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Abstract

This article examines the national and geopolitical economic challenges and oppor-
tunities of the China-led Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Central and West Asian 
countries, focusing on Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Iraq, and Turkey. Situated 
between the rising power of China, the European Union, and Russia, these countries 
are crucial to the success of the BRI in Eurasia. This article examines the international 
and transnational activities (i.e., diplomatic, economic, and security activities) of 
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the China-led BRI and related enterprises in two strategic sectors, energy and infra-
structure, in the selected countries. The study covers 2000–2022 to compare trends 
before and after the BRI’s launch in 2013 and employs geopolitical economic theory to 
examine the emergence, implementation, and challenges of these activities in achiev-
ing China’s objectives in Central and West Asia. We conclude that these countries are 
gradually reorienting their (foreign) policies and economies towards China, which has 
significant geopolitical and geo-economic implications for the United States and the 
European Union. However, the BRI must deal with the domestic structural challenges 
of the host countries (political, socio-economic, and security challenges) and the 
geopolitical situation. If it can overcome these, sustainable comprehensive regional 
cooperation with China and its BRI will become a reality.

Keywords

challenges of the BRI – China-led Belt and Road Initiative – geopolitical economy – 
Iran – Iraq – Kazakhstan – trade and investment – Turkey – Turkmenistan

1	 Introduction

This article examines the national and geopolitical economic challenges and 
opportunities of the China-led Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Central and 
West Asia (CWA), focusing on Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Iraq, and Turkey. 
Situated between a rising China, Russia, and the European Union (EU), these 
countries are crucial to the success of the BRI in Eurasia. This is compounded 
by the geopolitical developments that have recently emerged following the 
Russia–Ukraine war (2022–) and the Armenia–Azerbaijan wars (2020 and 
2023), placing the CWA countries at the crossroads of a heightened global 
rivalry between China and the United States (US). Iran, Iraq, Kazakhstan, and 
Turkmenistan being resource-rich countries amplifies their importance for 
China’s energy supply security and offers investment opportunities to facilitate 
the transnationalization of China’s economy.

As regional powers, Iran and Turkey further complicate the geopolitical 
landscape of the CWA region and increase the challenges and risks for the 
China-led BRI. Both states are militarily active beyond their national borders 
and compete for geopolitical influence. Iran has established a transnational 
network of militias in several Muslim countries in West Asia (WA) for its 
own geopolitical purposes. Meanwhile, Turkey has geopolitical ambitions, 
but its membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) raises 
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fundamental questions about the direction and feasibility of an autonomous 
Turkish foreign policy, for example, rapprochement with Russia and/or China. 
Although the US is partially turning a blind eye for the time being, it will not 
tolerate Turkey and Turkey’s allies crossing the red lines set by the US.

The launch of the China-led BRI is neither unique nor exceptional.1 As 
argued below, it is the expected outcome of China’s capitalist industrialization, 
which began to face the twin problems of saturation of investment opportuni-
ties in domestic markets and increasing scarcity of resources (mainly energy 
and critical minerals). The BRI is an attempt by the Chinese leadership to facil-
itate the transfer of domestic surplus capital to foreign markets in search of 
profit and investment, and to enhance China’s security of energy and critical 
minerals, amongst other things. The research argues that the global expansion 
of the BRI has so far demonstrated that it is a non-coercive means of influence.

Given the major implications of the China-led BRI, it has attracted con-
siderable scholarly attention across countries, regions, and global contexts. 
The expanding and diverse body of literature on this subject has gener-
ally addressed one of three key questions: (i) What are the implications and 
challenges of BRI activities for participating countries? (ii) What are the geo-
political and geo-economic implications for the CWA region? (iii) How will the 
international and transnational activities of the BRI affect the international 
political economy (IPE) and its governance?

The following is a critical assessment of the gaps that are identified by this 
study in the recently published academic research on the China-led BRI.

While Ma (2022) found evidence for the BRI’s contribution to economic 
growth in recipient countries, and An and Wang (2024) and Stone et al. 
(2022) demonstrated how the BRI successfully promotes China’s profile in 
international affairs, their use of large-N regression models confined them to 
quantitative analysis and to the omission of critical non-quantifiable data and 
contextual factors (national and geopolitical), which causes issues related to 
causality and generalisability.

In contrast, Göçer and Ergenç (2024) conducted a case study on the BRI’s 
political implications at the domestic level by applying the concept of political 
informalization to Turkey. They showed how informal(ized) bureaucratic struc-
tures can either facilitate or hinder BRI projects, depending on the sector, and 
suggested further research in different cases. Although this approach enriches 
the understanding of domestic political conditions, it fails to incorporate the 

1	 See Amineh (2023a) for a full discussion on the subject.



326 amineh et al.

Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 24 (2025) 323–371

interplay between domestic factors and the broader geopolitical motivations 
for BRI participation.

Likewise, studies that have investigated the BRI at the regional level have 
tended to look into China’s use of the BRI’s potential to construct closer political 
and economic ties and reduce conflict, often citing its economic opportuni-
ties as an incentive for cooperation and possible integration (Chaziza 2024; 
Ehteshami 2023; Tang and Joldybayeva 2023; Ullah and Xinlei 2024). While 
opportunities for economic cooperation under the BRI are evident, the 
broader geopolitical economic strategies behind China’s partnerships and the 
ever-changing complex geopolitics of the region that obstructs this potential-
ity call for further investigation. This is even more desirable as research that 
has studied China’s cooperation with Russia and Iran to expel the US from the 
region in order to clear the way geopolitically for the BRI remains inconclusive 
(cf. Grajewski 2022; Papageorgiou et al. 2023).

Although most of the reviewed literature has studied the BRI’s economic 
activities, their analyses and data are generally less coherent and more frag-
mented. In contrast, Babic et al. (2020) systematically examined transnational 
state-led investment through the lens of weighted ownership ties, underscor-
ing the strategic positioning of states and state-led capital within the global 
economy and highlighting the evolving nature of state power in the context of 
globalization. Their analysis provides a macroscopic view of the transnational 
state ownership network, revealing a complex interplay between send-
ing and receiving countries within the liberal world order. In another study, 
Babic (2023) adopted a geo-economic perspective, mapping the sectoral and 
geographical concentrations of state-led foreign investment. This approach 
highlights the concentrated nature of transnational state capital in specific 
geo-industrial clusters, underscoring the political and economic strategies that 
guide state investment. However, while this type of systematic analysis of BRI 
capital flows globally is instructive, it fails to consider the geopolitical strate-
gies that accompany geo-economic motivations. Moreover, to the best of the 
authors’ knowledge, no research has yet been published on the investments by 
Chinese state-led enterprises (CSLEs) in the CWA region, a crucial area for the 
BRI, rendering such research even more desirable.

Lastly, regardless of the validity of each point that has been raised by 
the reviewed literature on the challenges that the BRI faces, the discussion 
is variegated to the point that one might even say it is fragmented. A major 
question that remains unanswered is about the sources of the key problems 
that each CWA country faces, which not only delay the BRI but endanger the  
initiative altogether.
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Therefore, this article aims to contribute to the existing research and debate 
by presenting a comprehensive study on the China-led BRI’s international and 
transnational activities based on the following two key research questions:  
(i) What are the origins of the China-led BRI, the mechanisms of its activities, 
and its domestic and geopolitical economic impacts in the five CWA countries? 
(ii) What are the domestic and geopolitical challenges facing the China-led 
BRI, and how is China responding?

The examination focuses on two strategic sectors, namely energy and 
infrastructure.2 The timeframe under study is from 2000 to 2022, in order to 
compare the period after the BRI’s launch (2013) with the period before.

The study adopts geopolitical economic theory (GPET) as proposed by 
Amineh (e.g., 2023a) to examine the emergence, implementation, and chal-
lenges of these activities in achieving China’s objectives in the CWA region. 
One of GPET’s strengths is its emphasis on the interplay between economic 
motivations and geopolitical dynamics (which mainstream international rela-
tions (IR) and IPE studies fail to encapsulate in a single framework), allowing 
for a more comprehensive analysis of the BRI.

Based on the findings, this study argues that the five selected countries are 
gradually orienting their states and markets towards China, which has signifi-
cant geopolitical and geo-economic implications for the US and EU. However, 
two challenges complicate this orientation. The first is the domestic situa-
tion, resulting from the lack of or weakness of the recipient state’s power and 
capacity to adequately address key challenges (i.e., political, socio-economic, 
and security challenges). The second is the complex geopolitical economic 
dynamics that undermine stability in the CWA region. If these challenges can 
be overcome, sustainable comprehensive regional cooperation with China and 
its BRI will become a reality.

This article is divided into seven sections. The second section explains  
the theory and related concepts for studying the cross-border activities of the  
China-led BRI. The third section presents the methodology and data.  
The fourth section examines the economic activities of the BRI in the CWA 
region and the five selected countries, with a focus on the CSLEs. The fifth 

2	 These sectors were selected for three reasons. First, they are prerequisites for a modern econ-
omy to function properly. Second, energy is a significant source of revenue for the state and 
society in four out of the five selected countries, whereas the other (Turkey) is almost entirely 
dependent on imports for its oil and gas consumption. Third, three-fourths of total Chinese 
investments in the timeframe under study went to these two sectors, indicating their impor-
tance for China as well.
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section discusses the nature of the states, societies, markets, and external rela-
tions of the five countries conceptually to identify key challenges to the BRI. 
The sixth section analyzes recent geopolitical and geo-economic challenges 
for China and its BRI in the CWA region. The seventh section concludes the 
study.

2	 The Geopolitical Economy of the Belt and Road Initiative

China’s rise to global prominence represents one of the most significant geo-
political shifts of the twenty-first century, engaging scholars in debates about 
its implications for IR, IPE, and security studies. However, as Amineh (2023a) 
argues, the scholarly literature on the China-led BRI is often mainly divided 
into two major IR and IPE schools: realism and liberalism. He posits that both 
schools agree that the BRI could shift global politics away from post-Cold War 
US dominance but diverge in their interpretations. Realists perceive the BRI 
as a strategic policy by China to alter global power dynamics, emphasizing 
themes including national security, military and strategic interests, geopolitics, 
conflict, balance of power, and hegemony in a zero-sum framework. Liberals 
view the BRI as an outcome of China’s deeper integration into the global 
system, emphasizing its role in enhancing trade, investment, and economic 
development in participant countries, and suggesting a positive-sum frame-
work where all actors stand to gain within the prevailing global governance 
mechanism, casting China either as a collaborative force promoting shared 
wealth or as a formidable challenger poised to redefine the rule of the global 
order.

While realism and liberalism offer insights into state-centric power politics 
and market-driven cooperation, respectively, they do not fully encapsulate the 
complexity of state-led foreign investments and their implications for the IPE 
under the China-led BRI. Synthesizing these findings with the broader litera-
ture on the BRI, it becomes clear that while the strategic use of state capital 
in the global economy is crucial, existing IR/IPE theories may not fully cap-
ture the interplay between economic motivations and geopolitical strategies. 
This gap highlights the need for a more integrated framework that transcends 
dualism and combines geopolitical and geo-economic analysis to fully under-
stand the complex dynamics of the BRI. A way forward for the application of 
Amineh’s theory of geopolitical economy is emerging. This approach proposes 
a more comprehensive study of the China-led BRI in the context of global 
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politics, providing insights into China’s political and economic engagement at 
the global level, in the regional context, and in the host country.

GPET3 attempts to synthesise IPE and critical geopolitics, thereby ventur-
ing beyond the confines of IPE frameworks to gain a deeper understanding 
of systemic change at the global level. In IPE, inter-state theorizing cannot 
build on such dynamics alone. The global economy must be considered in a 
‘geo-historical’ context. However, the geographical assumptions of contempo-
rary IPE are increasingly problematic. While critical geopolitics addresses the 
major research questions already raised by IPE, its novelty lies in the return to 
a geographical dimension in the analysis of complex systemic realities. Critical 
geopolitics is concerned not only with the material-spatial practices by which 
the IPE is constituted, but also the ways in which it is represented and con-
tested (Amineh 2003).

2.1	 State, Society, and Market in China
The unit of analysis is essential in IR research. It helps to understand social 
reality, especially the state and how it affects society and the market. The real-
ist school of IR theory takes the fixed state and its functions as the sole unit 
of analysis, while the liberal school of IR considers the state to be central, but 
complements its analysis with non-state actors, such as international organi-
zations and multinational enterprises. The unit of analysis in GPET, however, 
draws from Robert W. Cox’s (1987) critical theory of IR and IPE. GPET posits that 
the state is a structure through which various social forces and interest groups 
operate and identifies two ‘ideal’ types of governance: the liberal and central-
ized state, society, and market complexes (LSMC and CSMC, respectively).

These ideal types of state, society, and market complexes illustrate the diver-
sity of political authority within capitalist state systems and demonstrate how 
historical, spatial, socio-economic, and cultural contexts shape the structures 
of governance within these systems over time and in response to specific inter-
nal and external structures and forces. The nature of political power differs 
based on the level of independence it maintains in relation to both internal 
dynamics and external factors, such as the international state system and the 
IPE. Globally, the combination of state, society, and market forms the funda-
mental unit of analysis in IR and IPE (Amineh 1999; Cox 1987).

3	 Some of the theoretical concepts in this section have been published in Amineh and Yang 
(2017) and Amineh (2023a, 2023b).
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In the LSMC, the state fosters a cooperative relationship between capital 
and labor, underpinning socio-economic policies conducive to a dynamic 
civil society and a market characterized by the autonomy of classes and inter-
est groups (see Wright 1998). This model encourages the active engagement 
of various social strata, leading to the development of a hegemonic social 
structure rooted in capitalist industrial development, which in turn fosters a 
self-regulating society, as observed in liberal democracies.

The origins of the LSMC trace back to the British Industrial Revolution (c. 
1750–1900), where the state initially imposed itself, actively and constructively, 
to shape the necessary institutions that would enable a ‘liberal’ withdrawal 
from direct intervention in the sphere of wealth creation. This withdrawal, 
however, did not entail complete disengagement, but rather left behind a 
framework of legal protections for private property and contractual obliga-
tions, as well as the institutional infrastructure required to uphold and enforce 
them. Without these legal and institutional safeguards, the self-regulation of 
society would soon degenerate once again into violence (Amineh 1999, 2023a; 
Amineh and Houweling 2010; Amineh and Yang 2018; van der Pijl 1998).

In contrast, in the CSMC, which China exemplifies, a distinction between the 
ruling and governing class is not present or only to a slight degree (Amineh and 
Yang 2018). The ‘state class’ derives its power from control of the state appara-
tus, society, and the market.4 In this configuration, a self-regulating civil society 
with autonomous social forces and representative organizations, mainly a 
strong capitalist class and workers’ unions, are either weak or dependent on the 
state, and neither can assert its interests independent from state power. This 
situation mainly results from an insufficient level of socio-economic devel-
opment. In this way, a framework of cooperation between capital and labor 
is imposed in an authoritarian manner, reflecting the autonomy of the state 
from society and the market and the lack of pluralist social bases (Amineh and 
Houweling 2010; Amineh and Yang 2017).

The adaptation of the above theory to the empirical domain of the study is 
discussed in the following subsection.

2.2	 GPET and the China-Led BRI
The theory of geopolitical economy can be understood as a complex system; 
that is, a collection of systems, concepts, and variables that interact dynami-
cally over time. Unlike simple systems, which follow a single, linear path to a 
definitive answer, complex systems allow for multiple paths to an answer. This 

4	 For the definition of the concept of ‘state class,’ see Elsenhans (1984).
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inherent dynamism reflects the interconnected nature of their elements, mak-
ing their behavior less predictable than that of simple systems. Consequently, 
analyzing the geopolitical economy of the China-led BRI requires a complex 
approach (see Ladyman and Wiesner 2020; see also the next section).

Figure 1 illustrates how the application of GPET, as a complex system, to 
China’s capitalist industrialization explains the emergence of the new insti-
tutions and social forces that characterize the BRI, its activities, and the 
challenges it faces beyond national borders. The theory incorporates the inter-
play between the merging of capitalist industrialization, new social relations, 
and geopolitical and geo-economic dynamics within the global capitalist sys-
tem into the analysis of the BRI’s activities.

In the explanation of Figure 1 above, each number in parentheses corre-
sponds to a matching number in the figure. The figure is also divided into two 
general parts. The first part refers to China’s state form, state-led capitalist 
industrialization and its challenges (1 to 3). The second part deals with exter-
nal relations and geopolitical and geo-economic projections (4 to 7). These two 
parts are linked by feedback loops (8 and 9).

Figure 1	 Complex model of the China-led BRI expansion and its domestic and geopolitical economic 
challenges

Notes: * SCO: SHANGHAI COOPERATION ORGANIZATION: The full members are China, India, Iran, 
Kazakhstan, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan; ** AIIB: ASIAN INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT 
BANK; *** BRICS: BRAZIL, RUSSIA, INDIA, CHINA, SOUTH AFRICA + FROM 2024 EGYPT, ETHIOPIA, IRAN, 
SAUDI ARABIA, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES; **** BRI: BELT & ROAD INITIATIVE
SOURCES: Based on Amineh, M. Parvizi (2023a). China’s capitalist industrial development 
and the emergence of the Belt and Road inititative; Amineh, M. Parvizi (2023b). China’s 
rise and the question of hegemony and world order; Amineh, M. Parvizi, & Yang, G. 
(2018). China’s Geopolitical Economy of Energy Security: A Theoretical and Conceptual 
Exploration; Amineh, M. Parvizi (2003). Globalization, Geopolitics and Energy Security 
in Central Eurasia and the Caspian Region.
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The unit of analysis in GPET is the state-society-market complex (1). This 
type of state, in its various forms, has gradually emerged across space through 
successive waves of industrialization since the British Industrial Revolution in 
Europe, North America, and Asia.5 However, it is limited to advanced states 
and economies that are able to project geopolitical economic horizons. As dis-
cussed above, the state-society-market complex has two ideal-typical forms. 
Contemporary examples include the centralized model of China and the 
liberal model of the US. Regardless of how political power is organized (cen-
tralized or liberal), all are capitalist in nature and structured towards economic 
growth, profit maximization, and capital accumulation through the search for 
and transformation of surplus into wealth.

The emergence of the centralized state in China is the result of a conflu-
ence of exogenous and endogenous pressures whose origins can be traced 
back to the period of civil war that eventually led to the 1949 revolution and 
the emergence of a strong centralized state (Amineh 2022, 2023b).6 However, 
the emergence of centralized states is not unique to China. Various forms of 
CSMCs have emerged in peripheral countries in different historical and geo-
graphical contexts, including the Asian Tigers, Brazil, India, Iran, and Turkey. 
These states generally share the experience of being marginalized within the 
Western-dominated global system. In order to resist marginalization, their rul-
ing classes, especially in the post-World War II period, have pursued state-led 
(capitalist) industrial development and integration into the global economy 
(2). This strategy was characterized by (i) the centralization of political power 
within the state, and (ii) the mobilization of human and material resources 
for the development of the state, society, and market (Amineh 1999, 2023a; 
Cox 1987). The aim was to resist exclusion and marginalization in the global 
economy by catching up with the capitalist heartlands (i.e., North America 
and Western Europe) through the development of a modern, urban-based 
industrial society and market  – a goal that China gradually achieved in 
the 1990s (Amineh 1999, 2022; Amineh and Houweling 2010; Balassa 1981; 
Barkey 2019[1990]; Chang 2002; Deyo 1987; Fieldhouse 1999; Lieberthal and 

5	 “Sequential industrialization refers to a series of interrelated and comprehensive social 
processes of change and upheavals in state, economy, and in the global system. […] It also 
refers to the sequence in time in which some [strong states] succeeded transitioning to 
industrially-based politics, society, and economy” (Amineh and Yang 2017; see also Amineh 
and Houweling 2010).

6	 Exogenous pressures stem from the rise and expansion of industrial capitalism in the nine-
teenth century (led successively by Britain and the US), which sought to capture wealth 
located elsewhere through colonization and/or subjugation. The endogenous pressures stem 
from backward socio-economic structures (e.g., agrarian-based economies) and material 
deficiencies to withstand exogenous pressures.
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Lampton 1992; Nolan 2001; North 1981; Senghaas 1985[1982]; Wade 1990; Walter 
and Zhang 2012; Warren 1980; Zheng 2004). As a result, capitalist industrializa-
tion increased China’s wealth, power, and military capabilities, positioning it 
in competition with advanced states and economies and facilitating its transi-
tion to a more sophisticated, high-tech economy.

In this sense, China, a successful example of the global wave of so-called 
sequential industrialization, is moving up the global wealth-power hierarchy, 
marking a definitive end to its previous peripheral position in the global econ-
omy. However, as China’s leaders adopted a state-capitalist model to modernize 
the country’s politics, economy, and society in a sequential manner, China’s 
industrialization has been confronted with the same contradictions that have 
historically emerged in other advanced capitalist countries – which had previ-
ously exerted external pressure on China (3). The first is a situation in which 
domestic opportunities for capital to be used productively begin to become 
saturated, i.e., overaccumulation, leading to serious economic consequences, 
including rising unemployment, bankruptcies, and unsold goods. The second 
is resource scarcity, or the lack of critical factors of production (mainly fossil 
fuels and rare minerals). These phenomena require what David Harvey (2001) 
calls a ‘spatial fix,’ that is, the geographical expansion of capital into new ter-
ritories and markets in order to survive.

In response to these twin domestic challenges, China’s leaders initiated 
the ‘Going Out’ policy and subsequently the BRI, which aim to redistribute 
surplus capital and labor internationally, secure vital resources, and ease 
domestic economic pressures (Amineh 2023a). Building on the lessons learnt 
from the Going Out policy, the BRI demonstrates China’s international and 
transnational form of foreign engagement, whereby state-led enterprises take 
a pivotal role in China’s geo-economic expansion by accessing foreign mar-
kets to relocate surplus capital and import resources necessary for industrial  
production processes.

The BRI, at its core, is a complex interplay between the territorial and the 
capitalist logics of power, reflective of the dynamics present in major capitalist 
states and markets extending beyond their national borders. This perspec-
tive, which is informed by critical geopolitics, incorporates both geographical 
and geo-economic dimensions. It establishes a connection between the ter-
ritoriality of politics and the spatial dynamics of capital accumulation. The 
interaction between these logics of capitalist expansion, which Amineh terms 
geopolitical economics, determines the context of the current phase of the 
global capitalist system (Amineh 2023a; Harvey 2001).

The China-led BRI navigates the dialectical relationship between capital 
accumulation and population management through territorial configurations, 
projecting its political economic power to secure and expand its geopolitical 
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horizons without resorting to the characteristic military interventions of past 
global powers (4 to 7). By prioritizing external relations with other countries, 
China seeks to align internal economic strategies with its broader geopolitical 
ambitions, asserting itself as a pivotal force in shaping the IPE through ‘peace-
ful’ means while maintaining interdependence between state power and 
capital flows for mutual prosperity and security (Amineh 2023b).

As shown in Figure 1, GPET identifies three essential instruments for China’s 
external relations (4): (i) diplomacy, encompassing state-to-state relations 
that include signing and implementing treaties and agreements; (ii) economy, 
comprising trade, investment, and finance; and (iii) security, involving mili-
tary and non-military cooperation in the forms of multilateral institutions. 
China’s capitalist industrialization and related external relations are reshaping 
the global order, challenging US-led hegemony, and steering China towards 
global political-economic integration, followed by the initiation of multilat-
eral institutions co-designed by China (5), such as the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation (SCO), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), BRICS 
Plus, and the Global Security Initiative (GSI). These multilateral organiza-
tions complement China’s economic ties developed under the BRI and aim 
to institutionalize its projection for regional and global governance. China’s 
aim is to reduce US influence in international disputes and conflicts and to 
promote a security framework based on respect for national sovereignty and 
non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries (Amineh 2023b).

These external relationships define China’s geopolitical-economic power 
projection capabilities. The effectiveness of these activities depends on their 
ability to create incentives for BRI host countries to accommodate China’s 
interests and to punish those that resist. Two key factors influence this pro-
cess. The first factor is the domestic situation in the host country, where the 
response to China’s geopolitical-economic power projection is shaped by state 
characteristics, market conditions, and internal structural challenges (6). The 
second factor is the complex geopolitical-economic dynamics of the region, 
involving a number of other states (mainly the US) and regional powers, which 
China must navigate carefully, and which can significantly influence the out-
comes of its external engagements (7). It is imperative that China succeeds in 
persuading key regional states to join its multilateral organizations in order to 
address these issues and enhance its geopolitical-economic power projection 
capabilities peacefully.

As a reminder, the whole process of the geopolitical economy of the 
China-led BRI forms a dynamic complex feedback loop (see 6 to 9; they also 
indirectly affect 1 to 5), which underlines the importance of theory-driven mod-
els. This type of research is discussed in the next section. It enables effective 
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policy evaluation through analysis and contributes to the development of 
China’s future strategic policies.

3	 Methodology and Data

This research aims to study the implications of the China-led BRI activities 
in five selected CWA countries  – Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Iraq, and 
Turkey  – and their domestic and geopolitical economic challenges. The key 
research questions are: (i) What are the origins of the China-led BRI, the mech-
anisms of its activities, and its domestic and geopolitical economic impacts in 
the five CWA countries? (ii) What are the challenges facing the China-led BRI 
at the domestic and geopolitical levels, and how is China responding to them?

In order to answer these questions, this research adopts a theory-driven 
methodology that is based on GPET, as discussed in the previous section.

3.1	 The Case for Theory-Driven Research
The role of theory in the social sciences and in IR and IPE studies is still being 
debated. Some scholars have warned against the contemporary emphasis in 
IR and IPE on quantitative research and hypothesis testing methods, and have 
warned that theoretical application poses challenges to coherence and mean-
ingful dialogue, leading to calls for pluralism (Dunne et al. 2013; Friedrichs and 
Kratochwil 2009; Mearsheimer and Walt 2013; Wight 2019). Although Colgan 
(2016) criticized the evidence used in this type of research as mere reflections 
and impressions, his systematic analysis of new data corroborates the broader 
claim about the risks of ‘theoretical stagnation.’

The importance of theory in critical geopolitics is exemplified by the strong 
reliance on theory-based research to better understand the complexity and 
interconnectedness of political, economic, and social systems and to avoid the 
oversimplification that can result from reliance on data alone. Examples of 
theory-based research can be found in the work of scholars in the field of criti-
cal geopolitics (e.g., Agnew 2003; O’Tuathail 1996). The use of critical theory 
provides a deeper, more reflective understanding of political and economic 
structures by questioning their origins and potential for change. In contrast, 
data-driven (and problem-solving) approaches tend to accept and reinforce 
existing structures (see Cox 1987).

Thus, theory-driven research should be given priority over hypothesis test-
ing that uses mainly data-driven methods. This is not to say that hypothesis 
testing is an unworthy exercise. On the contrary, it should receive the atten-
tion that it deserves by linking it more closely with theories. While data-driven 



336 amineh et al.

Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 24 (2025) 323–371

methods have their place, they should not overshadow the importance of 
theory in IR and IPE research. Theory offers the depth needed to tackle the 
intricate realities of the national and international political economy, making 
it an indispensable tool for scholars seeking to produce scholarly knowledge 
and insights that are analytically rich.

Given the complexity of the studied phenomena, the refinement of theo-
retical frameworks and their application should also be emphasized amid 
continuously evolving policies and debates. Hereby, scholars should keep in 
mind that empirical theorizing is not the sole approach, but that normative, 
meta-theoretical, and ontological theorizing also play crucial roles in the field, 
enriching our understanding of complex social phenomena and enabling a 
more multi-dimensional analysis (see Guzzini 2013). Further, incorporating 
insights from the philosophy of (social) science will contribute to advancing 
research and scientific knowledge production.

3.2	 Operationalization of Geopolitical Economic Theory
This research applied three key theoretical concepts of GPET in its empirical 
analysis, with each concept corresponding to one of the three empirical sec-
tions (4 to 6).

The fourth section focuses on China’s external economic relations with the 
five selected countries, analyzing China’s economic activities on the basis of 
two variables. First, it compares China’s share in foreign trade, measured in 
US$, both at the regional level and for the five selected countries. This compar-
ative analysis reveals the economic competition between China, the US, and 
the EU, particularly for mineral and fossil resources, which are found in many 
CWA markets. Data were obtained from UNComtrade, covering the period 
from 2000 to 2022, and presented as line graphs (Figures 2–3). These data were 
supplemented with information from the International Energy Agency (IEA) 
(2022) and the Energy Information Administration (EIA) (2024) to analyze 
energy trade in barrels per year.

Second, it assesses the impact of China’s foreign direct investment. For 
the analysis of investment projects, data from the China Global Investment 
Tracker (American Enterprise Institute), China’s Global Power Database 
(Boston University), and the China Overseas Finance Inventory Database 
(World Resources Institute) between 2005 and 2022 were collected and then 
presented in ‘networks’ using Gephi (Figure 4). These networks measure the 
size and frequency of projects to illustrate the linkages of CSLEs with recipi-
ent markets and, where available, their local counterparts in (i) all economic 
sectors, and (ii) the energy and infrastructure sectors. They cover not only the 
five selected CWA countries but also other countries in the region. The aim 
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of measuring these investments is twofold: (i) to determine whether a trans-
national network is emerging around CSLEs, and (ii) to assess the domestic 
impact of these investments. A descriptive-analytical method is used to inter-
pret the quantitative data qualitatively and to link them to relevant concepts, 
in order to examine the internationalization and transnationalization of the 
Chinese economy and to identify possible causal factors behind observed 
fluctuations.

The fifth section examines the domestic situation in the host countries. 
Rather than presenting comprehensive case studies of the five selected coun-
tries, this section provides a brief conceptual overview to identify the key 
challenges facing the China-led BRI. It uses four variables. The first variable is 
the political situation, measured by the configuration of political power based 
on related forces and movements and its stability. Since China’s external rela-
tions are primarily at the state-to-state level, stability is crucial. The second 
variable is economic conditions, measured by the level of socio-economic 
development, the share of energy rents, and the role of the state in the econ-
omy. If economic conditions are not favorable, economic relations will remain 
underdeveloped. The third variable is political and social discontent, mea-
sured by the number of protests, political crises, and military interventions. 
Such events have the potential to change political leadership and potentially 
jeopardize current and future BRI projects. The fourth variable is external rela-
tions, measured by membership of regional and multilateral organizations and 
external interventions. If the external environment is not favorable, geopoliti-
cal competition or outright war could threaten the China-led BRI’s activities. 
This part of the study draws mainly on academic literature, supported by pri-
mary and secondary data, to describe these domestic contexts.

The sixth section examines the current geopolitical-economic dynamics 
of the CWA region. Indicators used to measure geopolitical-economic condi-
tions are regional cooperation and membership in multilateral organizations 
(geopolitics), the availability of and access to natural resources and the devel-
opment and control of trade routes (geoeconomics), and the presence of 
military bases and the potential for the use of force (geostrategy). Inevitably, 
external and regional actors have played a key role in CWA. This part of the 
research provides an overview of the geopolitical-economic shifts in CWA 
since the late 1970s and the opportunities and challenges of the China-led BRI. 
It draws primarily on academic literature, supplemented by primary and sec-
ondary data.

Finally, it is important to make note of the membership of the BRI by the 
selected countries. Kazakhstan was the country in which the BRI was launched 
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in 2013, indicative of its central position in the BRI’s vision of connectivity in 
reviving the Silk Road as well as of growing relations between the two coun-
tries (see below). Iraq and Turkey formally joined the BRI in 2015, and Iran in 
2016. Interestingly, Turkmenistan has never formally joined the BRI.7 Although 
these differences must be considered when analyzing the data, one must not 
forget that China’s economic rise is not limited to the BRI period, rendering 
the period before its launch also important. In fact, in terms of quantity, there 
seems to be no significant deviation from the trends established before the 
BRI’s launch. However, as will be clear in the next sections, the BRI plays an 
important role in the institutionalization of political and economic relations 
between China and the recipient countries and in providing a foundation for 
long-term economic and political cooperation.

4	 The China-Led BRI’s Economic Activities in CWA Countries

4.1	 Reconfiguration of Trade Gravity
China’s rise as a global economic power began with the creation of Chinese 
Special Economic Zones in the late 1970s under Deng Xiaoping, which forced 
global economic integration upon CSLEs for them to become more produc-
tive (Amineh 2022). The effectiveness of this policy was key to China’s rapid 
industrialization, launching it as a competitive global manufacturing centre 
and leading to transformations in international trade and investment. China’s 
accession into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 further consoli-
dated its global trade integration. The trade data examined in this section 
highlight China’s emergence as a major global competitor, rivalling the US 
and EU in key sectors such as energy and high-tech industries. This subsection 
firstly analyzes the transformation in inter-regional trade between CWA and 
China, the EU, and the US, followed by an analysis of bilateral trade between 
the five cases and China, the EU, and the US.

Figures 2a–2b show China’s rise as a competitive economy to the EU in 
terms of trade within CWA. This affects both import and export markets 
and recalibrates regional trade gravitation towards China. Notably, by the 
mid-2000s, China became the largest exporter to Central Asia (CA), achiev-
ing record levels during the COVID-19 pandemic. On the other hand, the EU 
maintains primacy in CA exports, propelled by Kazakh oil exports. In WA, the 

7	 This makes it more difficult to assess the BRI’s impact on Turkmenistan. To simplify mat-
ters, this study takes 2013 in distinguishing the period before and after ‘joining’ the BRI for 
Turkmenistan.
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Figure 2a	 China, EU-27, and US trade with Central Asia between 2000 and 2022 (billion US$)

Figure 2b	 China, EU-27, and US trade with West Asia between 2000 and 2022 (billion US$) 
Notes: WA includes Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the UAE. Import values are measured in Cost, Insurance, 
and Freight (CIF) terms, while export values are reported in Free on Board (FOB) terms.  
This applies to all following figures.
Source: UN Comtrade Database (nd)

competition pivots around energy, with China’s burgeoning energy demand 
positioning it as a major export destination. Despite the substantial volume of 
EU exports, 42 percent was directed to Turkey, with only 18 percent from China 
directed to the country. This highlights China’s stronger trade presence with 
other WA economies. Notably, the US’ share is minimal in CA and in decline 
in WA, but it continues to play a key geopolitical economic role in facilitating 
energy exports to its allies in Europe, partially in partnership with interna-
tional oil companies (US State Department 2013).

The launch of the BRI did not significantly alter the trajectory of the trade 
relations between China and the CWA economies. In fact, CWA trade with 
China briefly even decreased. That is because the trade relationship between 
China and many CWA economies (mainly the resource-rich countries, as they 
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are China’s largest trade partners) are largely determined by other factors. 
These include (i) institutional factors: China’s WTO accession; (ii) conjunc-
tural factors: the 2008 global economic crisis and 2014 energy price plunge; 
and (iii) country-specific factors: foreign policy strategies (Kazakhstan and 
Turkmenistan), trade agreements (Turkey), sanctions (Iran), and security con-
cerns (Iraq).

CWA exports are clearly dominated by oil, gas, and raw materials, and they 
are expected to remain critical in the foreseeable future, despite global efforts 
towards energy transition. According to the IEA (2022), the Stated Policies 
Scenarios forecasts China’s oil demand (12.5mb/d) to match that of the US 
(12.6mb/d) in 2050, far outstripping the EU’s projected demand (4.5mb/d). 
But with the US expected to meet its 2050 energy needs through domestic 
production and the EU moving towards low-carbon energy, China’s growing 
importance as a profitable destination for CWA energy exports becomes evi-
dent. The changing structure in energy trade has two profound results. Firstly, 
it increases the leverage that the Chinese government has over the CWA energy 
exporting states. Secondly, it provides an opportunity for oil-exporting Arab 
states to balance their external relations against the US and EU (Lons 2024).

Energy alone, however, is unable to account for all structural changes in 
trade. China is in competition with the EU in CWA markets but is constrained 
by external factors. An examination of the five selected countries reveals tell-
ing patterns (Figures 3a–e).

For instance, Kazakhstan’s practice of ‘multi-vector diplomacy’ is shaping 
its trade structure (Figure 3a). Despite sharing a large border with China, most 
of its energy exports go to the EU, although its imports increasingly originate 
from China. Turkmenistan (Figure 3b) is a unique case. Although minimal 
due to its small consumer market, it imported mostly from the EU until China 
narrowly took over after 2021. Conversely, the Central Asia–China pipeline, 
initiated in 2009, has nearly monopolized gas export towards China, and its 
enlargement further consolidates China’s geo-economic influence in the coun-
try and region.8

In Iraq (Figure 3c), trade with China was negligible until 2013 and 2017 when 
China became the primary export and import partner, respectively, diminish-
ing the shares of the EU and US. This trend is largely the result of a series 
of investments made by CSLEs in Iraq’s economy (mainly the oil sector), 
which was initiated before the BRI’s launch to improve China’s energy supply 

8	 See Tang and Joldybayeva (2023) for a discussion on CA pipeline infrastructure.
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Figure 3a	 China, EU-27, and US trade with Kazakhstan between 2000 and 2022 (billion US$)

Figure 3b	 China, EU-27, and US trade with Turkmenistan between 2000 and 2022 (billion US$)

Figure 3c	 China, EU-27, and US trade with Iraq between 2000 and 2022 (billion US$)
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Figure 3d	 China, EU-27, and US trade with Iran between 2000 and 2022 (billion US$)

Figure 3e	 China, EU-27, and US trade with Turkey between 2000 and 2022 (billion US$)
Source: UN Comtrade Database (nd)

security. Solidifying this trend and raising the level of cooperation after join-
ing the BRI in 2015 is the 2019 oil-for-construction deal, which increased trade 
volumes further and poured Chinese capital into the country (see below). Iraq 
now accounts for around 10 percent of China’s oil imports (EIA 2024). Iran 
(Figure 3d) saw China adeptly navigate US-led sanctions, solidifying its eco-
nomic influence through a 25-year deal in 2021. In 2022, China–Iran oil trade, 
despite sanctions, doubled to 561,000 b/d (EIA 2024). Nonetheless, US-led 
sanctions remain a source for underperformance and for Iran reaching the 
potential of BRI cooperation. Turkey’s trade structure (Figure 3e) exhibits 
structural deficits with China, the EU, and the US. Despite joining the BRI in 
2015 to align its Middle Corridor with the BRI, the EU remains Turkey’s primary 
trade partner because of the Customs Union (European Commission 2025), 
which strategically places Turkey within European production networks.
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The data emphasize both competitive and cooperative dynamics, reflecting 
China’s expanding trade engagement in CWA. Specifically, from 2018 to 2022, 
China’s exports to the five countries comprise higher value-added products led 
by machinery, household appliances, and computers, putting it on par with 
the EU. Yet, Figures 3a–e demonstrate that the BRI has not significantly altered 
underlying trade patterns, suggesting that the observed trend could primarily 
be attributed to CSLE investments and their broader economic ramifications, 
as will be discussed in the following subsection.

4.2	 Investments by Chinese State-Led Corporations
The design of the BRI by China’s government facilitates the diversion of 
domestic economic limitations to the external world through the transnation-
alization of Chinese capital. This process is hampered by the presence of firms 
and capital from other states, whereby each project is potentially considered as 
a threat to profits, market shares, and even technology. However, unlike the pri-
vately owned capital from LSMCs, capital from China is state led. The support 
of the Chinese government for CSLEs to increase the BRI’s competitiveness 
and to translate commercial success into geopolitical and geo-economic cur-
rency is crucial in this respect.

The impact of China’s economic expansion on CWA’s geopolitical and 
economic fabric marks a significant turn in its global economic integration. 
In total, China invested US$291.5 billion between 2005 and 2022 across all 
sectors in the region (Figure 4a) to find new profit margins, secure energy 
supplies, and develop overland infrastructure corridors connecting Asia and 
Europe. The presentation by this study of these investments in a network 
show that amongst the 118 Chinese companies, seven stand out as leaders. 
These seven invested 47 percent of the total sum and are all CSLEs (China 
National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), Sinopec, PowerChina, Sinomach, 
China State Construction Engineering Corporation (CSCEC), CITIC Group, 
and China Railway Construction Corporation (CRCC)). It also becomes clear 
that, together, they are the hubs connecting the Chinese government with the 
CWA states and markets.

Apart from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), most invest-
ments in the period under study have found their way to four of the five 
selected countries, while Turkmenistan is an outlier. Energy and infrastruc-
ture comprise US$217.1b (74% of the total), reflecting their strategic value for 
the China-led BRI (see Figures 4b and 4d). Figure 4c shows that 54 Chinese 
companies have invested in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Iraq, and Turkey. 
Respectively, between 2005 and 2022 (the numbers between parentheses 
indicate the sum/frequency since the year the country joined the BRI until 
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2022), this amounts up to US$35.6b (US$18.9b), US$15.1b (US$7.7b), US$32.7b 
(US$17.0b), US$36.5b (US$11.1b), and US$17.9b (US$7.5b). In total, these 
investments were made in, respectively, 60 (40), 6 (2), 54 (33), 38 (13), and  
30 (14) projects.

The impact of the BRI’s launch on the trend in investments is mixed, 
depending on the country and on how one looks at the numbers. For instance, 
one could observe that in the ten years from joining the BRI in 2013 through 
2022, Chinese investments into Kazakhstan made up 53 percent of the total, 
whereas 47 percent of total investments were made in the seven years prior to 
2013 – on average a decrease per year. Yet, two-thirds of all investment deals 
were signed in the BRI period. On the other hand, Iraq saw an increase in total 
investments in the seven years since it joined the BRI in 2015, namely 52 per-
cent of total investments against 48 percent in the ten years before, whereby 

Figure 4a	 Chinese investments in CWA between 2005 and 2022 (all sectors)
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Figure 4b	 Chinese investments in CWA between 2005 and 2022 (energy and infrastructure 
sectors)

Figure 4c	 Chinese investments in selected cases between 2005 and 2022 (all sectors)
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Figure 4d	 Chinese investments in selected cases between 2005 and 2022 (energy and 
infrastructure sectors) 
Notes: The figures present China’s investment projects (2005–22) as a network. 
The nodes (“dots”) represent the Chinese company, the recipient country, and, 
where applicable, the local partner of the Chinese company – for example, in 
a joint venture or merger and acquisition. The lines indicate the direction of 
investment flow, always originating from a Chinese company and moving towards 
the recipient country and/or local partner. The thickness of the line reflects a 
combination of frequency and amount invested: the thicker the line, the higher 
these values. The industries represented are: 
Very dark grey = energy; Medium-dark grey = real estate; Medium grey = 
transportation; Light grey = all other sectors 
The shape of each node indicates what it represents: Circles represent countries; 
Triangles represent Chinese entities; Squares represent partner organizations
Source: Data collection by authors (see section ‘Methodology 
and Data’)
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61 percent of the projects were signed since 2015. Two main explanations 
for these differences are that the BRI succeeds the Going Out policy, which 
already initiated a series of investments in foreign markets, and that the CWA 
region is mired by domestic and external challenges (discussed in the next sec-
tion). This subsection proceeds with a short overview of BRI investments in 
the selected countries.

Due to its landlocked geography, the governments of CA rely on neighbor-
ing states for reaching foreign markets. In the energy sector, a cornerstone 
of this cooperation is the Kazakhstan–China oil pipeline (co-owned by 
KazMunaiGas and CNPC), which significantly bolstered Sino–Kazakh trade 
and encouraged further energy-related trade and investments. The Central 
Asia–China gas pipeline, China’s inaugural transnational pipeline project, has 
been instrumental in transporting gas from Turkmenistan through Uzbekistan 
and Kazakhstan to China’s West-to-East pipeline. More than a decade after 
its launch, the construction of its fourth stage, Line D, underscores the BRI’s 
enduring significance and the economic potential it offers both China and the 
host countries (Xinhua 2024).

CSLEs have been quick to expand their investments in WA as well. 
Between 2009 and 2022, China allocated US$22.3b to Iraq’s oil sector and 
CNPC emerged as the foremost investor, contributing US$13.9b (Figures 4a 
and 4c). The initial success of CSLE investments in Iraq culminated in the 
2019 oil-for-construction agreement, reinforcing this trajectory within the BRI 
period. From 2019 to 2022, 22 investment agreements were recorded, with 18 
pertaining to the energy sector. As mentioned above, the result is that Iraq now 
accounts for ten percent of China’s oil imports.

China’s investments in Iran are impacted by US-led sanctions. While the 
nine energy projects recorded in the data between 2005 and 2022 are valued at 
US$10.7b, only four of these projects were initiated after 2013, valued at US$2.4b 
(Figures 4a and 4c). Sinopec and CNPC are by far the largest investors, invest-
ing US$10.8b in collaboration with the National Iranian Oil Company between 
2006 and 2017. In the gas sector, CNPC undertook two projects between 2009 
and 2016, worth US$2.4b. However, China’s companies are underperforming 
due to US sanctions. Although the China–Iran 25-year deal testifies to both 
countries’ willingness for long-term commitments, there is still much to be 
achieved. In this context, Iran’s accession to the SCO and BRICS Plus are two 
important steps that might pave the road towards stronger economic relations 
and reaching the BRI’s potential.

Turkey’s lack of fossil fuel reserves has driven its government to devise 
policies aimed at energy security. Until now, investments in coal – US$6.84b 
between 2005 and 2022, of which US$3.1b is since 2015 – characterized China’s 
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strategy to support Turkey’s endeavour, even before joining the BRI. In the gas 
sector, China National Chemical Engineering Co. (CNCEC) invested US$640m, 
while Energy China (CEEC) allocated US$600m to the alternatives sector, 
and Genertec partnered with Aksa Enerji, investing US$460m in hydropower. 
These investments are unique as, although 40 percent of electricity is being 
produced from renewable sources, Chinese companies often decline such invi-
tations, citing concerns related to financial risks (Ergenç et al. 2023; IEA 2024).

The CWA region’s location between East Asia and Europe is critical for 
infrastructure investments aimed at enhancing land-based and maritime 
connectivity. Such projects serve as key instruments in China’s geopolitical 
economic strategy, fostering regional market integration and facilitating the 
institutionalization of relations. This, in turn, increases China’s potential to 
become a geopolitical economic force in this region. The significance of CWA’s 
location is evident in competing initiatives that were launched, including the 
EU’s ‘Global Gateway’, the ‘Development Road’ through Iraq, and two corridors 
linking India with Russia (International North-South Transportation Corridor) 
and Europe (India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor) (Peimani 2023; 
Rizzi 2024).

Noteworthy BRI projects in infrastructure in the selected countries include 
COSCO and Lianyungang’s acquisition (24.5% each) of the Khorgos Eastern 
Gates Special Economic Zone in 2017, in partnership with Kazakhstan’s national 
railway company (Uatkhanov 2017). The railway initiative significantly reduces 
the transit time for goods between China and Germany to 13–15 days, compared 
to nearly a month by sea. In Iraq, an exemplar of oil-for-construction contracts 
is a US$370m project (2021) by CSCEC to construct the Nasiriyah International 
Airport near Sadr City (Rogers 2022). In Turkey, the acquisition of 65 percent 
of Kumport shares by three CSLEs totalling US$920m aims to improve routes 
for Chinese sea-borne cargo.9 Recorded infrastructure investments in Iran are 
not directly meant for international trade but are still significant. Iran received 
US$6.42b for railway construction and electrification projects, alongside 
US$500m from China Communications Construction for Tehran’s northern 
highway development (Global Highways 2015).

In sum, the significance of the BRI lies in strengthening economic ties 
between China and the CWA region. CSLE investments in energy and infra-
structure throughout the region elevate China as an alternative to the US 
and EU for cooperation on economic development. These investments in the 
energy and infrastructure sectors and increasing trade flows further reinforce 

9	 See Göçer and Ergenç (2024).



349Geopolitical Economy of the China-led Belt and Road Initiative

Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 24 (2025) 323–371

CWA countries’ inclinations to pursue deeper political, economic, and security 
cooperation with China. This alignment leads states to join the Chinese-led 
multilateral organizations, such as the SCO and BRICS Plus, and to institution-
alize relations beyond the bilateral level. All these developments culminate in 
laying the groundwork to build a ‘China-centric’ network of capital, informa-
tion, technology, and power.

However, the sustainability of the BRI depends on two critical fac-
tors: the key domestic challenges facing host countries and the complex 
geopolitical-economic reality. The stability of host countries is crucial to the 
long-term viability of the BRI, which requires a careful approach to manag-
ing activities related to domestic challenges. China’s inability to navigate these 
challenges could derail BRI opportunities and provoke resistance within host 
countries, with potentially negative external consequences for the initiative. 
The next section examines the states, societies, and foreign relations of the 
selected case studies and identifies the main potential challenges that could 
impede the activities and objectives of the China-led BRI. The section then 
assesses the geopolitical risks that could threaten the success of the BRI.

5	 Domestic Challenges in the CWA Countries and Their Impact on 
the China-Led BRI

CWA as a region has its own characteristics. The complexity of history and the 
changing geopolitical-economic future have shaped this region, creating chal-
lenges and opportunities. China can only do so much, and its BRI faces this 
reality. While an in-depth examination of the five selected CWA countries is 
reserved for another study, the aim here is to provide a concise conceptual 
overview of the challenges facing the China-led BRI, (i) within the five selected 
countries, and (ii) in the wider CWA region. Therefore, this section identifies 
these challenges to the China-led BRI as arising from a complex of the follow-
ing factors: (i) weak and/or failed nation-states; (ii) fragmented civil societies 
with related organizations; (iii) the lack of regional cooperation and the per-
sistence of intrastate and interstate conflicts; and (iv) external intervention.

In general, the leaders and/or ruling classes in CWA countries occupy 
a dominant position. This is largely due to less developed or fragmented 
socio-economic structures and the absence or weakness of a civil soci-
ety and market with related institutions and autonomous forces. However, 
one of the main threats to the China-led BRI in this region is the failure or 
weakness of states to adequately address domestic challenges, accompanied 
by ongoing external intervention, perpetuating a recurring cycle of internal 
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crises and leading to an unpredictable future (Amineh 2007; Amineh and 
Houweling 2005; Tripp 2010). The only exceptions that relatively prove the 
rule are Iran and Turkey, despite their internal socio-economic and political 
problems.

The proclamation of the modern states of Turkey (1923) and Iran (1925) are a 
result of the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and the Constitutional Revolution 
of 1905/6, respectively. These states catalyzed socio-economic development 
from above in the early 1930s, fostering gradually the emergence of civil society 
with related modern social forces. State-led industrialization in Iran was per-
mitted under special licence as a ‘dependent’ state under US protection and 
assistance following the 1953 Anglo–American-backed coup (Amineh 1999, 
2022). Turkey, on the other hand, had already been reduced to this status in 
1947 when it was forced to abandon its attempt at neutrality, which it had 
tried to maintain during the Second World War. Iran and Turkey, together with 
Pakistan, formed a defensive perimeter against the Soviet Union, a ‘north-
ern tier’ committed to projecting Western power regionally and suppressing 
the domestic left (Amineh 2007; van der Pijl 2006). In the meantime, they 
refrained from noteworthy relations with China until the 1970s following the 
China–US diplomatic normalization and cooperation.

Despite the remarkable socio-economic development and growing stature 
of Mohammad Reza, Shah of Iran (1941–1978), he struggled for legitimacy at 
home. After the 1953 coup, the Shah gradually developed a new type of strong 
authoritarian state, backed by US financial, economic, and military aid and 
financed by oil revenues. However, state-led industrialization led to uneven 
development, triggering social demands for change and a crisis in the political 
system in the late 1970s. These developments culminated in a mass move-
ment of opposition forces that subsequently led to the Islamic Revolution of 
1978–1979. This was spearheaded by a wide range of urban classes and groups, 
led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, which overthrew the secular state and 
established a strong centralized state, challenged US regional power, and 
began the ‘export of the revolution’ (Amineh 1999, 2022). In response to US 
sanctions and military dominance, Iran’s security establishment has shifted 
towards asymmetric warfare, with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps at its 
core.10 This is led by the Quds Force, which coordinates a regional network of 
militias in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Yemen, fighting US domination 

10		  Bahgat and Ehteshami (2021) provide a detailed study on the subject.
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in WA (Amineh 2022; Bahgat and Ehteshami 2021). These militias frequently 
target countries that are part of the US security system in WA, such as Israel.11

Between the 1960s and 1990s, military coups and internal rebellions (e.g., 
between Kurdish militant groups and the central government) prevented 
Turkey from liberalizing, until secular and Islamic forces worked together to 
introduce gradual liberal reforms. The Justice and Development Party (AK 
Party), in power since 2002 and encouraged by the US and the EU, continued 
liberal reforms throughout the 2000s and proved fundamental in integrating 
the demands of rural–urban migrants into the political system. However, a 
combination of rising social tensions between Islamic and secular forces, the 
2016 coup attempt, the rapid advance of Daesh, the territorial consolidation of 
US-backed Syrian Kurdish militias on the other side of Turkey’s borders, and 
the rise of China forced the AK Party to cooperate with the Eurasianist move-
ment, as it could not win a parliamentary majority, bringing an uncertain halt 
to political liberalization by incrementally centralizing power at the state level 
since the mid-2010s.12

Simultaneously, the government, faced with limitations to its soft power 
in foreign affairs, opted for military force to reach foreign policy objectives. 
Turkey’s support for Azerbaijan in its war against Armenia is part of this new 
strategy, aiming to consolidate the Organisation of Turkic States (OTS) in serv-
ing as the main platform for making a Turkish-led order in pursuit of foreign 
policy autonomy, after ‘Europeanization’ and ‘Islam’ did not deliver the desired 
results. However, Turkey’s strategy fundamentally clashes with the Atlantic 
alliance and puts strains on Turkey’s quest for autonomy in its foreign rela-
tions (Kınıklıoğlu 2022).

The ascension of Islamic political forces in Iran and Turkey, coupled with 
the failure or crisis of democratization and external pressure, has resulted 
in a deep polarization between two distinct camps with diverging political, 
economic, and socio-cultural demands (Amineh 2010, 2022; Özbudun 2021). 
As evidenced by the recurrence of urban-based political protests against the 
Islamic government (Iran) and the continued repression of Kurdish and urban 
democratic demands (Turkey), as well as attempts to Islamize society and 

11		  For a timeline of US–Iran relations, see https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-iran 
-1953-2023.

12		  On Turkey’s shifts between centralization and liberalization, see Özbudun (2021). 
Kınıklıoğlu (2022) provides an extensive overview on Turkish Eurasianism. This move-
ment has its roots in the late-Ottoman and early republic period, and although it gained 
in importance with the independence of the CA republics in the 1990s, the AK Party’s 
Western-oriented foreign policy sidelined the movement until a change in course in the 
mid-2010s.

https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-iran-1953-2023
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-iran-1953-2023
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increasing authoritarianism (Turkey) (Esen and Gumuscu 2021; Gumuscu 2024; 
Iran Primer 2023; Özbudun 2021), these factors demonstrate the existence of 
significant structural deficiencies. If left unaddressed, they could spiral out of 
control, with serious domestic and regional consequences that could harm the 
China-led BRI.

In post-Saddam Iraq, ‘state-society’ relations are indistinct, with the power 
structure dominated by a confluence of mainly families, tribe leaders, armed 
groups, and militias. This situation stems from historical challenges of failed 
nation-state building, despite efforts by the last ruling party (the Ba’ath Party).13 
The 2003 US invasion failed to establish a stable political system, further 
entrenching the state’s failure (Ismael and Ismael 2015). This phenomenon has 
led to what F.H. Jabar (2019) described as the ‘state of no state.’ Iraq’s politi-
cal fragmentation renders it vulnerable to external interventions seeking to 
reshape domestic politics for control over power and resources. While the US 
and Turkey exert power through Iraqi Kurdistan to pressure the central author-
ity, Iranian-backed social and security forces are striving to expel US forces 
from the region (Rasheed and Aziz 2023). In this setting, China has become 
the major destination for Iraqi oil, benefiting from Iranian-backed groups. 
However, despite the China-mediated deal between Saudi Arabia and Iran 
reducing tensions to some extent, the situation remains delicate and fragile 
(Ullah and Xinlei 2024). New wars between rivalling factions loom large, which 
could have devastating consequences for China’s investments and energy sup-
ply. Nonetheless, China refrains from getting involved with the local security 
framework and continues to rely on Iran.

After gaining independence in 1991, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan gradu-
ally established political regimes characterized by a variety of authoritarian 
systems (Amineh 2003, 2007). In Kazakhstan, patronage ensures that no single 
ruling elite gains autonomy over assets, while state-owned enterprises domi-
nate key sectors of the economy (Groce 2020). The privatization and state-led 
development initiatives of the 1990s, under President Nazarbayev’s govern-
ment, gradually fostered the rise of a small, urban-based modern business and 
middle class. However, they remained disconnected from Nazarbayev’s inner 
circle and lacked substantial influence. Society is pacified through emphasis 
on economic development and social benefits, in exchange for unrestrained 
governance (Lemon 2021). The system’s vulnerability was once again under-
scored when the government sought Russia’s intervention under the Collective 

13		  On the political history and state failure of Iraq, see Tripp (2010).



353Geopolitical Economy of the China-led Belt and Road Initiative

Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 24 (2025) 323–371

Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) to resolve the 2022 civil unrest and pro-
tect the incumbent leadership.

Turkmenistan stands as an outlier due to its strong living tribal political 
culture, which prevents social uprising as long as the government continues 
to effectively provide social and economic services and keeps external forces 
at bay by selling gas (Amineh 2003; Sullivan 2020). After gaining indepen-
dence in 1991, the ruling elite declared neutrality in foreign relations in 1995 
(Anceschi 2010; Sullivan 2020). Following President Berdimuhamedov’s inau-
guration in 2006, he immediately replaced President Niyazov’s inner circle 
with his own family members. The institutionalization of family corporations 
into Turkmenistan’s political structure allowed Berdimuhamedov’s power to 
extend across all facets of political and economic life, perpetuating tribe-based 
structures (Horak 2021).

As landlocked countries, both Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are dependent 
on their neighbors, while each tries to use its strategic location to gain some 
autonomy. The collapse of the Soviet Union brought an opening for China to 
engage in external relations with these countries. While Kazakhstan seeks to 
balance its relations with Russia, the US, and the EU as well, there are signs 
that China (and to some extent Russia) is gaining the upper hand (see sections 
four and six). Similarly, despite declaring neutrality, Turkmenistan is almost 
entirely dependent on China for its gas exports.

One of the main domestic threats to the sustainability of the BRI in the 
five selected CWA countries is the lack of a strong sustainable national 
political system. Although Iran and Turkey have strong nation-states, they 
face socio-economic and cultural polarization and demands for the rule of 
law, wealth, and a pluralistic social order. If these socio-economic demands 
remain unresolved, the situation could spiral out of control with domestic and 
regional repercussions. Iraq’s lack of a stable ‘nation-state’ is exacerbated by 
ongoing ethno-religious conflict and external intervention, resulting in politi-
cal disarray and insecurity. Similarly, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan struggle 
with authoritarian regimes, resource-dependent economies, tribal structures, 
and uneven socio-economic development. The energy rents available to their 
leaders perpetuate the lack of strong nation-states in these three countries.

When it comes to their external relations, Iran and Turkey, with their allies 
and proxies, are competing to shape the geopolitical order in WA. In Iraq, exter-
nal intervention and proxy wars threaten to plunge the country into civil war. 
By contrast, the foreign relations of Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan pose no 
threat to the BRI.

For China, there is no alternative other than to address these challenges to 
ensure the sustainability of the BRI. Using the ‘partnership agreements’ that 
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China has developed with these countries could be one way of doing this 
(Ehteshami 2023; Haoyu 2023). This new type of relations with other states 
reflects a break with traditional diplomacy and is manifested in the context 
of strategic relations at different levels. Relations with countries closer to 
China are characterized by comprehensive cooperation, while those further 
away are characterized by ‘strategic partnership’ or ‘cooperation.’ Kazakhstan 
enjoys the highest level with its ‘permanent comprehensive strategic partner-
ship,’ Iran and Turkmenistan have a ‘comprehensive strategic partnership,’ 
Iraq a ‘strategic partnership,’ whereas Turkey, a NATO member, stands at ‘stra-
tegic cooperation.’ These different levels indicate the degree of mutual trust 
and cooperation at the bilateral level. They could also be further utilized (and 
upgraded) to mobilize countries to actively participate in multilateral organ-
isations co-designed with China – the most prominent for CWA being the SCO 
(with Russia).

The next section examines the main geopolitical economic threats to the 
China-led BRI in the CWA region. It discusses the ongoing geopolitical eco-
nomic shifts and the impact of the Russia–Ukraine and Azerbaijan–Armenia 
wars on (i) the China–US rivalry; (ii) the military activities of Iran and Turkey 
beyond their borders; and (iii) the possible emergence of China–Russia–Iran 
strategic cooperation and a Turkish-led Eurasian order.

6	 Geopolitical Economic Developments and the China-Led BRI  
in CWA

Since the founding of the first world empire, the Persian Achaemenid Empire 
(538 BC), CWA’s geography has been the domain of conflict between vari-
ous internal and external forces and states for control of geography, peoples, 
trade routes, and resources. Over the last two centuries, the geopolitical and 
geo-economic importance of CWA has drawn competitive power projections 
of global powers, including Britain, France, Russia/the Soviet Union, the US, 
China, and the EU at different historical stages. Since the Second World War, 
the US has been the most important external power exercising influence in 
WA, surpassing the combined influence of the Anglo-French powers that origi-
nally established the post-World War I order in the region. The US’ willingness 
to assume the role of ‘guardian’ in the Persian Gulf was largely driven by its 
concerns about domestic energy security and containing the Soviet Union, 
and later Russia, China, and Iran (Amineh and Yang 2017; Ramazani 1992). The 
contemporary key actors in the region besides the US include Iran, Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia, Russia, and, of course, China.
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Several developments have led to the current geopolitical and geo-economic 
shifts in the CWA: (i) the Iranian Islamic Revolution (1978/1979) and the aban-
donment of Iran’s alliance with the US; (ii) the end of the Cold War and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union (1991); (iii) the rise of China and its global implica-
tions; and (iv) the gradual emergence of three contender states (China, Russia, 
and Iran) to the US.

In general, post-Cold War global politics has been characterized by US 
unipolar military power and economic tripolarity between North America, 
the EU, and East Asia. The US has three main priorities: (i) protecting Israel; 
(ii) maintaining good relations with the resource-rich Arab countries; and 
(iii) containing emerging contender states, including China, Russia, and 
Iran (Blanchard 2012).14 To support these objectives, the US maintains sev-
eral key military bases across WA,15 reinforcing its political activities with  
military strength.

For the China-led BRI to become sustainable, it must carefully find a way 
to navigate its activities in CWA around US interests. To take advantage of 
the geopolitical and geo-economic shifts underway in CWA, China is using its 
remarkably successful capitalist industrialization for geopolitical economic 
influence. The economic relations it has built up with CWA countries over the 
past decades are complemented by increasing participation in the multilateral 
institutions it has co-initiated to reconfigure the US-designed system of global 
politics towards multipolar world order structures (Amineh 2023b).16

At the heart of China’s CWA strategy is the SCO. Founded in 1996 as a response 
to security challenges in CA following the collapse of the Soviet Union and to 
limit Western influence, it has become a promoter of China’s view of IR. If the 
China-led BRI succeeds in creating a regional political economic network, and 
the remaining key countries of WA join the SCO as full members (i.e., Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the UAE), the US would lose a significant part of 
its regional influence. However, the SCO itself faces several challenges. Some 
scholars have noted, amongst other issues, the lack of common and specific 
objectives, differences amongst member states, and overlaps with other insti-
tutions like the Russian-led CSTO and Eurasian Economic Union (Alimov 2018; 
see also Ehteshami 2023). An additional challenge is the recent Russia–Ukraine 

14		  Amineh and Crijns-Graus (2018) discuss these priorities in greater detail.
15		  See (https://www.cfr.org/article/us-troops-middle-east-mapping-military-presence) for 

a recent map showing US military presence in WA, particularly in the Persian Gulf and 
Turkey.

16		  Ehteshami (2023) provides an overview on how the BRI contributes to the regionalization 
of Asia.

https://www.cfr.org/article/us-troops-middle-east-mapping-military-presence
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war, which not only harms the SCO’s credibility but also places it under (fur-
ther) Western scrutiny (see Seiwert 2024). If China could overcome these 
challenges, it would be able to promote comprehensive regional cooperation 
aimed at preventing conflict, maintaining security, and promoting develop-
ment at the national and regional levels.

However, the US clearly sees China and its BRI as a threat to its global influ-
ence. In order to maintain its influence, the US is trying to block any efforts 
to remove it from the CWA region, which provides obstacles for realising the 
full potential of the China-led BRI. This is becoming increasingly difficult, 
however, and cracks in its prestige have already appeared due to the unsuc-
cessful wars in Afghanistan (2001–2021) and Iraq (2003–2011). One example 
is the resource-rich Arab countries. From their position, it is imperative that 
they diversify their economies, as they depend on energy revenues for their 
survival. China’s reliability as a large and stable market for energy sales and 
foreign investment is an important factor in these countries’ orientation 
towards China. These countries have also been attracted by China’s alternative 
state-led development model and by competitive technology that they cannot 
obtain in the West (Fantappie and Nasr 2023). China’s success in mediating a 
deal between Iran and Saudi Arabia in March 2023, at a time when the US was 
investing in Arab–Israel reconciliation through the Abraham Accords, signals 
a sharp increase in its political influence over the Persian Gulf states, leading 
both to join BRICS Plus in 2024 alongside Egypt, the UAE, and Ethiopia.17

6.1	 Strategic Cooperation between China, Russia, and Iran:  
Illusion or Reality?

Building sustainable political, economic, and security cooperation between 
states and societies is difficult, if not impossible, without some degree of 
regional economic integration. The successful example of the EU is a strik-
ing illustration of this phenomenon. If the BRI succeeds in creating a regional 
network of trade, capital, information, and technology, it will facilitate the 
establishment of regional cooperation. Without such integration, any collabo-
ration will be inherently unsustainable and will fail to stand the test of time 
(Amineh 2023b; Hettne 2003).

In the context of the CWA region, China’s relations with Russia and Iran 
are particularly significant. Together they seek to expel the US from the CWA 
region and are proponents of a multipolar world order. This raises the question 
of whether it is possible to speak of sustained strategic cooperation between 

17		  For China’s Persian Gulf strategy, see Chaziza (2024).
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them. Some scholars have proposed the emergence of a China–Russia–Iran 
triangle as a potential counterbalance to US unipolar military power and their 
presence in the region (Papageorgiou et al. 2023), others point to the lack of 
institutionalized cooperation and the absence of a common military agree-
ment between the three countries (Grajewski 2022). This raises questions 
about the viability of comprehensive security cooperation between them. 
While a definitive answer is not yet available, there seems to be a growing 
consensus on the need for closer cooperation, despite their many domestic 
and geopolitical differences. In addition to the 25-year China–Iran agreement, 
which signifies the strengthening of bilateral ties, Iran’s relations with Russia 
have also entered a new phase, following Russia’s gradual military involve-
ment in Syria since 2011.18 The Russia–Ukraine war has served to reinforce 
this development, with Iran emerging as a leading exporter of drones and 
ballistic missiles to Russia (Mahmoudian 2023). Recently, the Iran–Russia 
Treaty on Comprehensive Strategic Partnership was signed by Russian presi-
dent Vladimir Putin and Iranian president Masoud Pezeshkian on January 17, 
2025 to formalize strategic cooperation in a variety of policy domains.19 China 
avoids direct confrontation with the US, but continues to cooperate with 
Russia and Iran; for example, Iran becoming a member of the SCO and BRICS 
Plus in 2022 and 2024, respectively. Iran’s growing cooperation with China and 
Russia is illustrated by the increasing frequency of military exercises between 
the three. Most of these take place in the Arabian Sea, a key strategic corridor 
in the Indian Ocean that links the Arabian Peninsula via the Strait of Malacca 
to Chinese ports in the Pacific, using the Iranian port of Chabahar as a base 
of operations. This illustrates the geopolitical and geo-economic implica-
tions of strategic coordination between China, Iran, and Russia (Xuanzun and 
Yuandan 2024).

18		  The political crisis within the Assad government and the military’s unwillingness to deal 
with the political crisis, combined with the withdrawal of Russian and Iranian forces and 
the emergence of a ‘coalition’ of external and regional actors – namely the US, Turkey and 
its proxies, and Israel, with the financial support of Qatar and the UAE – led to a power 
shift in Syria and at the geopolitical level. The current winners are the US, Israel, and 
Turkey, with the Arab countries mentioned above. Given the nature of the geopolitical 
conflict, the projection of this event is currently unknown and difficult to analyze clearly, 
which is why it is not included in this research. However, this latest development shows 
once again that the dominant feature of the CWA region is the ongoing conflict and rivalry 
for control of the region between external and regional powers and their proxies.

19		  For the full text, see (https://irangov.ir/detail/456479).

https://irangov.ir/detail/456479


358 amineh et al.

Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 24 (2025) 323–371

6.2	 Turkey’s Geopolitics in the South Caucasus and Its Impact on the BRI
Turkey is one of the key actors in the geopolitical economy of the CWA region. 
While China’s political influence in regional affairs is growing in cooperation 
with Russia, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, its BRI faces significant challenges from 
the Azerbaijan–Armenia war. The complexity of the historical and geopoliti-
cal factors that are the legacy of the Soviet era has made it difficult to reduce 
tensions and has so far prevented the establishment of a sustainable peace 
agreement. Azerbaijan’s military victory would not have been possible without 
the substantial involvement of the Turkish military, intelligence, and logistical 
apparatus. Turkey’s involvement is aimed at resolving the territorial dispute 
between Azerbaijan and Armenia in favor of its geopolitical ambitions towards 
CA, with the aim of creating a Turkish-led ‘Eurasian order’ based on the OTS.20

With Russia distracted by its war in Ukraine, Turkey and Azerbaijan used 
this opportunity to try to take control of Nagorno-Karabakh and the Lachin 
and Zengezur corridors, which are important for resolving Azerbaijan’s territo-
rial division between its mainland and Nakhichevan. Without it, there would 
be no direct land link between Turkey and CA (Altunışık 2024). The poten-
tial for the emergence of a Turkish-led OTS and control of trade routes in the 
South Caucasus is highly uncertain, with the war triggering reactions from Iran 
and Russia, including the above-mentioned agreement signed on January 17, 
2025.21 Iran wants to protect its regional influence; to protect its access to trade 
routes to the Caucasus, Russia, and Europe; and to prevent Turkey from gaining 
a geopolitical foothold north of its border (Ismayil and Yilmaz 2022). Iran also 
has concerns regarding the relationship between Israel and Azerbaijan. From 
the perspective of Iran, it is of the utmost importance not to lose its influence 
in the South Caucasus. The Russian approach to the Azerbaijan–Armenian 
conflict was primarily defensive, as it focused attention on the conflict with 
Ukraine. Russia’s perception of the Central Eurasian states and societies 
remains unchanged, with the region still being seen by Russia as its own secu-
rity and territorial space (Yuan 2023). Turkish geopolitical ambitions towards 
CA states and societies would have the effect of interfering with Russia’s 
broader geopolitical and economic interests, introducing a new but potentially 
damaging dimension to their already complex relationship (Özdal 2023).

20		  For a discussion on the emergence of the ideas of Eurasianism in Turkey and its aims, see 
Akçali and Perinçek (2009). For a discussion on Turkey’s policies towards Central Eurasia, 
see Aras (2023).

21		  Article 5(4) states that ‘the Contracting Parties shall consult and cooperate in counter-
ing common military and security threats of a bilateral and regional nature’ (emphases 
added).
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The main source of instability in the CWA region remains in place, namely 
the intersection of competing geopolitical economic projections. Turkey’s 
NATO membership and close relationship with Azerbaijan, Georgia’s priority 
to join NATO (MFA 2024), and the Armenian government’s threat to leave the 
CSTO and join the EU (Euractiv 2024) raise concerns for Russia and Iran. In the 
current situation, both the US and the EU do not want the conflict to escalate, 
as this would create additional military challenges on Europe’s periphery, open 
a new and dangerous front near Russia’s borders, and potentially draw in Iran. 
China, on the other hand, continues to stay out of the conflict directly, rely-
ing mainly on the US, Russia, and Iran to prevent an all-out regional war that 
could damage its BRI and close the Middle Corridor, which has replaced some 
trade following the closure of the Northern Corridor due to the war in Ukraine 
(Mendez et al. 2022). This may be why China continues to rely on its BRI as a 
platform for cooperation and conflict prevention, such as in the Persian Gulf 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, and has not (yet) become directly involved in 
the war (Chaziza 2024). The position of Turkey is less clear-cut. Now caught 
up in its pursuit of foreign policy autonomy from the Western alliance and 
geopolitical ambitions through the OTS, it is likely not only to face opposition 
from Russia and Iran, as noted above, but also to risk straining relations with 
China, the US, and the EU as a result of its geopolitical imagery of a Turkish-led 
Eurasian order.

This section has shown that the geography of the CWA has been the domain 
of ongoing conflict between various internal and external forces and states 
for control of geography, peoples, trade routes, and resources. The BRI faces 
a number of new key geopolitical challenges in the CWA region, mainly the 
consequences of the competition between China and the US, and the compe-
tition between key regional states to create a geopolitical order. With regard to 
the former, China, in cooperation with Russia and Iran, is countering the US 
and its use of force to continue to dominate the region. This creates impedi-
ments for the China-led BRI and raises present and future risks. Attempting 
to overcome this, China increasingly cooperates with Russia and Iran, sharing 
the same objective of expelling the US from the region. But even though its 
relative global power is in decline, the US remains a dominant force in WA 
and China must find a way – without a direct military confrontation – to pro-
tect its BRI. Regarding the latter key challenge, the geopolitical activities of 
regional states inject a destabilising force into the region. This is exemplified 
in the Armenia–Azerbaijan war. Situated at the crossroads of Russian, Iranian, 
and Turkish geopolitical economic interests, Azerbaijan’s Turkish-backed mil-
itary operations are significantly complicating the fragile ‘no peace, no war’ 
equilibrium that emerged in the South Caucasus in the 1990s. The China-led 
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BRI clearly cannot afford for this conflict to spiral out of control. Not only will 
it block the last land-based corridor between China and the EU, but it will 
almost certainly drag the wider region into its quagmire, creating a worryingly 
unsustainable situation. As geopolitical rivalries intensify, the CWA remains a 
key area of global power competition, with its stability and future direction 
dependent on the interplay between these actors. To secure its BRI, it is essen-
tial for China to find a way for peaceful cooperation and sustainable integration 
through its multilateral organizations, especially the SCO.

7	 Conclusion

This study examined the activities of the China-led BRI in the five CWA coun-
tries of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Iraq, and Turkey, focusing on two 
questions: (i) What are the origins of the China-led BRI, the mechanisms of its 
activities, and its domestic and geopolitical economic impacts in the five CWA 
countries? (ii) What are the domestic and geopolitical challenges facing the 
China-led BRI, and how is China responding?

Situated between China, Russia, and the EU, the CWA countries are undoubt-
edly key to the success of the BRI in Eurasia. Not only is this region home to the 
largest concentration of the world’s oil and gas resources, but it is also essential 
for connecting China and the EU by land and sea. To keep the research within 
manageable limits, this study examined BRI activities in the energy and infra-
structure sectors.

To overcome the limitations of IR and IPE theories, this study proposed the 
application of theory of geopolitical economy. While IPE typically focuses on 
how states and markets interact at the global level, critical geopolitics adds 
that geography plays an important role in shaping these interactions. It focuses 
not only on how they physically interact within geographies through diplo-
macy, trade, capital flows, regional arrangements, and multilateral institutions, 
but also on how spaces are interpreted, represented, and politically contested. 
The unit of analysis in geopolitical economy also differs. This study argues that 
the state is a structure through which various social forces and interest groups 
operate, leading to two ideal types of governance, namely a centralized state, 
society, and market complex, and a liberal state, society, and market complex. 
This contrasts with the fixed state found in realism or the focus on individual 
actors (state and non-state) found in liberalism – the two mainstream theories 
of IR and IPE.

In contrast to the state-centrism of realism and the market orientation 
of liberalism, geopolitical economy takes a systemic approach, arguing that 
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China’s leaders have embarked on a state-led capitalist industrialization strat-
egy to develop the country’s politics, society, and market.

While this strategy was successful in advancing China in the global hierar-
chy of wealth and power by building a modern, urban-based industrial society 
and market, it also created the conditions for the emergence of the contradic-
tions inherent in the capitalist system, namely domestic overaccumulation of 
capital and scarcity of critical resources. Faced with these two phenomena, 
China’s leaders designed the China-led BRI to alleviate these economic pres-
sures by redistributing domestic surplus capital abroad and securing critical 
resources for its economy and industry. The geographical expansion of Chinese 
state-led enterprises into the global market is partly driven by the search for 
resources needed to sustain economic activity. Investment in critical resources 
and minerals not only provides opportunities for capital accumulation but 
also enhances security of supply. China aims to achieve the goals of the China- 
led BRI by leveraging external relations in the diplomatic, economic, and secu-
rity spheres.

One of the arguments of this study is that the domestic and geopolitical 
economic impacts of China-led BRI activities are laying the groundwork for 
a regional network of trade, investment, finance, information, and power to 
emerge around China. To assess whether the BRI is on track to achieve this, 
this study analyzed economic data on trade (2000–2022) and investment 
(2005–2022).

Analysis of trade data shows that China’s share of trade with CWA markets 
has increased significantly over the last two decades, shifting the centre of 
gravity of trade towards China. This growth has come at the expense of the 
EU and the US, as China has become a competitive player not only in energy 
but also in high-tech industries. It now exports three times as much as the 
EU to Central Asia and is steadily closing the gap in exports to West Asia.  
The primary arena for trade competition remains energy, as both China  
and the EU rely on CWA resources for security of supply. However, the launch 
of and participation in the BRI does not appear to have fundamentally altered 
trade patterns. Instead, institutional, conjunctural and country-specific factors 
seem to play a much larger role in bilateral trade fluctuations. Nevertheless, the 
surge in COVID-19 trade suggests a growing preference for China among CWA 
economies. Lacking the industrial base to produce sophisticated goods, some 
CWA economies remain dependent on international trade, increasingly with 
China. With each percentage point it gains over the EU and the US, China’s 
economic influence in the region continues to grow.

More importantly, China’s rapidly growing geopolitical and geo-economic 
influence under the BRI is largely the result of strategic investments by 
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state-led enterprises. These companies play a central role in creating a net-
work of projects that link the Chinese government to recipient countries and 
markets, facilitating China’s growing power, as well as the import of critical 
resources and the export of Chinese goods. Of the 118 companies included in 
the dataset for this study, 54 invested in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Iraq, 
and Turkey. Seven of these enterprises stood out, accounting for nearly half 
of the total investment across almost all CWA economies. Given their sheer 
size and resources, it is not surprising that these seven are involved in major 
energy and infrastructure projects and are key contributors to the shift in polit-
ical and economic orientation towards China. Trade data confirm a clear link 
between Chinese investment in energy and infrastructure and growing trade, 
particularly in energy exports to China and imports of machinery, household 
appliances, and computers from China. While investment in these two sec-
tors predates the BRI, the economic relationship is likely to intensify under the 
initiative, as the EU’s decarbonization policy and the US’s domestic resource 
availability are expected to further increase the dependence of the energy-rich 
countries of the CWA on China for their energy exports, and thus for their gov-
ernment revenues and economic survival, in the coming decades.

However, despite the remarkable growth of China’s economic relations, the 
sustainability of the BRI and the progress of the above-mentioned regional 
network are threatened by domestic and geopolitical economic challenges. 
The difficulty for China is that these challenges were already in place when 
it began its activities in these countries. Rather than presenting comprehen-
sive case studies of the five selected countries, this study has provided a brief 
conceptual overview, due to space constraints, to highlight the key challenges 
confronting the China-led BRI.

The persistent domestic challenges in the host countries are caused in part 
by the absence of a strong, legitimized nation-state and a civil society with 
autonomous forces and institutions to support it. While Iran and Turkey have 
strong nation-states, they are plagued by escalating socio-economic and cul-
tural polarisation and growing demands for the rule of law, wealth, and a 
pluralist order. Iraq suffers from internal conflict and external intervention, 
raising questions about its statehood. Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan appear 
stable now, but their dependence on energy rents makes them vulnerable 
to political and social crises in the future. For China, which relies mainly on 
state-to-state relations, a strong recipient state is essential to advance its BRI 
and comprehensive relations.

The geopolitical challenges of Central and West Asia are mainly fuelled 
by the lack of a geopolitical order, external intervention, resource competi-
tion, security concerns, and historical legacies, leading to a clash of power 
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projections between regional and global powers for control of the region. This 
study focused on the offensive foreign policies of Iran and Turkey as two major 
regional powers attempting to create a geopolitical order. These policies influ-
ence the activities of the China-led BRI.

Iran (along with Russia and China) is trying to push the US out of Central and 
West Asia. In this effort, Iran has configured the so-called Axis of Resistance, an 
Iranian-backed militia network in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Yemen. 
The activities of these forces are a potentially destabilizing force within the 
region, as demonstrated by the 2023 war between Israel and Hamas. Although 
this war has become particularly intense due to the high number of casualties 
and the massive destruction of urban areas and civilian infrastructure in Gaza 
and Lebanon, a number of escalatory actions are bringing West Asia danger-
ously close to a new cycle of regional conflict. These actions include (i) Israel’s 
provocations against Iran, including the assassination of the political leaders 
of Hamas (on Iranian territory) and Hezbollah (along with senior Iranian mili-
tary officers); (ii) Iran’s response by firing a salvo of rockets from its territory 
into Israel; and (iii) the involvement of Iranian-backed militias in expanding 
the battlefield into other countries (e.g. Lebanon). The fall of Bashar Assad’s 
regime in Syria can also be added to this list. Taken together, these develop-
ments undermine the effectiveness of these forces in Syria and Lebanon 
and underscore once again the absence of a geopolitical order in West Asia, 
which, along with external actors, is the source of ongoing interstate and  
intrastate conflicts.

Turkey is another important player in the CWA region. Azerbaijan’s 
Turkish-backed military operations against Armenia have upset the fragile bal-
ance of ‘no peace, no war’ and increased geopolitical friction between Russia, 
Iran, and Turkey at the very intersection of their borders. With Russia preoc-
cupied with Ukraine and Iran focused on Israel, Turkey has an opportunity to 
further develop its relations with Central Asia and has drafted the so-called 
Organisation of Turkic States. However, de-escalation is crucial. Otherwise, 
other states are likely to be drawn in, leading to an intensification of this con-
flict. The immediate consequence would be the disruption of trade through 
the China-led BRI’s China–Central Asia–West Asia Economic Corridor, the 
remaining land corridor for China–EU trade.

The Chinese leadership’s response to these domestic and geopolitical chal-
lenges is to leverage its relations with the region and the countries concerned. 
Underpinned by one of the principles of its foreign relations, non-interference, 
China is actively seeking to elevate its bilateral relations – formalised by part-
nership agreements of varying degrees – to a higher level and to strengthen 
its engagement with the multilateral organizations it (co)founded. The aim 
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is to institutionalize relations as a basis for engaging regional member states 
and societies in sustainable political, economic, and security cooperation. The 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation is arguably the most important of these, as 
it includes almost all the major Eurasian states. Together with the AIIB and the 
BRI, it plays a key role in promoting sustainable, comprehensive regional coop-
eration in Eurasia and enhancing stability by contributing to the development 
of a geopolitical economic order. If successful, these multilateral organizations 
will support global efforts to build a multipolar world order.

This study concludes that while these countries are gradually orienting their 
(foreign) policies and economies towards China, the BRI must deal with the 
host countries’ domestic structural challenges (political, socio-economic, and 
security challenges) and the geopolitical situation. If these can be overcome, 
sustainable cooperation with China and its BRI will become a reality.

Although this research focused on China-led BRI activities and their domes-
tic and geopolitical challenges in five Central and West Asian countries, the 
authors suggest that more research is needed on the recipient countries. The 
events in Syria at the end of 2024 underscore this need once again, as the fall 
of Bashar Assad’s regime took many by surprise. Therefore, this study suggests 
that future research on the BRI and its sustainability should prioritize more 
research on the complex domestic structures (social, political, economic, and 
cultural) and external relations of the recipient states. This approach would 
help to assess the validity of the claim that the absence of a legitimised, strong, 
and stable state (with its associated society and market) is the primary source 
of domestic challenges.
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