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Abstract

Objectives: This research investigates the new balance of power in the Middle East, focusing on
the regional powers and the perceived decline of U.S. influence in the region. The study explores
how regional powers are reshaping the geopolitical landscape.

Methods: The study combines qualitative data, case studies, and quantitative analysis of military
expenditures and diplomatic interactions. Grounded in the theoretical framework of neoclassical
realism, the research examines how domestic political factors and systemic constraints influence
the foreign policy decisions of regional players.

Results: The findings suggest that the recent developments following Israel's declaration of war on
Hamas, which led to regional escalation, are regrettable after a series of regional de-escalation
efforts. At the same time, maintaining a strong balance of power is essential for regional players
and the blocs within the region.

Conclusions: The division of the Middle East into two regional blocs, namely the status quo and
the revisionist, will remain increasingly intact amid the current escalation, despite the significant
progress in the political normalization process. Therefore, the balance of power maintained by the
U.S. in the region remains entrenched and superior, indicating that the U.S.'s influence is unlikely
to face significant challenges from China or Russia this year or in the near future.

Keywords: Balance of Power, Middle East, Islamic World, Regional Power.
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1.0. Introduction

Since the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, and Israeli declaration of war against Hamas with the potential
for an expansion into a regional war compelled the researchers into assessing Arab regional balance of power and with the
particular emphasize upon Gulf states’ tensions.This has turned the international community's focusintensely towards the
Middle East. As of June 2024, the conflict has persisted for eight months, reigniting global attention on the issue of
Palestinian statehood. Increasing support for the Palestinian cause, particularly from the US and Western European
societies, has influenced shifts in international policies and positions regarding the Palestinian question. The Israeli-
Palestinian conflict remains a central issue, pivotal to the power dynamics in the Middle East region.

The US presidential campaign has influenced the foreign policy of the Biden administration as it seeks re-election,
affecting the Netanyahu administration’s policies and military actions. Israel recognizes the critical importance of
maintaining US unilateral superiority and receiving unwavering support to defend the Jewish state. Currently, Israel is
engaged in a multi-front conflict against allies of the Islamic Republic of Iran, including Hamas in the south, Hezbollah in
the north, and the Houthis in the far south of the Arabian Peninsula. On April 13, 2024, for the first time Iran directly
retaliated against Israel with drones and missiles. The Iranian retaliation has raised international concern about the potential
for an expanding conflict that could escalate to a regional war.

This development suggests that the balance of power in the Middle East should be re-evaluated. Israel's war on Hamas
has impeded process towards Arab-Israeli normalization, particularly between Israel and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
(KSA). On one hand, the KSA has expressed openness to the conditional normalization with Israel, as stated by Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) in a Fox News interview published in September 2023, a month before the
October 7 attack. On the other hand, the KSA considers the de-escalation developments in the region, such as the KSA-
Iran peace agreement, Syria's reintegration into the Arab League, and the absence of large-scale conflict. The US-Israeli
push for normalization has been hindered by the renewed escalation following the October 7 attacks by Hamas.

The Arab balance of power is predicated on their shared alliances, both among themselves and with major powers,
notably the US. Further Arab-Israeli normalization is mainly driven by a mutual concern over the potential threat posed by
Iran. For Iran, such normalization would significantly shift the balance of power against them. Iran's "limited and
concluded" retaliation against Israel, in response to the bombing of its consulate in Damascus, has highlighted the positions
of Arab states in confronting Israel and countering Iran's expansionist ambitions. This initial direct retaliation by Iran,
combined with the actions of its allies, signals to the region that Iran remains a formidable force.

This research paper will reevaluate the balance of power in the Middle East. Among the main discussions will be (1)
measuring the actors and the ‘new’ balance of power in the region; (2) contesting the status of regional power between the
KSA and Iran; (3) and will examine whether the US influence in the region has decline as claimed.

1.2. Background

Regional powers act as leaders of blocs and alliances in the Middle East and North African (MENA) region. The KSA
position themselves as the leader of the Arab world and the Islamic World (Gaub, 2016), emphasizing their role as the
Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques. Iran, with their revolutionary ideology and their allies perceived to spread their sphere
of influence to the wider Middle East region and the Islamic world, declared themselves as the true defender of the Islamic
world (Gaub, 2016). In addition to Israel, where the international community’s focus has been intensely directed following
the continuing war in Gaza, continues to assert their right to ‘self-defense’, turn a blind eye to the decision of the
International Court of Justice (ICJ) and International Criminal Court (ICC), and continues to enjoy unwavering support
from the US. The KSA, Iran, and Israel have the largest military expenditure in the Middle East in 2023 with the KSA
occupying the first position reaching 7.4227% (of GDP) in 2022, Israel in second place with military expenditureat
4.5114%, and in third place Iran at 2.5859%. (Mirza, 2024; Stokholm, 2023; Trading Economics, 2023). The researchers

do not deny the role of Tiirkiye and Egypt in the regions’ balance of power.
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1.2.1. Egypt, the KSA and the power void in the Arab world

Historically, Egypt, under the leadership of Gamal Abdel Nasser and his emphasis on Pan-Arabism, held the leadership
in the Arab world by actively defending Arab interests during the Cold War. However, a significant shift occurred when
Anwar El-Sadat assumed the presidency. Egypt realigned its foreign policy from the Soviet Union to the US, culminating
in the normalization of relations with Israel through the Camp David Accords in 1978. This move marked Egypt's decline
as the dominant defender of Arab interests, as it ceased to be the leading force against Israeli military presence in the region.
The decision was widely criticized in the Arab and Islamic world and ultimately led to Sadat's assassination by his
opposition.

The power of dominance then shifted to Irag, which became a leading force against Israel and engaged in conflict with
the newly established Islamic Republic of Iran, aiming to counter Iranian efforts to spread their Islamic revolutionary ideals
across the Arab world. However, Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the subsequent Gulf War in 1991, followed by the
US invasion of Irag in 2003, diminished Iraqg's power and influence.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) emerged as the dominant power in the Arab World and the broader Middle East
and North African (MENA) region. The KSA sees themselves as the principal leader, filling the power vacuum left by
Egypt and Iraq, and asserting its influence in regional and international affairs.

1.2.2.KSA: leadership and regional dominance

Abundant with oil resources and strategic economic partnership, the kingdom’s leadership clearly understands the
challenges ahead and adopting policies in order to achieve a dominant regional role. For development, the KSA vision to
seize the (current) opportunity to gain the prestigious image as one of the world’s driving forces for progress based on the
KSA Vision 2030. This vision is reflected in the range of ambitious projects.. In MENA region and the wider Islamic world,
the KSA has acted as the driver on multiple fronts such as the formation of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), the
Muslim League of Nations, and the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, as well as defense organizations such as the
Peninsula Shield Force of the GCC. This acts as a marker of the legitimacy and confidence to the kingdom from the
international community, especially the Arab world and the wider Islamic World.

As a key player on multiple fronts in the Middle East, the KSA’s role is largely accepted, albeit not without occasional
disputes, such as the KSA-Qatar crisis from 2017 to 2021. The KSA perceives Iran as its regional rival, posing threat to its
influence in the region and the broader Islamic world. The peace agreement signed between the KSA and Iran in March
2023 indicates willingness for cooperation between these two major Muslim powers. However, while this agreement shows
a positive step towards mutual understanding, the underlying contestation and rivalry to shape the Middle East remained
intact, demonstrating that competition persists despite the agreement.

1.2.3.The Islamic Revolution as a model and quest to revise regional order.

Since the Islamic Revolution in 1979, Iran has quickly established their leadership by declaring themselves the forefront
against rogue regimes and the true defender of the Islamic World, by mobilizing an alliance called the 'Axis of Resistance'
consisting of Bashar Al Assad's Syria and a dozen major militias around the Middle East that are mobilized, funded, and/or
trained by Iran, with the likes of Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad in the Gaza Strip, and Ansar
Allah (Houthis) in Yemen, among which there are also Zaynabiyoun Brigade in Syria, Al Ashar Brigade in Bahrain, and
Kataib Hezbollah and Asaib Ahl al Haq in Iraq.

Sunni Arab states that view Iran as a real threat, primarily due to the ideals it represents: the Islamic Revolution, Shia
Islam, and a revisionist ideology that could disrupt the region's status quo. For the KSA, these concerns are particularly
acute, as they challenge its regional leadership and legitimacy within the Middle East and the Islamic world. Iran in the
post revolution period was portrayed aspiring similar revolutions in the region, aiming to overthrow regimes it perceives as
analogous to the deposed Shah Reza Pahlavi. This ideological and geopolitical contest underpins much of the tension
between Sunni Arab states and Iran, with the KSA at the forefront of efforts to counter Iranian influence and maintain its
own dominance in the region (Ghattas, 2020, p. 121-125).

Israel wields significant influence as a Jewish state situated in the midst of predominantly Arab states. Israel desires to
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maintain a strategic military advantage over Arab states and Iran. Israel remains a crucial actor in the region, bolstered by
unwavering US support. This support is complemented by Israel's diplomatic maneuvers and its extensive intelligence
network, which they effectively mobilize to navigate and influence the complex geopolitical landscape of the Middle East.

1.2.4 US regional order in the Middle East

The US’ influence in the Middle East before and after becoming the global unilateral power in 1989, has long colored
the series of historical events in the region. Every US administration since Roosevelt has their set of calculated parameters
to the Middle East. The region is certainly of great importance to the US because of their dependence on the abundant oil
resources the region possessed, and the US is also of great importance for actors in the region dependent on the US for
security. However, the trend in recent years shows China's growing role, coupled with the spirit of the global south which
makes scholars begin to open the discussion about the possibility for China to challenge the US in the region. A region that
is currently gaining the attention of the entire international community and which, in the wake of war in Gaza and Iran’s
retaliation against Israel, opens the possibility of wider regional war that the Biden administration is trying to contain. What
do the current developments indicate for the US balance of power in the region?

2.0 Methodology

The research methodology employed in this research paper combines qualitative and quantitative approaches to
comprehensively analyze the shifting balance of power in the Middle East. The researchers establish a robust understanding
of recent developments and existing analyses pertaining to regional power dynamics. Case studies offer empirical evidence
(qualitative) of past shifts in alliances and cooperation among the regional powers. Statistical data on military expenditures
and diplomatic interactions are subjected to rigorous quantitative analysis.

Furthermore, network analysis identifies trends in regional cooperations and agendas through investigating the
interconnectedness of actors in the region. Based on the theory of neoclassical realism, this research technique provides
important insights into the evolving dynamics of balance of power in the Middle East by allowing a comprehensive assessment
of how systemic and domestic issues impact the foreign policy of the regional powers, namely the KSA and Iran.

3.0. ‘New’ balance of power in the Middle East?

After outlining the current regional dynamics with significant implications for the balance of power, both historically
and presently, in the introduction and background sections, as well as discussing the distribution of power in the Middle
East region, the following sections of this research will delve deeper into the key developments influencing the balance of
power in the Middle East.

The year 2023 witnessed a series of optimistic moves towards de-escalation in the region, beginning with the KSA-Iran
peace agreement in March 2023, followed by the Arab League's reintegration of Syria in May 2023, and likelihood of
normalization of relations between some Arab states and Israel. However, Israel's ongoing war in Gaza against Hamas,
which has resulted in the death of more than forty thousand Palestinian civilians, underscores that the Palestinian issue
remains central to the region's instability. This tragedy has once again highlighted the enduring significance of the
Palestinian problem in the Middle East.

The region is again shifting towards escalation. Since the Iranian retaliation on April 13", the US pressured parties to
the conflict in the region not to escalate into a regional war. Additionally, Israel is preoccupied with limited confrontation
with Hezbollah on its northern borders, alongside facing significant domestic challenges. Israeli politics are marked by
deep divisions, and society is increasingly polarized over the war in Gaza. These factors collectively contribute to holding
back an immediate broader conflict between Israel and Iran. Additionally, Iran is aware that it cannot afford a large-scale
war, which would likely involve Israel's allies, notably the US and Western states. These considerations have influenced
the Islamic Republic's decision to limit its retaliation and send a clear message to the US and Arab states about its intentions.
This strategic calculation has been a key factor in preventing a wider escalation.



Dirasat: Human and Social Sciences, Volume 53, No. 1, 2026, 7836

3.1. New steps towards the Iran Nuclear Agreement

May 2018 marks the US official withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), commonly known
as the Iran Nuclear Agreement, where Iran also blamed the KSA, which had cut ties with Iran two years earlier (2016), for
this decision by the US (Drewett, 2016), severed ties between the KSA and Iran highlights the increasing ineffectiveness
of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in addressing issues within the Islamic world (llishev, 2016). Regional
stability further deteriorated when KSA and Qatar cut ties in 2017, amid accusations of Qatar for being pro-Iran and
supported terrorist networks, a stance taken also by the United Arab Emirate (UAE), Bahrain, and Egypt.

These escalations between KSA and Iran were also influenced by the Trump administration's hostile policies towards
the Islamic Republic. The US withdrawal from the JCPOA, welcomed by both regional players such as the KSA and Israel,
but was criticized by the European allies for not providing an alternative and comprehensive solution to contain Iran's
nuclear program (Mills, 2021). Iran accused the KSA of being responsible for the Trump administration's foreign policy
decision, asserting that the KSA was disinclined towards the reintegration of Iran into the global community. This
reintegration would involve easing or waiving Western sanctions following the nuclear agreement, which the KSA
perceived as a threat given Iran's support for militias surrounding the region.

The Iran Nuclear Agreement is not considered by the KSA and Israel as the ultimate solution that the US can
demonstrate to contain Iranian nuclear ambition. Stressing that lightened or waived Western and international sanctions
will highly favor Iran in the region where despite the nuclear agreement, can still freely mobilize their allies for various
regional quests involving the ‘Axis of Resistance’ that threaten the ‘regional status quo’. The Biden administration has the
vision to return to the JCPOA track achieved by his predecessor, Barrack Obama, but heading towards the end of his first
term of administration, both the US and Iran failed to reach any compromise amid the prevailing conflicts in the region.

Obama’s logic for endorsing the JCPOA was for the sole purpose to ensure that Iran will not weaponize their nuclear
capabilities by having the international community unlimited access to conduct investigations whenever desired by an
independent team to Iran’s nuclear power infrastructure. However, the practicalities of the agreement will surely remain
contentious within the US and for the states in the region. Israel, which feels threatened by a nuclear Iran, are pessimistic
towards the unlimited access to conduct investigation, and will be in a state of dilemma if they choose to conduct a surprise
attack on Iran’s nuclear power infrastructures that has secured a joint agreement with the ‘five plus one'.

The peace agreement between the KSA and Iran certainly has positive implications to reduce the level of hostility
between the two Muslim powers and can fill many gaps for cooperative relationship, especially in socio-economical aspects,
though remain doubtful that it will certainly put an end to the desire of both states to achieve supremacy. Therefore, the
balance of power will remain the critical course, and calculations on the rival's military capabilities, especially their access
to nuclear capabilities will continue.

4.0. Regionalism in the Middle East

The rivalry between the KSA and Iran exemplifies regionalism through its deep-rooted historical, sectarian, and
ideological dimensions. This rivalry shapes the Middle East's strategic landscape, with the KSA forging alliances with the
US and Western states, while Iran, isolated facing Western sanctions, forms strategic partnerships with both Russia and
China. Both Russia and China are looking to challenge US and Western influence in the region (Cordesman, 2016).

The GCC, established in 1980 and led by the KSA, was founded in response to the establishment of the Islamic Republic
of Iran. Regional tensions, such as the Irag-lran War, and broader threats faced by Sunni Arab monarchies catalyzed the
creation of the GCC. The council was formed to counteract regional players like Israel, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq (then a
regional power), and the rise of the Islamist ideology inspired by the Iranian Revolution. The GCC members perceived the
Iranian Islamic Revolution as a force threatening the survival of the Sunni Arab monarchies, particularly through the
activities of the Iranian led 'Axis of Resistance'.

4.1. The KSA led security bloc of the Arabian Peninsula and the US leadership.

The KSA acts as the leader for the Peninsula Shield Force (PSF), a joint military venture of the GCC formed to deter or
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to respond towards military aggression from external actors to the bloc. The effectiveness of the PSF were tested during
Irag's invasion of Kuwait in 1990, at a time when the PSF was relatively small and untested, on the other hand, how each
member states sees the benefit and placed their commitment to the security bloc varied. This limited the bloc’s role as a
joint force to liberate Kuwait. Instead, it was the US-led coalition forces under "Operation Desert Storm" that decisively
altered the outcome of the Iragi invasion of Kuwait. The operation included minor PSF participation, in addition to
significant contribution from the KSA. This demonstrated the limitations of the PSF in handling large-scale security threats
when the military bloc is put to the test and highlighted the crucial role of external military support from the US to maintain
regional security.

The case above demonstrates the central role of the US in the defense of its regional allies. When it comes to the crises
over the past decade, namely the war in Yemen and the mass protest in Bahrain (2011), the role of the PSF has been limited
in terms of coalition unity and its operations on the ground. In order to execute an operation, all six GCC member states
must reach a consensus, which often proves difficult as all member states didn’t perceive threats uniformly. States like
Oman and Qatar, which maintain relatively good relations with their neighbor Iran, often doubt the success of military force
to respond.

For instance, in response to the conflict in Yemen, the KSA led their own coalition outside the PSF that included the
UAE, underscoring the limitations of the PSF and the divergent threat perceptions within the GCC. Scholars argued that
both the process of regionalism and regionalization remain inadequate in the GCC (Legrenzi & Calculli, 2013). Thus, it is
not the PSF that acts as the guarantor of the security of the Sunni Arab monarchs of the Gulf which is pivotal influence on
the regional balance of power. Instead, the balance of power has been maintained through military pacts and alliances
between GCC states and the US.

5.0 US declining influence in the Middle East region?

Indications of the US' declining influence in the Middle East arise from several major developments. The Trump
administration’s withdrawal of US troops from Northern Syria in 2019 allowed Bashar Al-Assad's Syrian government and
Putin's Russia, supportive of Assad’s regime, to gain control of the area. Additionally, the US’ withdrawal from Afghanistan
in 2020 ceded control back to the Taliban, twenty years after their ouster.

Conversely, China emerges as a crucial player in the region. China's successful mediation for the reestablishment of
diplomatic ties between the KSA and Iran in 2023 (Drewett, 2016). China's role as a ‘trusted but biased mediator’ has drawn
mixed reactions from the West, who acknowledged the achievement but lamented that the terms did not align with Western
interests. China's ability to facilitate such an agreement underscores a shift in the geopolitical dynamics of the Middle East.
This shift, combined with the US' claimed strategic withdrawals, suggests a ‘rebalancing of power” in the Middle East, with
China emerging as a prominent actor alongside the traditional influence of the US.

The normalization between the KSA and Iran mediated by China encompasses a broader economic agenda aimed for
potential "trilateral" economic cooperation, further reinforcing China's presence in the region. This includes shared ambition
from China, Iran, and the KSA to revive the region's historic ‘Silk Road’ which is part of China's Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) agenda and the broader BRICS framework. Additionally, the 2021 "25-year agreement™ between China and Iran,
covering political, economic, and military areas, exemplifies China's strategic partnerships in the region (Motamedi, 2022).

5.1. China’s expanding strategic agenda in the Middle East?

China has positioned themselves as an attractive and inevitable major power, making them an essential partner for states in
the Middle East region. Beyond expanding its economic presence, China has made significant diplomatic strides. These include
hosting leadership summits such as the summit of foreign ministers of OIC member states to address the Palestinian issue and
developments in Gaza, bringing together disputing parties like Fatah and Hamas in Beijing, brokering normalization deals
between regional powers, and conducting joint military exercises with key US allies in the region (Singer, 2024).

One can argue that China is increasingly challenging the traditional dominance of the US in the Middle East or is
winning the Middle East. However, to state definitively that China has won the Middle East from the US may be premature.
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While China has made significant inroads, the US still maintains considerable influence through longstanding military,
economic, and diplomatic ties with key regional allies. The evolving dynamics suggest a more multipolar region where
both China and the US, along with other powers, play crucial roles.

Ozekin and Sune (2023) states that the MENA region offers a useful laboratory for evaluating the Western hegemonic
decline and refuting it, as demonstrated by the BRICS as a counter-hegemonic alternative to the US-led world order. By
evaluating the situation in the Middle East and the Arab world considering the assumption of US's declining influence and
relative disengagement from the region, how impactful are the developments that have occurred to the regional balance of
power? The researchers suppose that MENA region’s brushing dependency on the Western powers, especially the US for
security matters will still guarantee superior US’ influence in the region. Given the alliance and close security ties that
existed between the US and states in the GCC, such as the KSA, Qatar, the UAE, Bahrain, and Kuwait, in addition to
Jordan, Egypt, and Morocco outside the GCC (Ozekin & Sune, 2023; Ryan, 2014). Recent developments in the region,
including the mediation efforts by China and the evolving dynamics within the BRICS framework, suggest a reevaluation
of the US-led regional order. However, the security dependency of many Arab states on the US highlights that there are
issues more critical than the potential decline of the US’ influence or the rise of China.

Perception of Iranian threat reinforces ties with the US for security guarantees and military support. The US’ strategic
counterbalance is deemed essential for its allies’ security. While there are significant shifts in the geopolitical landscape of
the MENA region, the deep-seated security dependencies on the US among many Arab states ensure that US’ influence
remains substantial. The region's balance of power is still heavily influenced by the US' ability to provide security and
counterbalance perceived threats from Iran, despite the emerging roles of other global powers like China.

5.3. The deep-seated security dependencies and the shifts in the geopolitical landscape of the MENA region.

The developments indicate that it is premature to conclude that the US influence is significantly challenged or that its
regional authority is waning. The US’ strategic activities in the Asia Pacific with its regional allies namely Japan, Taiwan,
and South Korea and the US’ presence in the highly contested South China Sea are more concerning to China than China’s
increasing involvement in the US’ sphere of influence in the Middle East (Severino, 2010). The U.S. continues to play a
decisive role in both the Middle East and the Asia Pacific.

During the ‘limited and concluded’ Iranian retaliation against Israel, Tehran made their intentions clear to Washington,
emphasizing that the retaliation was limited and not aimed to push the region into a broader conflict that could involve the
US. The US' strategic importance to its regional allies ensures that its influence persists. This entrenched position is
bolstered by a series of lessons learned from past engagements. In summary, while there are shifts in the geopolitical
landscape of the MENA region, the deep-seated security dependencies on the US among many Arab states ensure that US’
influence remains substantial.

6.0. Conclusion

The perception that the US’ shifting foreign policy in the Middle East indicates weakening influence in the region is
overly simplistic. Within the framework of offensive realism, it might appear that the US is experiencing a decline in its
regional power. However, a broader analysis grounded in realism theory, considering recent developments and existing
regional power dynamics, suggests that the notion of US’ influence being significantly challenged by China or Russia this
year or in the near future is highly unlikely.

Iran continues its expansionist pursuits but remains acutely aware of the critical role of the US in the region.This reflects
Iran's understanding that being excessive could provoke major reactions, further placing Iran in a security dilemma. The
reestablishment of diplomatic relations between the KSA and Iran [have for a time] opened the door to de-escalation in the
Middle East. A year since returning to diplomatic language, we witnessed that the space for accusations that was previously
continued to be leveled from both states towards each other has closed. However, balance of power between both KSA and
Iran will remain the critical course, and calculations on the other’s military capabilities, especially their access to nuclear
capabilities remain.
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The ongoing Israel-Hamas war has shown two things in the regional aspects especially in the region’s power struggle.
Firstly, it shows the centrality of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as the heart of the conflict in the region and that being at
the forefront of confrontation against Israel can provide legitimacy as a regional power and as a force not to be reckoned
with. Secondly, the Israel-Hamas war underscores the enduring influence of the US in the region and has also highlighted
the deep divisions within the Middle East regarding the approach to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. On one side, there is
the status quo bloc, often aligning with the US, with the KSA as the regional power, and on the other side, the resistance
bloc led by Iran, advocating for more confrontational stances.
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