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Abstract

Introduction

The international system is undergoing a fundamental transition from a
unipolar world under Western hegemony to a multipolar order, marked by
the relative decline of US influence and the rise of Asian powers. In this
transformative context, the member states of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), which have traditionally maintained deep security and strategic
dependencies on the Western bloc, have redefined their foreign policies
based on a “Look to the East” strategy and the comprehensive development
of relations with Asian actors. This paper asks: What international and
regional dynamics affect the GCC's Asianization process, and how have they
accelerated this trend? The central hypothesis is that this pivot is not
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merely a temporary economic choice, but rather the product of the
intersection and synergy of three macro-level dynamics: the shift in the
global power structure driven by the rise of Asia, the strategic need for
security balancing against the Islamic Republic of Iran, and the deepening of
intra-GCC geopolitical rivalries.

Method

This research adopts a qualitative approach and a descriptive-analytical
method. Research data were collected through library and documentary
studies. Data analysis was conducted using the concepts of neoclassical
realism across three levels: the macro level of the international system, the
meso level of Middle Eastern regional dynamics, and the micro level of
intra-GCC rivalries, to elucidate the precise link between global structural
variables and the actions of individual GCC member states.

Findings

The findings indicate that the Asianization process has accelerated and
deepened under the influence of three levels of dynamics:

First, at the international level, the economic, political, and normative rise of
powers such as China and India has provided robust material and normative
alternatives for the Gulf states. The declining security reliability of
Washington has driven Arab elites to adopt a hedging strategy. Furthermore,
the Asian development model—which is predicated on the primacy of
economic growth, non-interference in internal affairs, and respect for
national sovereignty—aligns closely with the political structures of
conservative Arab states and serves as an appealing alternative to Western
normative pressures. Second, at the regional level, Asianization has evolved
into a smart tool for soft balancing against Iran. By linking the energy
security and macro-logistical interests of emerging powers such as Beijing
and New Delhi to the stability of their infrastructure, the GCC states use
their diplomatic weight—such as China’s mediation in the March 2023
agreement—as leverage to indirectly contain Iran, impose costs for
insecurity, and limit Tehran’s regional sphere of influence. The GCC’s
unhindered access to Eastern markets, compared with Iran’s sanction-
induced limitations, has reinforced this balance in favor of the Arab capitals.
Third, at the intra-GCC level, identity rifts and geopolitical rivalries,
particularly following the 2017 Qatar crisis, have acted as powerful catalysts
for the eastward pivot. The fear of isolation and escalating competition
among Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, and Doha to lead in attracting Asian capital and
technology have driven these states toward unilateralism and bilateral
agreements, thereby preventing the formation of a unified regional doctrine.
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Conclusion

The Asianization of GCC members is a multifaceted strategy in response to
transformations in the structure of the international system, the imperatives
of containing Iran, and internal tensions within the Council. Although the
pivot to the East has significantly enhanced these countries’ strategic
autonomy, diplomatic flexibility, and economic diversification in response to
Western pressures, these achievements have been accompanied by a major
paradox: the dominance of members’ unilateral and competitive diplomacy
over Eastern interests has come at the cost of severely undermining the
institutional cohesion of the GCC. In the emerging multipolar order, the
security architecture of the Persian Gulf will no longer be a unified bloc
reliant on the West; rather, it will transform into a highly fluid and
competitive network comprising complex bilateral alliances with Asian
actors.

Keywords: Asianization, Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), Look to the
East, Balancing, Iran.
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