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Abstract. This article examines how China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
reshapes political and economic relations in the Near and Middle East by
generating multidimensional strategic dependencies. Rather than producing
unilateral dominance, the BRI creates varying degrees of economic,
technological, and diplomatic dependence shaped by domestic priorities and
access to alternative partners. Through a comparative analysis of Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates, and Iran, the study demonstrates that moderate
levels of dependence enable selective cooperation and the preservation of
strategic autonomy, while higher levels of dependence encourage closer
alignment with China. The findings challenge simplistic “debt trap” narratives
by highlighting the role of state agency in mediating BRI outcomes. Overall,
the article argues that the BRI contributes to a conditional and differentiated
regional order in which influence is exercised through geoeconomic
mechanisms rather than direct security control.
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TPAHCOOPMALIUSA BJINKKHEI'O U CPEJHEI'O BOCTOKA IIOJ

BJIAUSHUEM NHUIIUATUBBI «I1051C U ITYTh»: UHOPACTPYKTYPA,
BE3OINACHOCTDB U CTPATEITHYECKHUE 3ABUCHUMOCTHU B
OTHOULIEHUSAX KUTASA C BJIMKHUM BOCTOKOM

IOu3a Ma*

AbcTpakT. B crathe aHanmm3upyercs, KakuM o0pa3oM HHUIMATHBa Kwurtas
«OguH mosIC - OAMH MYTH» (HOPMHUPYET MOJUTHYECKHE M IKOHOMHUYECKHE
otHomieHuss Ha bmwkHem u Cpennem Bocroke mnocpeAacTBOM —co3aaHUs
MHOTOMEPHBIX  CTpPAaTerMYeCKUX 3aBUCUMOCTed. Bwmecrto ycraHoBiIeHUs
OJHOCTOPOHHETO JOMHUHHMPOBAHUS MHUIMATUBA (POPMHUPYET pa3InvHbIe YPOBHU
3KOHOMHUYECKOM, TEXHOJOTMYECKOW M  JUIUIOMAaTHUYeCKOW 3aBHCHMOCTH,
00yCJIOBJIEHHbIE BHYTPEHHUMH IPHOPUTETAMHM TOCYIApCTB U JOCTYINOM K
asibTepHaTUBHBIM napTHEpam. Ha ocHoBe cpaBHUTENbHOTO aHanu3a Cayq0BCKOM
ApaBun, OObenuHEHHBIX Apabckux OwmupatoB u MpaHa moka3aHo, 4YTO
YMEPEHHBIH ypOBEHb 3aBUCHUMOCTH IIO3BOJISIET COXPAHATh CTPATEIHYECKYIO
aBTOHOMHUIO M M30MpaTeNbHOE COTPYJHHYECTBO, TOTAA Kak Oojee BBICOKas
3aBUCHUMOCTb CIIOCOOCTBYET OoJiee TecHOMY conmmxenuto ¢ Kuraem. Iloayuennsie
pe3ysbTaThl CTaBAT MOJ COMHEHHE YHPOIIEHHBIE HMHTEPIPETALMU <«IOJTOBOM
JIOBYLIKM», MOAYEPKUBAs KIIOYEBYIO PpOJIb TOCYAAPCTBEHHOW AareHTHOCTH B
(GOopMHpPOBaHUHM TOCIEACTBUH WHUIMATUBBL. B IIemOM yTBep)Kmaercs, 4YTO
uHunuatuBa «OIUMH MOSIC - OXMH IyTh» CIOCOOCTBYET (HOPMHUPOBAHUIO
YCIOBHOTO M UG (GEpEeHIIMPOBAHHOIO PETHOHAIBHOTO TMOPSAIKa, B KOTOPOM
BIMSIHUE OCYILECTBIJIICTCSI 4Yepe3 TE€O03KOHOMHUYECKHE MEeXaHU3Mbl, a He
MOCPEACTBOM IPSIMOTO KOHTPOJISl B chepe Oe30MacHOCTH.
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YAXIN VO ORTA SORQDO BKBY-NIN SORTLONDIRDIY1
TRANSFORMASIYA: CIN-YAXIN SORQ MUNASIBOTLORINDO
INFRASTRUKTUR, TOHLUKOSIZLIK VO STRATEJI
ASILILIQLAR
Yujia Ma*

Abstrakt. Bu mogalo Cinin “Bir Komoar, Bir Yol” (BKBY) tasobbisinin
Yaxin vo Orta Sorqdo siyasi vo iqtisadi munasibatlori coxolgulli strateji
asililiglar yaratmagq yolu ila necs yenidon formalagdirdigini tohlil edir. BKBY
birtorofli dominantliq yaratmaqdan daha ¢ox, daxili prioritetlor vo alternativ
torofdaslara ¢ixis imkanlari ilo sortlonan mixtolif soviyysli igtisadi, texnoloji
Vo diplomatik asililiglar formalasdirir. Saudiyys Orabistani, Birlogsmis Orab
omirliklori va Iran iizra aparilan miiqayisali tohlil gostorir ki, orta saviyyali
asililiq se¢ici omokdasliga va strateji muxtariyyatin qorunmasina imkan verir,
yuksak asililiq ise Cinlo daha six uygunlagsmani tosviq edir. Naticolor BKBY -
nin tasirlorinin formalagsmasinda dovlat agentliyinin rolunu 6n plana ¢ixararaq
sadolosdirilmis “borc tolosi” yanasmalarini tongid edir. Umumilikda, mogala
BKBY-nin regionda tosirin birbasa tohliikasizlik nozarsti vasitosilo deyil,
geoigtisadi mexanizmlor Uzorindon hoyata kegirildiyi sorti vo diferensial
regional nizam formalasdirdigini irali strdr.

Acar sozlar: Bir Komor, Bir Yol togabbiisii; Yaxin va Orta Sorq; Strateji
asililiq; Geoiqtisadi tasir; Cin; Infrastruktur
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1.Introduction

Over the past decade, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has emerged as
a major driver of economic and strategic change in the Near and Middle East.
Through large-scale investments in infrastructure, energy, logistics, and digital
connectivity, China has become an increasingly important economic partner
for many states in the region. This expanding engagement has unfolded
alongside the continued dominance of the United States in regional security
affairs, creating a complex environment in which economic influence and
military power do not necessarily overlap.

Much of the existing literature portrays China’s growing presence in the
Middle East as a source of unilateral dependence, often framed through
concepts such as “debt trap diplomacy.” Such interpretations, however, tend to
oversimplify regional dynamics by treating Middle Eastern states as passive
recipients of Chinese influence. In practice, regional actors retain significant
agency and actively shape the terms of their engagement with China by
balancing BRI participation against domestic priorities, alternative financing
options, and long-standing security partnerships.

This article argues that the BRI generates differentiated and conditional
forms of strategic dependence rather than uniform subordination. These
dependencies operate across economic, technological, and diplomatic
dimensions and vary in intensity across states. By comparing the experiences
of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Iran, the article demonstrates
how different levels of dependence influence patterns of cooperation, policy
alignment, and strategic autonomy. In doing so, it reframes China-Middle East
relations as a geoeconomic process in which influence is mediated by state
agency rather than imposed through direct security control [1].

Over the past decade, scholarly debates on China’s Belt and Road Initiative
have increasingly focused on the concept of strategic dependence as a lens for
understanding its geopolitical implications. Strategic dependence in this
context refers to the ways in which sustained economic and technological
engagement shapes state behavior, policy preferences, and external alignments
without relying on direct coercion. Rather than constituting a single or uniform
condition, dependence emerges across multiple dimensions and varies
according to domestic priorities, institutional capacity, and access to
alternative partners.

Economic dependence reflects the scale and significance of Chinese
investment in national infrastructure, energy, and logistics systems. Large BRI
projects create long-term financial commitments and integrate host economies
into China-centered trade and supply networks. Technological dependence
develops when Chinese firms provide not only financing and construction but
also design, operation, and maintenance services, thereby embedding Chinese
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standards and expertise into critical systems. Diplomatic dependence arises
when economic and technological ties incentivize states to accommodate
Chinese interests in foreign policy, energy strategy, and regional coordination.

Importantly, these forms of dependence do not eliminate state agency.
Governments retain the ability to negotiate project terms, diversify
partnerships, and limit Chinese involvement in sensitive sectors. As a result,
BRI engagement often produces selective alignment rather than
comprehensive political convergence. States with greater access to alternative
financing and security partners are better positioned to extract economic
benefits while constraining China’s leverage.

In this framework, the intensity of strategic dependence becomes a key
variable shaping outcomes. Moderate levels of dependence allow states to
balance cooperation with autonomy, whereas higher levels of dependence
increase incentives for closer diplomatic coordination with China. This
variation helps explain divergent regional responses to the BRI and
underscores why China’s expanding economic presence has not translated into
uniform political or security alignment across the Near and Middle East.
2.Empirical Analysis
2.1.Saudi Arabia: Moderate Dependence

Saudi Arabia illustrates a case of moderate strategic dependence shaped by
extensive economic engagement and strong alternative partnerships. Chinese
involvement in Saudi infrastructure and energy projects has expanded under
the BRI, particularly in refining, petrochemicals, transport, and industrial
development. These investments enhance economic interdependence and
support Saudi Arabia’s domestic modernization agenda, yet they do not
translate into decisive Chinese control over strategic assets. The Saudi state
maintains regulatory authority and retains ownership over critical sectors,
limiting the depth of external dependence [2].

Technological cooperation with China is significant but carefully managed.
Chinese firms contribute expertise in construction, digital infrastructure, and
renewable energy, while Saudi authorities avoid excessive reliance by
maintaining diversified suppliers and technological partners. This selective
approach prevents technological lock-in and preserves long-term flexibility.
Consequently, technological dependence remains partial rather than systemic.

Diplomatically, Saudi Arabia’s engagement with China reflects pragmatic
alignment focused on economic and energy cooperation. While Riyadh
supports certain Chinese positions in multilateral economic forums, it
continues to anchor its security strategy in long-standing partnerships with the
United States and its allies. BRI participation therefore complements rather
than replaces existing strategic relationships. In this context, moderate
dependence enables Saudi Arabia to leverage Chinese cooperation to enhance
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bargaining power and strategic autonomy without compromising its broader
foreign policy orientation.
2.2.United Arab Emirates: Balanced Dependence

The United Arab Emirates represents a model of balanced strategic
dependence in which engagement with the BRI is embedded within a highly
diversified economic and diplomatic strategy. Chinese participation in Emirati
ports, logistics hubs, and industrial zones strengthens the UAE’s role as a
regional gateway connecting Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. These projects
deepen economic interdependence by integrating Emirati infrastructure into
transregional supply chains, yet strategic control over key assets remains
firmly in domestic hands.

Technological cooperation further reinforces this balance. Chinese firms are
involved in telecommunications, smart logistics, and digital infrastructure,
contributing to efficiency and innovation without monopolizing critical
systems. The UAE mitigates technological dependence by combining Chinese
expertise with partnerships from Western and regional actors, thereby avoiding
excessive reliance on any single provider [3].

In diplomatic and security terms, the UAE maintains a clear separation
between economic cooperation and strategic alignment. While coordination
with China facilitates trade and logistics connectivity, security policy
continues to rely on established partnerships with the United States and other
allies. This approach allows the UAE to extract economic benefits from the
BRI while preserving autonomy in foreign and defense policy. As a result,
balanced dependence enhances flexibility rather than constraining strategic
choice.
2.3.Iran: High Dependence

Iran presents a case of high strategic dependence shaped by prolonged
international sanctions and limited access to alternative sources of finance,
technology, and trade. Under these conditions, China has emerged as a crucial
economic partner, particularly in the energy and infrastructure sectors. Chinese
investment and expertise support oil and gas development, transport corridors,
and industrial projects that would be difficult for Iran to pursue independently.
This depth of engagement creates a stronger form of economic dependence
than observed in Gulf states [4].

Technological dependence is also more pronounced in Iran’s case. Chinese
firms provide key technical capabilities in project design, construction, and
operation, often filling gaps left by the withdrawal of Western companies. As
a result, Chinese standards and technologies are embedded more deeply in
Iran’s infrastructure systems, increasing long-term reliance. However, this
dependence is driven less by strategic choice than by structural constraints
imposed by sanctions.
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Diplomatically, higher levels of economic and technological dependence
translate into closer political coordination with China. Iran aligns more
consistently with Chinese positions on issues such as sanctions, energy trade,
and aspects of regional security. Nevertheless, this alignment does not amount
to full political subordination. Iran retains autonomy in military affairs and
regional strategy, indicating that even high dependence under the BRI does not
eliminate state agency but rather narrows the range of available alternatives.

Taken together, the Iranian case highlights the upper limits of BRI-induced
strategic dependence. While China’s role becomes more influential under
conditions of isolation, its leverage remains shaped by local priorities and
geopolitical constraints rather than direct control [5].

Across the three cases examined, the Belt and Road Initiative demonstrates
that China’s influence in the Near and Middle East operates through
differentiated pathways rather than a single, uniform model. The intensity and
character of strategic dependence vary significantly depending on domestic
political priorities, economic structures, and access to alternative partners. This
variation highlights the importance of moving beyond binary interpretations of
dependence and autonomy in assessing China—Middle East relations.

One of the most notable findings is that economic engagement under the BRI
does not automatically translate into political or security alignment. Even
where Chinese investments play a substantial role, host states retain
meaningful leverage through regulatory authority, ownership structures, and
diversification strategies. This is particularly evident in states with strong
institutional capacity and multiple external partners, where BRI projects are
incorporated into broader development agendas rather than defining them [6].

Technological dependence emerges as a critical but often underestimated
dimension of BRI engagement. The provision of design, construction, and
operational expertise embeds Chinese standards and practices into local
systems, creating longer-term forms of reliance that extend beyond financing
alone. However, the degree to which this reliance constrains policy autonomy
depends on whether host states can combine Chinese technology with
alternatives from other providers.

Diplomatic alignment under the BRI is best understood as incremental and
issue-specific. States tend to accommodate Chinese interests in areas directly
linked to economic cooperation, such as energy trade, infrastructure protection,
and logistical coordination. At the same time, they often resist broader political
alignment that would undermine existing security commitments or regional
strategies [7].

The presence of the United States as a dominant security actor continues to
shape the strategic environment in which BRI projects unfold. Rather than
displacing U.S. influence, China’s engagement coexists with established
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security architectures, reinforcing a functional separation between economic
and military domains. This separation enables regional states to pursue hedging
strategies that maximize economic benefits while minimizing strategic risk.
3.Conclusion

Overall, this article shows that China’s Belt and Road Initiative does not
produce uniform or coercive dependence in the Near and Middle East, but
rather generates differentiated and conditional forms of strategic dependence.
Economic, technological, and diplomatic ties created under the BRI vary in
depth and impact according to domestic priorities and access to alternative
partners. The cases of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates demonstrate
that moderate and balanced dependence allows states to benefit from Chinese
engagement while preserving strategic autonomy.

In contrast, Iran’s experience illustrates how higher dependence, shaped by
sanctions and limited alternatives, encourages closer alignment with China
without eliminating state agency. Across all cases, China’s influence operates
primarily through geoeconomic mechanisms rather than direct security control.
As a result, the BRI contributes to a more flexible and uneven regional order
rather than a shift toward hegemonic domination.

4. REFERENCES

1. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. (2024). The geopolitics of
economic development in the Middle East. Retrieved from
https://carnegieendowment.org/videos/2024/06/the-geopolitics-of-
economic-development-in-the-middle-east (in English)

2. Holtzman, B. M.(2025). China in the Middle East: February 2025. Council
on Foreign Relations. Retrieved from https://www.cfr.org/article/china-
middle-east-february-2025 (in English)

3. Sun, D., & Zhang, D. (2018, October 18). “Belt and Road Initiative” and
the new positioning of China-Arab strategic partnership. Contemporary
World [ = v H R ]. Retrieved from
https://www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/p/69100.html (in Chinese)

4. Sun, H. (2024, June 25). China-Saudi Arabia cooperation in the technology
sector: From the perspective of the high-quality development of the Belt
and Road Initiative. International Forum, 25(5). Retrieved from
https://dx.doi.org/10.13549/j.cnki.cn11-3959/d.2023.05.003 (in English)

5. MEED Editorial. (2025). China’s Belt and Road Initiative surges in Middle
East. Retrieved from https://www.meed.com/chinas-belt-and-road-surges-
in-middle-east (in English)

6. Uddin, S. S., Aurangzeb, M., Khan, M. S., & Khan, A. T. (2025). China’s
Belt and Road Initiative in the Middle East: Energy security, strategic
realignment, and geopolitical implications. ASSA Journal, 4(1), 4604—

303


https://carnegieendowment.org/videos/2024/06/the-geopolitics-of-economic-development-in-the-middle-east
https://carnegieendowment.org/videos/2024/06/the-geopolitics-of-economic-development-in-the-middle-east
https://www.cfr.org/article/china-middle-east-february-2025
https://www.cfr.org/article/china-middle-east-february-2025
https://www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/p/69100.html
https://dx.doi.org/10.13549/j.cnki.cn11-3959/d.2023.05.003
https://www.meed.com/chinas-belt-and-road-surges-in-middle-east
https://www.meed.com/chinas-belt-and-road-surges-in-middle-east

Yujia Ma
BRI-DRIVEN TRANSFORMATION IN THE NEAR AND MIDDLE EAST: INFRASTRUCTURE, ...

4612. Retrieved from
https://assajournal.com/index.php/36/article/view/1077 (in English)

7. Mohammadi, M., Sohrabi, M. S., & Rabiei, S. (2025). The geoeconomic
impacts of China’s Belt and Road Initiative on Iran: Benefits and
challenges. Discover Global Social, 3, 56. https://doi.org/10.1007/s44282-
025-00206-4 (in English)

304


https://assajournal.com/index.php/36/article/view/1077
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44282-025-00206-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44282-025-00206-4

