle East inter-state relations and strategic planning. While the
United States’ pivot to Asia is a move beyond the traditional role
that Washington played on the global stage during the Cold War
and afterwards, it has been a cause for regional strategic revision
and adaptation around the Middle East.

States that have, over the decades, bandwagoned with
Washington to offset challenges and address security needs, are
starting to incorporate balancing as a new foreign policy strategy.
Thereupon, the Middle East is going through a “balancing
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momentum” within which, on the one hand traditionally balancing
actors are ratcheting up their autonomous push against the
hegemon in the world system, and on the other hand security-
importing states' such as Saudi Arabia are moving towards
balancing as a novel statecraft strategy—thereby enhancing ties
with non-Western global powers, specifically the rising ones, and
keeping a visible distance from a US-led global struggle aimed at
cornering those powers. With the growing GCC influence in the
Arab World in what is termed as the “Gulf moment’
strategic autonomy is likely to widen throughout the region over

, the drive for

time.

The resulting regional shift boils down to three strategic
elements that are likely to shape much of the future of international
relations in the region. The first is a newfound regional “agency”
not only on the part of non-Western-allied powers in the region, but
also those traditionally allied with Western powers. As in the case
of Saudi Arabia, the new “hyper-nationalistic approach” is focused
on balancing its domestic and regional interests to ensure its
security. Kardash and Sinkaya (2024) provide a Turkish account of
the change, suggesting that a realist foreign policy approach to
counter external actors by relying on coercive instruments and
unilateral policies will underpin Turkish policies in the Middle
East. Rézsa (2024) writes on how Egypt is positioning itself as a
responsible regional actor through its policies towards the conflict
in Gaza, a posture that, she reiterates, is part of a redefinition of the
identity of Egypt/republic built by President Abdel-Fattah Sisi.
Generally, the agency momentum around the region is coming up

1. States that rely mainly on a superpower/hegemon to either enjoy a security umbrella against
foes/challengers or import sophisticated weapon systems to balance off against them.
2. See Abdulla, 2024
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with a new set of strategies to cope with the global transition. The
adaptation is unveiling unprecedented regional agency at the
expense of an accustomed to, patron-agent model, in which US-
allied regional powers look at Washington for strategic guidance.

A second widespread feature is the regional actors’ opting for
balancing as opposed to bandwagoning in previous decades. From
Iran’s “looking Eastward” to Saudi Arabia’s growing ties with
China on strategic levels—Ileading up to arm procurement and
building both civilian and military technological linkages with
Beijing, as well as Egypt’s enhanced ties with both Russia and
China despite its traditionally strong military/security alliance with
Washington, and Turkey’s balancing role between the NATO—in
which it is a member state—and Russia, a proliferating “balancing
momentum” in the region is felt and is enhancing by the ongoing
global transition of power. This is not to suggest that former US-
allied regional powers are to necessarily move away from strong
ties with the US anytime soon. This however may well be the
advent of a regional movement beyond a US-centric order. As a
bandwagoning state loses control over its destiny and may
ultimately pay the price for failing to balance (Motin, 2024, p. 20),
a move from bandwagoning towards balancing usually becomes the
option once feasible. Balancing in the Middle East is, after all,
about balancing off the US and other global powers against one
another to enhance ones maneuverability and interests.

A third feature is an enhanced focus on internal military
capacity-building throughout the region. Although this cannot and
should not be viewed only through the military industry prism, yet
when military industry is being developed in traditionally security-
importing states, and taking into account the limits placed on
security-importers, including in their procurements over the
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decades, one can see the unprecedented capacity that such an
endeavor is adding to the patron-client model in the region. It
provides the backbone for strategic autonomy on the one hand, and
creates a hard-means-based balancing mechanism between arms
producing regional states in the long run on the other—with
obvious risks of home-grown arms races.

Iran’s defense industry, as well as its nuclear developments,
usually catch headlines; yet, such depictions are inaccurate in that
they confine the trend to Iran and do not map out a balanced picture
of a regional move towards autonomy-driven internalization of
defense capabilities. Besides Egypt and Turkey, who started
developing their military industries decades ago—and have been
ratcheting them up lately, Saudi Arabia’s newly focused policy on
internalizing needed military technology with the primary support
that it is receiving from Chinese firms, is yet another case. Vision
2030' is usually cited as the source of inspiration for Saudi
developments, including in its military industry, yet a closer look
shows that Riyadh has grown more focused on its indigenous
military industry due to problems of arms procurement from
Western countries—preconditioned on other issues of difference
(Czulda, 2024).

The question as such would be the way in which those
developments filter into a traditionally strong and multilayered
strategic asymmetry in the region. The global transition of power
could in theory work to the favor of bridging the region’s strategic
gap. Moving beyond the traditional asymmetry emanating from a
dichotomy that the balancing-bandwagoning macro strategies have

1. An official vision of the Saudi government, specifically its Crown Prince Mohammad bin
Salman, aimed at reform and diversification in the Saudi economics, social and cultural life.
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produced, towards more balanced regional relations that can push
forth the integration on the basis of autonomous strategic planning,
is one scenario. Yet the region is not immune to the negative
externalities of the global transition of power.

While regional powers proved capable of drawing their own line
of neutrality during the Ukrainian war, the transitional period’s
volatility spilling over to the region is a potentiality that can
pressurize regional actors well beyond the Ukrainian case. A war
scenario in Taiwan, for instance, would include direct or indirect
conflict between the two superpowers—both of which have strong
ties with regional actors. Will Saudi Arabia or even Turkey be able
to fend off the immense pressure and stick to their neutrality? Can
Iran stay out of such a conflict? Will all regional players try to keep
the region away from such a conflict or will some of them
bandwagon? Such questions will arise in each and every conflict
that includes global powers.

5. The US in a Region in Motion

Strategic shifts come as necessities. They tend to force adapting
parties to revisit their previous priorities. Increased agency,
balancing and capability-building have all been trending in the
region as necessities for adaptation with the global transition.
Regional changes have emanated from Washington’s own
adaptation to new global trends. When the United States occupied
Afghanistan and Iraq, it was not prepared for the day after, as it
was for the war itself. The days and years after proved so costly
that Washington had to recalibrate its strategies. The revision
included a “Status of Forces Agreement” with Iraq to incrementally
withdraw US forces from the country (DCAF, 2008), an
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engagement with the Taliban in Afghanistan with the aim of
reaching an agreement that can decrease US burdening presence on
Afghan territories'.

Besides the costs of occupation, the US was bogged down by a
never-ending insurgency-combatting mission in the two countries
while its global rivals, China in particular, were enjoying an
unmatched economic growth that was to turn it into a peer
competitor to Washington. The Pivot fo Asia as a strategy was a US
adaptation effort with the new reality, calling for decreased
presence in and attention to areas of less strategic significance to
US global role on the one hand and an increase of focus on the US
to-be peer competitor—China on the other”.

Besides Iraq and Afghanistan, US-Iran standoff was to be settled
in a way to stop Iran short of acquiring nuclear weapons while
allowing for a regional integration that could free US hands in a
region in constant turmoil. President Barak Obama voiced this in a
reverberating comment suggesting that Iran and Saudi Arabia
should learn to share the region (Goldberg, 2016). As part of its
pivot to Asia, a “leading from behind” strategy in the Middle East
was to free US direct role in the region by banking on regional
partners’ capabilities and regional role-seeking-thirst—as was the
case for smaller wealthy states in the Persian Gulf .

Regional reflections on the US shift varied in accordance with
the strategic asymmetry mentioned above. While Iran embraced the
moment by signing the JCPOA, US traditional allies in the Middle
East, accustomed to relying on Washington for their security needs,

1. See Maizland, 2020
2. See Bader et al., 2012
3. See Lizza, 2011
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went anxious about it. Their policy was two-fold: opposing the
JCPOA and trying to undermine and stop it short of normalizing
US-Iran relations on the one hand and struggling to secure stronger
security guarantees from the US on the other. Obama’s Washington
could satisfy none. As much a curse Trump was to Iran’s newfound
ties with the US, he was a gift to Iran’s rivals in the region. By
violating the JCPOA and imposing “maximum pressure” on Iran',
the Tehran-Washington standoff was revived and went well beyond
previous stages—accompanied by a heightened brinksmanship
around the region.

Under immense economic pressure, Iran and its allies started
pushing back against the US policy. To do that, Tehran did not
need to move far and wide around the region. It only focused on
making use of its rivals’ own made crises in Yemen, Qatar and
elsewhere. Iran’s aim of Bogging down Riyadh in a protracted war
in Yemen was what brought the Yemeni Ansarallah movement
closer to Tehran. In this sense, it was the Saudi war on Yemen that
pushed Ansarallah closer to Tehran. Iran’s aim of stopping the
Qatari siege short of forcing Doha to succumb to Saudi demands
also drew Qatar closer to Iran”. Attacks on Shipments in the Persian
Gulf and the Oman Sea, although never claimed by Tehran, leveled
up regional escalation unprecedentedly.

Iran’s messages were two-fold: firstly to showcase US inability
to protect allies; secondly to make clear that cornering Iran could
not result in a safe Persian Gulf or a secure region. Iran’s shooting
down of a US Global Hawk drone over Iranian territorial waters
was a clear indication of Iran’s willingness to resist the US

1. See ICG, 2021
2. See Ahmadian & Mohseni, 2021
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coercive policy to new highs. Nevertheless, it was the attack on
Abgqaiq and Khurais in Saudi Aramco facilities, which cut Saudi oil
production by half with no human casualties (Gambrell, 2019),
while leaving no trace of Iranian involvement, the straw that broke
the camel’s back. Although the Houthis claimed responsibility for
the attack and Iran denied any involvement, the attack was
indicative of how regional escalation can engulf the entire the
region, and not only Iran or its allies.

While the Saudi’s felt fortified by US air defense batteries and a
US commitment to their security beforehand, the attack showcased
in broad daylight the flaw in that policy. A change was necessary
and ergo, strategic necessity forced a shift on Saudi’s regional
policy. The UAE, a country used to abrupt shifts in its foreign
policy came first, reviving its maritime security dialogue with
Tehran in 2019 (Reuters, 2019). Riyadh followed suit by engaging
Iran in a dialogue that led to a deal in Beijing. Other diplomatic
tracks in the region ushered a novel regional atmosphere, focusing
more on diplomacy and dialogue, less on arms and battles.

6. A Regional Shift

The strategic asymmetry came daunting on US-allies in the region
after the Aramco incident. The realization that imported security
fell short of addressing vital security needs was to force US-allies
to think twice about outsourcing their security. It was also as much
significant to realize that engaging in military conflicts around the
region was a waste of energy and treasure with no aims realized.
This proved true in Syria and Yemen and elsewhere in the region.
As such, strategic adaptation started taking a new shape through
diplomatic tracks in different cases. Among much movement, three

N
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major diplomatic tracks could be identified as pertaining to changes
in policies of three regional powers: Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey.

Iran's diplomatic track went through a reengagement process
with Saudi Arabia and led to a visible change in its relations with
other Arab nations. For many reasons, including its perceived
regional effect, the Iran-Saudi track caught much attention. The
two countries embarked on a mediated discussion in Oman and Iraq
in 2020 and 2021. “Iraq and Oman subsequently hosted several
separate rounds of discussions between Saudi and Iranian
intelligence and foreign ministry officials” (ICG, 2024, p. 4). The
agreement restored bilateral ties, put a cap on regional standoffs
and sat guardrails towards normalizing relations and reviving the
détente that existed between the two sides in the 1990s and 2000s.
The two sides agreed to implement the Security Cooperation
Agreement of 2001 as well as the General Agreement for
Cooperation in the Fields of Economy, Trade, Investment,
Technology, Science, Culture, Sports, and Youth of 1998 (FMPRC,
2023). Those agreement were to serve as guiding commitments to
back a normalization that could potentially include regional
theatres. This was a pivotal development between the two regional
heavyweights with reverberations beyond their bilateral ties.

Before restoring relations with Saudi Arabia, the “regionalist”
administration of the late Ibrahim Raisi was able to resume
maritime security talks with the UAE (Vahdat & Batrawy, 2012),
which expanded to include broader range of issues after the Iran-
Saudi Agreement. Tehran also started a track with Bahrain, which
led to the high level discussions between the two sides in 2024 after
the Bahraini Foreign Minister’s partaking in the Raisi funeral and
the Bahraini King calling for a normalization of ties with Tehran
(RT, 2024). Feeling a change in regional geopolitics and after
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successful mediation in the Iran-Saudi track, Iraq started a regional
dialogue which included Iran, Turkey and various Arab stated
including Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Jordan, presenting the country
as a regional promoter of dialogue and reconciliation (Daga, 2023,
p. 72). The new Iraqi initiative gave Iran yet another platform to
advance its regionalist agenda.

For Saudi Arabia, diplomacy did not start with Iran, nor did it
end with the Beijing Agreement. After five tumultuous years
following the ascendance to power of King Salman and his son,
MBS, and after going through unprecedented recklessness in a
traditionally conservative Kingdom, Riyadh had to shift its gears. It
firstly normalized ties with Qatar after the 2017 Saudi-led quartet
siege on Doha went on short of achieving stated goals. An
invitation was extended to the Qatari Emir to attend the al-Ula
summit on January 2021, which led to the restoration and
normalization of ties between Riyadh and Doha (Doha Institute,
2021).

Another track, seemingly accelerated by the Beijing Agreement,
was a Saudi-Ansarallah deal, which brought the Yemeni war into a
halt after six years. Although affected by the Iran-Saudi talks and
agreement, the Yemeni track was first and foremost a result of
Riyadh’s search of a way out. A ceasefire was agreed upon on
April 2022 (Ghobari & Swilam, 2022). Ansarallah, preserving their
control over approximately the entire Yemeni north throughout a
lengthy war, preconditioned the ceasefire on the removal of
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi of the internationally
recognized government; a demand that was met right after the
ceasefire (Transfeld, 2022). A lengthy diplomatic process aiming at
a peace deal was ensued; a draft was agreed-upon and was to be
finalized by the United Nations before October 7%, 2023. Israeli
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military campaign in Gaza and Ansarallah’s attacks on shipments
coming from and going to Israel to pressurize the latter stopped the
deal short of signature, yet the terms of an acceptable deal remain
on the table with no major changes in San’a or Riyadh’s positions.
It seems that the Saudis, sensing a military stalemate between the
US Navy and the Houthis, are impatient to end their engagement in
Yemen, even if it leaves the Saudi-backed Aden government as
perceived losers in the process—with the US greenlighting this for
Riyadh to pursue (Wintour, 2024). As such and despite the
uncertainties, the prolonged ceasefire between the two sides is
likely to continue and, could potentially lead to a peace deal.

Turkey, another regional heavyweight, also started its share of
regional diplomacy aimed at easing regional tension pertaining to
previous standoffs during the Arab Spring. Ankara’s aim is to free
itself of the political/ideological box in which it has found itself
since the onset of the Arab Uprisings and to lessen the economic
cost of its geopolitical activism in the time of a deepening eco-
nomic crisis at home (Dalay, 2022a).

A de-escalation with Saudi Arabia started the Turkish track back
in April 2022, when Turkey met a Saudi precondition for
normalization of ties by halting the Khashoggi trial and transferring
the file to Saudi Arabia (Kucukgocmen, 2022). Turkish President,
Erdogan visited Saudi Arabia during that same month and ended
the bumpy previous phase in the relationship. The Alula Summit,
which normalized Saudi-Qatari relations played an important role
in the Turkish revision. This is because besides Riyadh’s backing
of the Egyptian coup in 2013, the siege on Qatar in 2017
caused a spike in the Ankara-Riyadh tensions, back tracking to a
resemblance of the zero-problem neighborhood policy of Ahmet
Davutoglo prior to the Arab Spring in what was described as “a
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policy of bridge-building across the Middle East” (Dalay, 2022b,
p. ).

Turkish diplomatic messaging has also been a key element in
repairing relations with Egypt, which were interrupted after the
2013 coup in Egypt and Turkey’s assertive policy in defending the
ousted Mursi government. In an incremental track, both countries
moved to settle the lengthy standoff. High level talks were held in
2021 and 2022. On July 4, 2023 both nations announced that they
would be elevating their diplomatic relations to ambassadorial
status (Eldoh, 2024). The main regional shift in the Turkish policy
is yet to bear fruit on Syria, where talks have been ongoing on-and-
off for years. Differences over the way to bridge gaps on occupied
territories in northern Syria, the future of Idlib and the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF)-controlled territories as well as the
sensitive Kurdish issue are still on the table. Yet, the mere fact that
talks have replaced settling differences on the battlefield has been a
major change. Turkish efforts to bridge resolve differences with
UAE bore tangible fruits during the same period and it has been
another case for the prevalence of diplomacy in Turkish regional
posture.

Generally, wary of the ongoing global transition with tense
reverberations seen within and around the region, in places such as
Ukraine and Palestine, regional powers have been hedging in an
effort to cope with the new global transition on the one hand and
deal with internal and regional challenges arising in the new era on
the other.

7. Conclusion

While the global order is being reshaped by emerging trends and
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rising actors as well as a resisting established power, regional
reverberations of those developments are quite eye-catching
throughout the Middle East. With the retreat of the unipolar world
order, Washington can no longer maintain allies in line at a time
when its security guarantees are not trusted as they were before.
Bandwagoning as such is not paying off for US-allied states in the
Arab World to keep placing their security bets in a single basket.

While the global transition of power is troubling for the
bandwagoner, the problem of regional asymmetry in power and
strategic capabilities makes bandwagoning an even worse a
strategy. As such, a move towards strategic autonomy is engulfing
the region. This article focused on the effects of the global
transition of power on the Middle East, as well as the region’s
efforts and mechanisms to cope with it. As argued in the article, the
spill-over of international volatility into the Middle East creates a
flued situation and decreases regional stability.

Instead of bandwagoning, efforts for balancing are pursued by
regional powers to increase their maneuverability vis-a-vis global
powers and to enhance their coping bandwidth in a volatile era by
keeping a distance from global actors’ priorities and standoffs. A
regional balancing effort has been trending in an era of diminished
unipolarity and increased global volatility. As discussed, balancing
efforts are not new in the region; however, the US-allied state’
move toward balancing is a rather new phenomenon. Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, Egypt and others are diversifying their strategic
partnerships globally and are focused more on capability-building
internally.

While the strategic question of the new era focuses on the way
to cope with the global transition of power, the overwhelming
regional answer and practice suggest that balancing came front-
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and-center. Already adopted by none-US-allied states such as Iran,
balancing is now being incorporated by US-allied states such as
Saudi Arabia, UAE and Egypt. Turkish balancing between the
NATO, an organization it is a member of, and Russia is an
illuminating case of the new reality in the region. Despite
balancing, regional volatility and instability are a broader concern
than the way the region deals with global power politics. While the
balancing moment in the region can potentially provide the
necessary space for regional integration/cooperation by enhancing
the strategic symmetry around the region, it is yet to be seen if the
moment is seized upon by regional powers to that end.

References

Abdulla, A. (2024, Apr. 5). The Gulf Moment and the Making of the
Khaleeji State. Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs.
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/gulf-moment-and-making-
khaleeji-state

Ahmadian, H., & Mohseni, P. (2021). From Detente to Containment: The
Emergence of Iran's New Saudi Strategy. International Affairs,
97(3), 779-799. https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiab014

Allison, R. (1988). The Soviet Union and the Strategy of Non-Alignment
in the Third World. Cambridge University Press.

Bader, J. A., Lieberthal, K. G., Bush, R. C., & Pollack, J. D. (2012, Jan.
31). Understanding the U.S. Pivot to Asia. U.S. Strategy in Asia, the
Brookings  Institution.  https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/
uploads/2012/04/20120131 pivot asia.pdf

Clinton, H. R. (2011, Oct. 11). America’s Pacific Century. Foreign
Policy. https://foreignpolicy.com/2011/10/11/americas-pacific-century/

487

Journal of WORLD SOCIOPOLITICAL STUDIES | Vol. 8 | No. 3 | Summer 2024



488

Journal of WORLD SOCIOPOLITICAL STUDIES | Vol. 8 | No. 3 | Summer 2024

Hassan Ahmadian

Czulda, R. (2024, Mar. 11). Saudi Goals of Developing an Indigenous
Arms Industry are Ambitious. Stimson Center. https://www.stimson.
org/2024/saudi-arabia-to-develop-ambitious-indigenous-arms-
industry/

Daga, G. (2023). Conclusions and Recommendations. In G. Daga, A.
Dessi, & A. Ezzamouri (Eds.), Iraq: From Crisis Hotspot to
Promoter of Inter-Regional Dialogue and Reconciliation (pp. 72-
88). Istituto Affari Internazionali.

Dalay, G. (2022a, Jan. 10). Turkey-UAE Relations: Economic
Cooperation against the Backdrop of Geopolitical Incompatibility.
SWP Comment. https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2022C01/

Dalay, G. (2022b, Aug). Turkey’s Middle East Reset: A Precursor for
De-Escalation?. Middle East Council on Global Affairs.
https://mecouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/MECGA_Policy-
Paper_Galip-Dalay Final-Web.pdf

DCAF. (2008). Status of Forces Agreement between The Republic of Iraq
and the United States of America. Geneva Center for Democratic
Control and Armed Forces. https://www.dcaf.ch/sites/default/
files/publications/documents/US-Iraqi SOFA-en.pdf

Doha Institute. (2021, Jan. 7). Al-Ula GCC Summit Ends the Blockade of
Qatar. Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies.
https://shorturl.at/WUzv4

Eldoh, M. (2024, Feb. 16). Erdogan in Egypt: Strategic Implications for
Turkey and Egypt. Geopolitical Monitor. https://www.geopolitical
monitor.com/erdogan-in-egypt-strategic-implications-for-turkey-and
-egypt/

FMPRC. (2023, Mar. 10). Joint Trilateral Statement by the People's

Republic of China, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the Islamic
Republic of Iran. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s



Weathering a Global Transition:
The Middle East’s Balancing Momentum

Republic of China. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/wjdt 665385/
2649 665393/202303/t20230311_11039241.html#:~:text=The%20t
hree%?20countries%20announce%20that,and%20the%20agreement

%20includes%20their

Galbraith, J. (2019). Trump Administration Announces Withdrawal from
International Agreements. American Journal of International Law,
113(1), 131-141. https://doi.org/ 10.1017/ajil.2018.115

Gambrell, J. (2019, Sep. 15). Saudi Arabia: Drone Attacks Knocked Out
Half Its Oil Supply. Associated Press. https://apnews.com/article/
d20£80188e3543bfb36d512df7777cd4

Ghobari, M., & Swilam, A. (2022, Apr. 1). Yemen's Warring Parties
Agree Two-month Truce in Major Breakthrough. Reuters.
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/yemen-govt-help-with-
release-prisoners-open-sanaa-airport-truce-moves-2022-04-01/

Gilpin, R. (1981). War and Change in World Politics. Cambridge
University Press.

Goldberg, J. (2016, Mar. 10). The Obama Doctrine. The Atlantic.
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-
doctrine/471525/

Gulec, N., & Atalan, A. (2023). GCC’s Pursuit of Strategic Autonomy:
Localizing Defense Industries. Strategic Brief, Alsharq Strategic
Research. https://research.sharqforum.org/2023/01/11/gccs-pursuit-
of-strategic-autonomy-localizing-defense-industries/

ICG. (2021, Mar, 8). The Failure of U.S. “Maximum Pressure” against
Iran. International Crisis Group. https://www.crisisgroup.org/
middle-east-north-africa/gulf-and-arabian-peninsula/iran/failure-us-
maximum-pressure-against-iran

489

Journal of WORLD SOCIOPOLITICAL STUDIES | Vol. 8 | No. 3 | Summer 2024



490

Journal of WORLD SOCIOPOLITICAL STUDIES | Vol. 8 | No. 3 | Summer 2024

Hassan Ahmadian

ICG. (2024, Jun, 13). Great Expectations: The Future of Iranian-Saudi
Détente (No. 92). International Crisis Group. https://www.
crisisgroup.org/sites/default/files/2024-06/b092-future-of-iranian-
saudi-detente 1.pdf

Jervis, R. (2011). Unipolarity: A Structural Perspective. In G. J.
Ikenberry, M. Mastanduno, & W. C. Wohlforth (Eds.), International
Relations Theory and the Consequences of Unipolarity (pp. 252-
281). Cambridge University Press.

Kardas, S., & Sinkaya, B. (2024). Evolution of Tiirkiye's Engagement in
the Middle Eastern Regional Order: The Normalization Agenda and
Beyond. Journal of World Sociopolitical Studies, 8(3), 493-527.
https://doi.org/10.22059/wsps.2024.373676.1422

Kucukgocmen, A. (2022, Apr.7). Turkish Court Halts Khashoggi Trial,
Transfers It to Saudi Arabia. Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/
world/middle-east/turkish-court-halts-khashoggi-trialtransfers-it-
saudi-arabia-2022-04-07/

Kullaa, R. C. (2011). Non-alignment and Its Origins in Cold War
Europe: Yugoslavia, Finland and the Soviet Challenge. 1.B. Tauris.

Levy, J. S. (2003). Balances and Balancing: Concepts, Propositions and
Research Design. In J. A. Vasquez, & C. Elman (Eds.), Realism and
the Balancing of Power: A New Debate (pp. 128-153). Prentice
Hall.

Lizza, R. (2011, Apr, 26). Leading from Behind. The New Yorker.
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/leading-from-behind

Mackinder, H. (1962). Democratic Ideals and Reality. W. W. Norton.

Maizland. (2020, Mar, 2). U.S.-Taliban Peace Deal: What to Know.
The Washington Post. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/us-taliban-
peace-deal-agreement-afghanistan-war



Weathering a Global Transition:
The Middle East’s Balancing Momentum

Mearsheimer, J. (2014). The Tragedy of Great Power Politics.
W.W Norton.

Motin, D. (2024). Bandwagoning in International Relations: China,
Russia, and their Neighbors. Vernon Press.

Nagatomi, S. (2024, Apr, 27). Japan’s Defense Spending Climbs to 1.6%
of GDP. Nikkei Asia. https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Defense/Japan-
s-defense-spending-climbs-to-1.6-of-GDP#:~:text=Japan%20
previously%20aimed%20t0%20spend, GDP%200n%20defense%20b
y%202030.

Reuters. (2019, Jul, 30). Rivals Iran and UAE to Hold Maritime Security
Talks. https://www.reuters.com/article/world/rivals-iran-and-uae-to-
hold-maritime-security-talks-idUSKCN1UP180/

Rozsa, E. N. (2024). A Nation-State of Multiple Identities: Egypt in the
Middle East Transition. Journal of World Sociopolitical Studies,
8(3), 589-614. https://doi.org/10.22059/wsps.2024.373609.1421

RT. (2024, May. 23). Malik al-Bahrain fi legha’ Ma’a Bootin yo’aked
da’ma beladeh-i tatbi’ al-alaghat ma’a Iran,” [Bahraini King in a
Meeting with Putin  Reiterates His Country’s Support for
Normalization with Iran]. Russia Today Arabic. https://shorturl.
at/XCE7F

Swift, J. (2003). The Palgrave Concise Historical Atlas of the Cold War.
Palgrave MacMillan.

Transfeld, M. (2022, May, 18). Peace of Work: Yemen’s Fragile
Ceasefire.  ECFR.  https://ecfr.eu/article/peace-of-work-yemens-
fragile-ceasefire/

Trump, D. J. (2018, May, 8). President Donald J. Trump is Ending United
States Participation in an Unacceptable Iran Deal. Trump White
House.  https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/
president-donald-j-trump-ending-united-states-participation-
unacceptable-iran-deal/

N
=4
[t

Journal of WORLD SOCIOPOLITICAL STUDIES | Vol. 8 | No. 3 | Summer 2024



492

Journal of WORLD SOCIOPOLITICAL STUDIES | Vol. 8 | No. 3 | Summer 2024

Hassan Ahmadian

Tucker, S. C., & Roberts, P. M. (2007). The Encyclopedia of the Cold
War: A Political Social, and Military History. ABC-Clio.

Waltz, K. (2000). Intimations of Multipolarity. In B. Hansen, & B.
Heurlin (Eds.), The New World Order: Contrasting Theories (pp. 1—
17). Macmillan.

Wintour, P. (2024, Apr. 14). US gives Saudis Green Light to Try to
Revive Peace Deal with Houthis. The Guardian. https://www.
theguardian.com/world/article/2024/may/14/us-saudi-arabia-revive-
peace-deal-with-houthis-yemen

Vahdat, A., & Batrawy, A. (2019, Jul, 31). UAE and Iran Hold Rare
Talks in Tehran on Maritime Security. The Associated Press.
https://apnews.com/article/49c6dalc33fd45bbaflb14836ee5e2ec

Zakaria, F. (1998). From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of
America’s World Role. Princeton University Press.



	Weathering a Global Transition: The Middle East’sBalancing Momentum
	Abstract1
	Keywords
	1. Introduction
	2. A Structure in Transition
	3. An Imbalanced Region
	4. Regional Reverberations
	5. The US in a Region in Motion
	6. A Regional Shift
	7. Conclusion
	References

