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Summary 
 

Global energy politics has undergone a structural change in recent years. In general 

terms, production and consumption centers have been realigned along with changes in the 

cores of manufacturing and economic development. Energy consumption has become denser in 

East Asia whereas the former consumption center, North America, has achieved greater 

independency thanks to new technologies, stagnant or declining consumption and further shift 

toward service-based and less energy-intensive industries. The center of global energy 

production, in the meanwhile, remains to be the Middle East (ME), specifically the Persian Gulf, 

however, its dominant status has been undermined recently with decreasing energy 

dependency of the United States. In this structural shift of energy geopolitics, thus, China and 

the U.S. have witnessed their positions vis-à-vis the Middle East began to shift. 

Essentially, this research offers critical policy analysis in a comparative setting. It 

attempts to empirically evaluate the Chinese and U.S. foreign policy strategies in the Greater 

Middle East and investigate how they relate to each other. From this analysis, it hopes to reach 

conclusions that will shed light on the China-U.S. relationship in the Middle East. Then, drawing 

on the conclusions reached, it offers policy recommendations on how to prevent a great power 

confrontation in the Middle East in order to better manage the regional peace, considering at 

once Beijing’s energy and Washington’s geopolitical interests. Thus, this it offers a ‘quantitative 

first, qualitative primary’ perspective. Qualitatively, comprehensive policy investigation, 

historical narrative and in-depth interviews assist the research. Quantitatively, extensive data 

on energy and energy related economic and military activity are analyzed. 

In a nutshell, this research is comparative in its scope, focusing on China’s relations with 

key regional energy producers in the Greater Middle East. By incorporating a critical analysis of 

the recent geopolitical developments, it puts China’s growing energy dependency and 

engagement in the larger context of China-U.S. competition and cooperation for greater 

influence in the region and speculates on how this would impact the regional and global peace. 

More specifically, this research contributes to the existing literature by offering a 

comprehensive analysis on China’s energy security policy in the Middle East. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Global energy politics has undergone a number of changes in recent years. In most 

general terms, production and consumption centers have been realigned along with industrial 

development and economic shifts. Energy consumption has become denser in East Asia 

whereas the former consumption center, North America, has achieved greater independency 

thanks to new technology, stagnant or declining consumption and further shift toward service-

based and less energy-intensive industries. The center of global energy production, in the 

meanwhile, remains to be the Middle East (ME), specifically the Persian Gulf, however, its 

dominant status has been undermined recently with decreasing dependency of the United 

States on Middle Eastern energy. In this structural shift of energy geopolitics, thus, China and 

the US have witnessed their positions vis-à-vis the Middle East and each other shift dramatically.  

More specifically, two recent developments are likely to change the way US - China 

energy geopolitics in the Middle East is debated in the contemporary scholarship: First of all, 

over the past decade a major shift altered the dynamics of these two countries’ energy 

dependency. China’s import from the Middle East has increased exponentially, while the US 

import dependency has decreased from its peak of 60% in the mid-2000s to 40%. According to 

various projections, this inverse relationship will continue for the foreseeable future and in a 

decade or so the US will achieve near-zero dependency on the Middle Eastern oil whereas 

China’s dependency will reach over 80% of its total import (IAE, 2012b). This unique 

development will unavoidably have implications for the US-China relations, forcing them to 

reconsider their long-held regional policies. Furthermore, due to divergent policy motivations, 

China and US see their interests clash more often since shifting positions in the two countries’ 

respective strategies create friction.  

Second, the past two decades has seen a phenomenal rise of China in economic, 

technological and military power. On the other hand, the United States has endured two costly 

wars and a deep financial crisis, which took a heavy toll on the country’s economic and political 

leadership, leading to a decline in relative strength. Numerous studies began to point out 

China’s overtaking of the US in, first, economic and technological development, and then, in 
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military power in the coming decades.1 Hence, it is hypothesized that a series of policy 

disagreements in the Greater Middle East due to the changing regional energy dynamics of 

China and the US, and China’s growing national power and US’ relative decline might lead to a 

destructive competition between Beijing and Washington in the Middle East and beyond if the 

two countries fail to bridge their differences and accommodate each other’s national 

geopolitical (including energy) security needs.2 

To categorize the nature of US-China relations in the Middle East, this dissertation offers 

the term “policy discord” and defines it as the existence of a strategic chasm in the foreign 

policy of two competing great powers. In this sense, discord means a divergence of the national 

strategies of two states in certain areas such as nuclear policy (US-Iran), energy policy (China-

U.S), or human rights (EU-Sudan). The China-US policy discord in the Middle East means a clash 

of national strategies of the two countries with extensive national power and capacity to 

effectively confront each other. If the differences are not bridged but further widened, the 

discord would lead to destructive competition. 

Although the US still maintains advantage over China in terms of military, China is now 

more able to rival the US with its greater economic and technological capability (OECD, 2013). 

Thus, China’s growing power to compete with the US and its dependency on the hydrocarbon 

1 Although the reputation of forecasting is highly disputed even for the short term, national development 
strategies do need to consider future trends in the global environment no matter how difficult it may be. This 
research recognizes that discontinuities and shocks, by their very nature, are difficult to anticipate. Ideas, 
technologies, events, and individual actions can sometimes snowball into powerful forces of change. Any 
projections, for that matter, needs to be considered with this fact in mind. For forecasts on China-US power 
balance, see, “When will China overtake America?” The Economist, December, 16th 2010; “What Milestone Will 
China Achieve Next?” US Global Investors, February 2, 2012; “China 2030: Building a Modern, Harmonious, and 
Creative High-Income Society,” The Washington Post, <http://www.washingtonpost.com/r/2010-
2019/WashingtonPost/2012/02/27/Foreign/Graphics/New-China-2030-overview.pdf>; “World Development 
Indicators,” World Bank, Washington, DC: September, 2011.  
2 The term Greater (or, Extended) Middle East was coined by the Bush administration in the early 2000s. Under this 
definition, about 20 countries across North Africa and Central Asia are included in the traditional list of Middle East 
countries. Hence, the Greater Middle East “stretches from the eastern shores of the Mediterranean and the Arab 
Middle East through the Persian Gulf area to embrace Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and, now, at its furthest extreme, 
India.” In this study, the terms “Middle East” and “Greater/Broader/Extended Middle East” are used 
interchangeably although the unit of analysis involves countries such as Sudan, which is a country in North Africa, 
that are listed under the Greater Middle East. See Map 1. For an historical overview, see Fradk, 2005. “The 
‘Greater’ Middle East: The New Geopolitical Environment and Its Implications for Obama Administration Policies,” 
Hudson Institute (Date not indicated); Jeremy M. Sharp, “The Broader Middle East and North Africa Initiative: An 
Overview,” Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report for Congress, 2005. 
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resources from the ME reinforce the existing strategic discord. This study, in this regard, offers 

a comprehensive analysis on the China-US relations in the Middle East from the comparative 

perspective of China’s energy-led and US’ security-led Middle East policy and explores the 

measures that would help the two countries to manage their differences to enable peaceful 

coexistence and, thus, regional stability. To this end, this research aims to investigate the 

nature of China-US interaction in the Middle East and whether the existing policy discord is 

sustainable.  

Map 1: Detailed Map of the Greater Middle East 

                   

 
 

In this research certain concepts are used to explain China-US relations in the ME. Of the 

concepts used, national power is the most frequently visited3 while it is at the same time one of 

the less agreed upon among the scholarship (Young, 2006: 5-7). Nevertheless, this research 

defines national power as the sum of a country’s hard power capabilities based on economic 

3 Although international relations experts hold major differences of opinion regarding the fundamental 
components of national power, they seem to have reached consensus on dividing those components into ‘soft’ 
and ‘hard’ power. Later on, smart power (a combination of hard and soft power) has been added to the 
classification.  
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and technological development. Doubtlessly, one can add to or extract from this definition 

certain components based on one’s level and purpose of analysis. Drawing from various studies 

by Organski, Kugler and others, this study identifies four components that together compose of 

a country’s hard power: GDP, population, technology and military capacity (Organski, 1958 and 

Organski and Kugler, 1980). Here, the indicators of soft power are excluded because, energy 

security as it is today is a factor of hard power in which ideational components that relate to 

soft power(such as culture, citizen diplomacy, education, media, and NGO activity) play little 

role. Hence, growing national power and capacity, in the case of China, on the one hand, 

enables, and on the other, obliges Beijing to seek energy security in the Middle East. 

Energy security has appeared on Beijing’s foreign policy agenda for the second time 

when the nation lost its status as energy independent in the early 1990s (1993, to be exact) 

after a three-decade of self-sufficiency. China’s booming heavy industry sector,4 its large 

commercial export sector, and the rapidly expanding middle class that purchase two times 

more cars monthly than that of the US have led to an exponential increase in the demand for 

oil with no sign of easing in the foreseeable future. As domestic production failed to match 

civilian and industrial consumption, the Chinese government has come to see energy 

dependency as a national security issue to be tackled with a wide array of national and 

international policy instruments (Cornelius and Story, 2007). For example, domestically, Beijing 

bolstered exploration activities, set up more stringent energy efficiency standards for industrial 

and civilian use and, starting from 2007, began to build a strategic petroleum reserve (SPR) to 

eventually have a 90-day supply capacity by 2020 and invested in alternative energy resources 

such as wind, hydro and solar. Internationally, Beijing devised a go-abroad policy in the early 

2000s to enable its national oil companies (NOCs) to gain long-term control over natural 

resources in foreign countries through government-to-government agreements and equity oil 

concessions.5 However, as it engages the international energy market, China’s energy policy has 

4 Indeed, “the share of heavy industry in China’s economy has steadily increased since the early 2000s. China now 
produces more than half of the world’s steel and cement output, and the growth of heavy industry is one of the 
major factors responsible for China’s rising energy consumption.” See, Yang, 2012.  
5As of 2010, Chinese NOCs had equity stakes in production in 20 countries and the NOCs’ overseas equity shares 
reached 1.36 mb/d, nearly one-third of China’s net imports in 2009. See, Julie Jiang and Jonathan Sinton, Overseas 
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elicited criticism in Washington which sees it as being run by the state and securitized – a clear 

distinction from the Western market-led approach.  

Nevertheless, judging by historical precedence, Beijing’s state-driven energy security 

strategy has striking similarities with that which was embraced by the Western governments at 

the time of their industrialization throughout the 19th century. To be sure, going abroad 

strategy was first adopted by the US government from the mid-1930s until the late 1970s. 

Under the scheme, large private oil firms received help from the state to secure long-term 

concessions from foreign governments under lucrative terms. To be able to compete with the 

Europeans that had an advantage over the US oil companies because of their early arrival into 

the global energy scene, particularly the ME, the US government provided active support 

through economic instruments such as tax credits and subsidies for overseas investment. 

Indeed, “In a material sense, oil was at the center of the redistributive system of American 

hegemony. In Saudi Arabia, and to a lesser extent in other areas of the Persian Gulf, major US 

oil companies benefited from special relationships between the United States and the 

producing countries and from the protection and support of the American government” 

(Keohane 1984: 139). Also, when deemed necessary, US governments mobilized the State 

Department and US military to protect its national energy interests (Lei and Yen, 2007).  

Thus, China’s modern day state-led going-abroad strategy has some similarities with 

that of the US from the 1930s onwards with the exception that currently the Chinese military 

(PLA) does not play an active role (although its role as a provider of sea lane security has been 

growing) in national energy policy unlike that of the symbiotic relationship between the US 

military and the energy industry in the early and mid-20th century. In its current form, China’s 

energy strategy remains much less military-oriented as it currently lacks a strong PLA backing 

although it may not be the case in the medium to long-run as the Chinese Navy achieves 

greater force projection capabilities.  

However, as opposed to Western companies (First British and other major European 

firms in the beginning of the 20th century and then US firms from the mid-1930s), which 

investments by Chinese National Oil Companies: Assessing the Drivers and Impacts, Information Paper Prepared for 
the Standing Group for Global Energy Dialogue of the International Energy Agency, Paris, February 2011. 
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managed to forge political and economic relationships with key producing countries in the 

Middle East and elsewhere as far as nearly a century ago, today Chinese companies are facing a 

less promising international energy environment. The PRC government realizes that the US and 

European companies have an almost five-decade advantage over China’s new comers. 

Therefore China’s NOCs will hardly enjoy equal opportunity in the markets long appropriated by 

Western multinationals. Hence, Beijing finds itself in a less than optimum energy security 

environment constrained by its lack of historical and geopolitical depth in the Middle East (Beng 

and Li, 2005). Accordingly, China’s contemporary energy policy is composed of three 

interrelated strategies. 

The first strategy involves seeking oil agreements in neighboring countries such as 

Russia, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan and building overland routes (highway, railway tracks and 

pipelines) for the delivery of hydrocarbon resources. The second strategy requires China to go 

further and engage the particular countries in the Extended Middle East and Latin America 

where the energy interests of Western companies are not as strongly entrenched as in other 

places. The final strategy includes deals with countries such as Iran, Sudan and Syria that have 

been marginalized and reduced to pariah states through sanctions and other means by the 

West and; therefore, are not available for US and Europe investment. It is seen from the three 

strategies that as one goes down the list of strategies, the security implications of doing 

business in energy increase considerably (Calabrase, 1998; Lee, 2013; Yao, 2007). 

In addition to economics, politically and militarily, too, Western states, particularly the 

US, have a strong footing in the energy-rich regions, especially the Middle East. The US has a 

long-developed comprehensive relationship with oil-producing countries and, in addition to a 

host of military bases across the region, operates a naval base in Bahrain, home to the US Naval 

Forces Central Command and the Fifth Fleet, which is responsible for an area stretching across 

the Persian Gulf, Red Sea and the Arabian Sea as far south as Kenya in East Africa. Also, when 

necessary, the US has the capacity to effectively intervene in the countries in the region, using 

the available political, economic and military instruments to achieve its objectives (Harris, 2010). 

Indeed, especially militarily, the United States can seriously disrupt China’s existing oil interests 

in the region. 
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Iran and Sudan are two cases in which the United States and its allies have negatively 

affected Beijing’s energy prospects for the past two decades. Iran has constantly been 

threatened with military action and also heavily sanctioned due to its contentious nuclear 

energy program although currently there is a chance for a lengthy (and never guaranteed) 

normalization process. US pressure not only slowed down the investment by the Chinese NOCs 

in the country’s under-invested energy sector, it also forced Beijing to refrain from signing new 

equity agreements to develop Iran’s vast untapped fields (Downs and Maloney, 2011; 

Zahirinejad and Vrushal, 2010). Similarly, international pressure on the Sudanese government 

led to the partition in 2011. After the split, Khartoum, a close energy partner for Beijing, lost 

control over vast energy fields in the South, which accounted for more than three quarters of 

oil produced in the pre-partition era Sudan. Also, China suffered from the pre and post-partition 

environment especially in 2011 and 2012 because of the South’s perception of China as a long-

time ally of the North. Recent developments in the break-away South Sudan have further 

endangered China’s energy prospects. 

Nonetheless, Beijing has few options other than seek its energy fortune in the Extended 

Middle East. Now world’s largest energy consumer since 2010 and the largest importer of crude 

oil since November 2013, China is highly reliant on the Middle East to meet its energy needs. 

The region accounts for over 50% of the nation’s total crude oil imports. In 2012, out of the 

seven biggest providers of oil, five were located in the Middle East. It is estimated that by 2015, 

the share of Middle Eastern oil in China’s total import will climb to 70% (Ma, et al., 2012; IEA, 

2011a). Hence, although certain security issues in the oil producing countries (such as socio 

political instability or foreign intervention) may seriously disrupt or even fully stop China’s 

exploration and production activities, Beijing needs to maintain its presence in these 

geographies and seek further strategic depth. 

Threats to China’s energy security are not limited to those that it may face in exploring 

and extracting foreign oil but also in transporting it. Now maritime security occupies even a 

larger space in Beijing’s strategic calculations as country’s trade, including trade in energy, is 

overwhelmingly carried out by sea routes. At the moment, US retains full naval control over 

strategic chokepoints in the Persian Gulf and the Malacca Strait along which China’s oil imports 
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from the ME flow (Newmyer, 2009: 218). The Strait of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf serves as the 

exit gate for the shipping of goods and commodities from the region. Most of the crude oil 

exported from Saudi Arabia, Iran, the UAE, Kuwait and Iraq goes through this four-mile wide 

channel between Oman and Iran. Needless to say that more than two third of this oil is shipped 

to East Asia, primarily, to China, Japan, India and South Korea.   

Similarly, the Strait of Malacca links the Indian and Pacific Oceans and, with an 

estimated 15.2 million b/d flow in 2011, it connects Middle Eastern oil to the Asian markets 

(EIA, 2013a&c). Hence, in the face of hard realities such as the strong military presence of the 

US in the Middle East and East Asia, its ability to intervene and disrupt international oil flow, 

the standoff with Iran over its nuclear energy policy, the ongoing Syrian crisis, the popular Arab 

dissent across the Middle East as well as other non-traditional security threats such as piracy 

and terrorism, China’s energy policy occupies a central place in the nation’s strategic 

calculations and is inadvertently securitized. 

Therefore, although it is not as comprehensive as that of the US and much less 

militarized, Chinese involvement in the Middle East has become decidedly multidimensional, 

consisting of diplomatic, economic and military dynamics. Placing each level of energy security 

(access, exploration, extraction, transportation, and processing) at the center of its Middle East 

policy, as this research has found out, Beijing has taken economic, political and military steps 

involving various combinations of these dynamics. As China engages the energy rich region in 

more comprehensive way, its policies eventually come into collision with those of the US on 

economic, political and military fronts. 

It appears that two developments are becoming manifest in the China-US relations in 

the Middle East. First, the US has been reducing its energy dependency on the Middle East due 

to growing domestic production that is made possible with new extraction techniques, higher 

efficiency, growth in services-based industries and stagnant consumption (Clapper, 2012; Eland, 

2011). This offers Washington a greater space in the region because of less constraint on its 
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foreign policy making that energy dependency normally brings about.6 United States’ warm 

embrace of the Arab Spring is one of the consequences of such strategic breadth. Second, at 

the time when the US is adopting a more or less anti-status quo posture in the Middle East as is 

exemplified by its nation-building efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan, China, in line with its growing 

power and national capability, is becoming more assertive and pursue its energy interests with 

less consideration to the US geopolitical concerns while pushing for incremental and internally-

driven change in the Middle East. Such conflict of interest would be even more pronounced if a 

major war in the Middle East pushed the sides deeper into their political and ideological 

quarters. Unless proper policies are not taken, China’s growing energy dependency and the 

existing policy discord between the US and China may lead to a deeper competition and 

confrontation even in the absence of a major regional crisis in the region (Chen, 2008). 

Building on the relationship described above, the main argument of this research is that 

the China-US policy discord has led to a strategic competition in the Middle East. Unless proper 

policy measures are taken, this competition may lead to a destructive power struggle in the 

Middle East, threatening regional and global peace. It is hypothesized that the underlying 

reason for this policy discord is the radically different nature of the two countries’ Middle East 

policies: Whereas China’s conduct in the region is dominantly economics (energy)-driven and 

status-quo oriented, US approach is largely security-driven and a dynamic combination of status 

quo and revisionism. 

Essentially, this study offers critical policy analysis in a comparative setting. It attempts 

to empirically evaluate the Chinese and US foreign policy strategies in the Greater Middle East 

and investigate how they relate to each other. From this analysis, it hopes to reach conclusions 

that will shed light on the China-US relationship in the Middle East. Then, drawing on the 

conclusions reached, it offers policy recommendations on how to prevent a great power 

confrontation in the Middle East in order to better manage the regional peace, considering 

Beijing’s energy and Washington’s geopolitical interests.  

6 It must also be noted that importing countries may have a certain level of leverage on the exporting nations 
especially if the oil producing country is export dependent. However, policy constraints outweigh policy leverages. 
A proper example would be the U.S-Saudi relations in which US dependency has constrained Washington in 
pushing for reform and democratization in the Kingdom, a clear contradiction with the US policy toward Iran. 
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It is acknowledged in this research that strategic decision-making requires considering 

the worst-case scenario and strategizing accordingly, drawing on verifiable empirical facts. 

Future is filled with uncertainties for states, as for individuals, and strategy-making leaves no 

room for optimist projections. Rather, the objective of strategizing is to remain prepared to and 

be able to address successfully the likely threats to national security no matter how far-fetched 

they seem at the moment. Therefore, in the case of China-US relations in the Middle East, the 

policy analysis this dissertation undertakes assumes that future holds a more contentious and 

competitive relationship due to an empirically-verifiable policy discord and offers 

recommendations accordingly.  

To further refine the policy analysis and draw on a larger theoretical basis, this research 

utilizes certain theoretical concepts such as national power, parity and overtaking as offered in 

power shift theories, primarily power transition and hegemonic decline models. National power 

includes GDP, population, military capacity and technology. It is observed that along with its 

growing national power, China has become more attentive and assertive in protecting its global 

strategic interests, including energy interests. It is also observed that (as will be shown in the 

case studies in the proceeding chapters) the US-China strategic competition in the Middle East 

primarily arises from a discord in each side’s conflicting policies: Whereas the US involvement in 

the region is more security-driven (explained by the US’ declining energy dependency and its 

historically strong political and military entrenchment), Chinese involvement is more energy-

driven (explained by China’s growing energy dependency and its minuscule military 

presence).This relationship is schematized in Figure 1 below: 

Figure 1: China-US Strategic Competition 
                  Independent Variables                                 Linking Variables              Dependent Variable   
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US security policy in 
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It must be underlined that the policy discord mentioned in this article does not arise 

from a competition between the US and China over scarce energy resources in the Middle East. 

As a matter of fact, US’ growing independency from the Middle Eastern energy resources is one 

of the fundamental causes for discord. Obviously not every two country experiences strategic 

competition only because they experience discord. Policy discord is possible when/if two states 

achieve near parity in national power. Because, when there is disparity, the powerful side can 

mobilize its hard or soft power mechanisms (or a combination of the two) to coerce/persuade 

the other side into its will. When there is parity (or near parity), however, existing 

disagreements could lead to protracted crises if the interests, priorities and policies of the two 

sides are incongruent.  

China’s energy-driven strategy in the Middle East is becoming less compatible with 

those of the U.S Among others, this could be ascribed to the simultaneous growth in Beijing’s 

national power and energy dependency. Consequently, as China moves from the traditional 

confines of its Middle East policy, a China-US strategic competition becomes intensified. The 

rivalry will likely continue as the US achieves greater energy independency as inversely 

proportional to China, which is projected to be more reliant on the Middle East in the coming 

decades. Unless policy congruency is sought and a certain level of interest equilibrium is 

reached, US-China relations will be less cooperative for the US currently has greater leverage 

and a larger room for maneuver in the Middle East as opposed to China’s energy dependency 

and lack of strategic depth.7 

Essentially, China-US relations are in transition and characterized by China’s growth and 

US’ relative decline. This transition distinguishes China-US relations from others. Building on 

this premise, this dissertation attempts to look at the impact of China’s energy security policies 

in the Middle East within the context of China-US great power interaction. To this end, it relies 

on primary and secondary data sources. The objective of this research is to offer an analysis on 

China’s energy policy in the Middle East by seeking an answer to the main question: What is the 

impact of energy security on China-US relations in the GME? 

7For example, China has no base agreements or any military contingency in the Middle East, which is a stark 
contrast to the United States’ overwhelming military presence.  
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From this, the following five research questions could be derived: 

i. How do China’s energy security policy in the Middle East impact on US-China 

relations? 

ii. What internal and external dynamics shape China’s energy policy in the ME?  

iii. What are the consequences of the policy discord? 

iv. What would be the implications of China-US strategic rivalry in the Middle East 

for regional stability and peace? 

Certain historical developments have triggered a change in China’s approach to energy 

security in the Middle East. Among those are the growing share of the region in China’s total 

energy import, the US political and military leverage in the region, US Navy’s control on the 

strategic sea routes and choke points through which most of China’s energy import is carried, 

and, finally, China’s speedy ascension to a great power status. Therefore, a comprehensive 

investigation of China’s policy behavior and interaction with the existing systemic leader, the US, 

in the Middle East may help gather greater insight into one of the world’s geopolitical hotspots, 

assist decision makers to better manage the China-US bilateral relations and promote regional 

peace.  

In a nutshell, this research is comparative in its scope, focusing on China’s relations with 

key regional energy producers in the Greater Middle East. By incorporating an analysis of the 

most recent political developments, it puts China’s growing energy dependency and 

engagement in the larger context of China-US competition and cooperation for greater 

influence in the region and speculates on how this would impact the regional and global peace. 

More specifically, this research contributes to the existing literature by offering a 

comprehensive analysis on China’s energy security policy in the Middle East in the light of 

recent developments. In this research, Chinese and US policy toward the Middle East is 

investigated comparatively, drawing on an extensive data and in depth interview with experts.  
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Literature Review 

This chapter examines the contemporary scholarship on power shift theory and energy 

security. Thus, it is composed of two sections: In the first section, a detailed narrative of the 

scholarship on two select power shift theories, mainly the power transition and hegemonic 

decline theories, is given. To this end, the analysis begins with a general introduction, then 

proceeds with the explanation of basic concepts used by the power shift theories and, finally, it 

looks at the literature on the US-China relations within the context of power transition. The 

second part offers an analysis of the literature on China’s energy security. Similarly, it moves 

from general to specific. Thus, it first discusses energy security as a broad concept. Then it looks 

at the scholarship on China’s securitization of energy. In the third step, it reviews the recent 

scholarship on China’s energy policies in the Middle East. Finally, the chapter analyses the 

research done on the implications of China’s energy policies in the Middle East for US-China 

relations.  

Power Shift Theories 

Realist theory offers two divergent approaches to explain the distribution of power 

among states and its consequences. Whereas balance of power theory insists that (near) 

equality in power leads to peace, power shift school argues that balance in aggregate power is 

conducive to war. Classical realists such as Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Waltz have 

dominated the international relations (IR) theory for decades and claimed that balance of 

power would create peaceful structural conditions (Mergenthau, 1993). This theory was later 

challenged by power shift theorists such as Kenneth Organsky and Jacek Kugler, hegemonic 

decline theorists such as Gilpin and Kennedy, and global cycles theorists such as George 

Modelski and William Thompson, all of whom attempted to prove that history and logic of 

power run contrary to what the classical realists have come to believe. 

The major argument of the power-shift theory is that the likelihood of systemic 

instability and wars increase, rather than decrease, in case of a power parity between two 

states. Preponderance in power, therefore, creates a situation more conducive to peace. 

Although they hold a common perspective of great power rivalry, power shift theories can be 

grouped according to their central argument: Power transition (Organski and Kugler), 
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hegemonic stability (Gilpin), global cycles (Modelski and Thompson), Kondratieff waves 

(Goldstein), and the world-system (Wallerstein, Chase-Dunn). 

Power transition differs from classical balance of power in three fundamental ways. First, 

it claims that international order is hierarchically structured, rather than anarchical. Second, 

power transition claims “that a large power gap dividing the dominant nation from the next 

layer of major powers facilitates maintenance of the international order, as created by the 

dominant nation. Instability arises when the power gap between the dominant nation and a 

challenger narrows” (Danilovic, 2003: 79).Third, the balance of power remains to be a theory of 

statics, while the power transition is a theory of dynamics” (Danilovic, 2003: 79) -- meaning that 

power transition perceives state relations as fluid in which they may surpass others and may be 

surpassed by them. 

Hegemonic decline theorist, Robert Gilpin, argues that although the international 

system is anarchical, it nevertheless maintains a level of control over the behavior of the state 

actors. To him, the system is stable as long as power is unevenly distributed and dominant state 

provides public goods. Hence, as long as both the system and its hegemon benefit from the 

uneven power distribution, stability is maintained. However, after a while, the cost of 

maintaining the order may become too big for the systemic leader. In this case, smaller powers 

that are not encumbered by such cost of maintenance may be able to rise relative to the 

hegemon and eventually challenge it (Gilpin, 1981).  

According to global cycles theory, international system evolves through cycles. Each 

period is composed of four phases: In macro-decision period, severe violence occurs but also 

the question of leadership is settled. Alternatively, leadership transition may also take place 

peacefully. In implementation phase the leader lays out the rules and expects others to comply. 

In agenda setting phase, the legitimacy of the status quo is questioned by the unsatisfied states. 

Finally, in the colitioning (decentralization) phase the field is once again open to the challengers 

which, if successful, set out new rules (Modelski, 1987).  

The World-System argues that major wars are the periodic phases in the expansionary 

patterns of world capitalism. The modern world is divided between core and periphery states 
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and the strong core exploits the weak periphery. However, as the cost of hegemon’s rise begins 

to exceed the gains (such as excessive spending on military), it begins to decline relative to 

other core states. As each core strives to restructure the world economy to its advantage, war 

might ensue. Also, the theory argues that an uneven growth between a hegemon and the rising 

power might eventually lead to a war – often a war of preemption by the declining super power 

to maintain leadership (Wallerstein, 1980). 

In this study, frequent reference is made to power transition and hegemonic decline 

theories as they are related to the contemporary China-US relations. Of the two theories, 

power transition model seems to be more relevant to the study at hand, so greater emphasis is 

put on it. Power transition provides an alternative reading of the world system. It challenges 

the assumptions of liberal institutionalism and realist balance of power as briefly introduced 

above. It sees that the post-World War II order has not deterred nations from turning to 

military build-up in spite of the existence of various international organizations and of power 

parity between the US and the USSR. In fact, balance of power encouraged an arms race 

between the Eastern and Western blocs, bringing them closer to a nuclear catastrophe. 

Consequently, it is understood that power tends to create imbalances and resultant crises 

(Organski, 1968). 

Although under-researched, one of the most crucial concepts utilized by power 

transition is satisfaction. Satisfaction influences the behavior of a contending country and the 

nature of its relationship with the international status quo regime and its leader (Kugler and 

Lemke, 1996). Although without much elaboration, Organski states that whereas some great 

powers are satisfied with the existing global order because it is perceived as offering the best 

opportunity to achieve certain national goals, others are not satisfied because they “have 

grown to full power after the existing international order was fully established and the benefits 

are already allocated” (Organski, 1958: 366). Accordingly, even though great powers grow 

within the existing global regime by utilizing the instruments such as open sea lanes for trade, 

international arbitration for disputes, or benefits from membership in elite institutions, they 

may not implicitly endorse it, first, because of the lack of a sense of full utilization (e.g., the US 

and EU ban on the export of sensitive technologies to China or China’s worries about its energy 
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security due to lack of control on the source and the transportation routes) and, second, 

because of some inherent inequalities within the system toward the late comers (such as the 

appropriation of secure and stable areas of natural resources by Western companies, leaving 

less secure and stable areas in the Middle East and North Africa to Chinese companies for 

expropriation). 

A distinction is made between states being dissatisfied with each other and with the 

international system (Bueno de Mesquita, 1990). The former case may lead to competition and 

conflict more often but its scale remains small whereas, in the latter case, the competition may 

result in a deeper crisis such as a large scale armed confrontation although its occurrence is less 

frequent. However, distinction between these two types of dissatisfaction gets blurred in a 

great power-dominant power dyad. Given that the dominant power assumes a key role in 

establishing and protecting the international system, dissatisfaction leveled at the systemic 

leader is by default leveled at the system itself, as well. However, not all cases of dissatisfaction 

may lead into a conflict (Kugler and Lemke, 1996). There may be numerous reasons to persuade 

the challenger to tone down its rhetoric against the leader and the leader to seek compromise 

with the challenger. As it has been found elsewhere, the strength of power transition depends 

to a great extent on the measures applied and cases selected (De Soysa, et al., 1997). 

Related to the theory of power transition is parity and overtaking (See Figure 2). Parity 

in a dyad is achieved when one of the powers registers a sustained and faster growth rate, 

higher population and greater political capacity than the system leader (Kugler and Lemke, 

1996). In that stage, the leader’s hegemonic position within the hierarchy suffers a decline 

because the challenger manages to continue to increase its national power and the risk of 

conflict increases. Parity is reached when the challenger state achieves 80% of the dominant 

state’s national power and ends when its power exceeds 20% or more that of the leader. 

“Defined as the passing of one major power by the other,” overtaking may happen at both 

regional and global levels. There may also be transitions between the levels. However, the most 

destabilizing transition is when a rising regional power attempts to overtake a declining global 

power (Kugler and Lemke, 2006). 
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Parity and overtaking by themselves may not be a direct cause for conflict. For systemic 

transitions to become conflictual, the rising state must be willing to challenge and attempt to 

revise the status quo. If the dominant power is suspicious of the challenger’s behavior, then it 

may choose to defend the status quo by preempting the challenger’s rise. An overtaking may be 

peaceful if both the challenger and defender are satisfied with the status quo (Tammen, et al., 

2000). This is the case in which the system leader shares certain traits (e.g., political and 

economic ideology, culture, and language) with the rising state and the dyad maintain a strong 

alliance after the overtaking, thereby retaining for the declining dominant power most of the 

benefits that it derived globally by virtue of being the leader. In this case, the new emerging 

power continues from where the former dominant power has left off.  

China’s status as a rising power is little disputed. The question whether Chinese 

overtaking of the existing dominant power will be peaceful or conflictual less agreed upon 

(Legro, 2007; Waldron, 2005; Glaser and Medeiros, 2007). Studies interpret the post- WWII 

resurgence of China from different perspectives. Liberal school, more specifically, the liberal 

institutionalists, argue that economic interdependence coupled with Beijing’s increased 

participation in the international institutions will socialize it into the global norms, decreasing a 

likelihood of a challenge that is potentially destabilizing (Goldstein, 2007; Olimat, 2008). 

Classical liberals place full faith in the market processes and hold that as the Chinese middle 

class grows, the potential for a democratic transformation will become inevitable. Democratic 

peace theory within the liberal tradition further maintains that, when the Chinese institutions 

adopt democratic values, the prospects for conflict with the US will be extremely reduced. 

Hence, they believe that the current liberal international order might accommodate China’s rise 

successfully as China suits itself into it (Choo, 2009). 

On a similar vein with the liberals, skeptics hold that China’s rise is not absolute in terms 

of the decline in US power because, some serious structural problems notwithstanding, the US 

is not in the course of a decline reminiscent of the Soviet Russia. In fact, it still retains 

leadership in many fields of international economy and has a clear advantage over China with 

respect to influence on international politics, economics and culture. Constructivists, on the 

other hand, argue that “a shared identity will determine whether two states view each other as 
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threats” (Wendt, 1999: 1). They maintain that China has in fact moved from an aggressive 

revolutionary model of governance to a market-oriented global citizenship and become 

interconnected with the international community, increasingly abiding by the established rules 

and regulations (Wendt, 1994). Constructivists, consequently, argue that China’s increasing 

international participation at various levels will cause a change in its “strategic culture, in the 

norms of international behavior accepted by its leaders, and ultimately in their conceptions of 

national identity” (Friedberg, 2005: 35). 

Most realists do not hold a similar optimism; rather, they perceive China’s continuous 

growth in national power as a potential catalyzer of a destructive power struggle (Mearshimer, 

2001 and 2006; Walt, 2010). They maintain that if a bipolar world emerges as a result of a US-

China competition, a security dilemma might arise. In this case, as China increases its influence, 

the US, together with its allies, may be forced to balance these moves, which in turn may lead 

to an arms race. This concern stems from the belief that China’s growing strength will enable it 

to pursue its interests more assertively and less respective of international rules and norms 

(Glaser, 2011). Consequently, whereas offensive realists call for preemptive policies to stave off 

China’s growing might before it is too late, defensive realists consider precautionary policies 

(such as strengthening regional alliances and containment) to be sufficient to prevent China 

from being over-ambitious. 

The power transition theory holds a mostly pessimistic view of great power relations 

although it agrees that there may be certain conditions under which a transition proceeds 

smoothly. It asserts that parity between two great powers is a potentially dangerous 

phenomenon and only when power is asymmetrically distributed that is peace assured (Kugler 

and Organski, 1989). Thus, the theory offers the concept of power preponderance to replace 

hegemony. A great power remains dominant but does not become a hegemon; it maintains the 

power preponderance by managing the international system under rules that are beneficial to 

its allies and satisfy their aspirations (Lemke, 1997). 

Power transition’s approach to the rise of China stems from two major concerns: The 

first arises from the conviction that, despite of its relative opening-up since the late 1970s, 

China has yet to become a full pledged member of international community. Indeed, China 
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carried out a number of market reforms and liberalized its economy to some extent; however, 

its political system remains unchanged notwithstanding some internal reforms, which is the 

result of an extreme incrementalism the Chinese government has been practicing. Furthermore, 

contrary to the expectations, Chinese political model showed strength and durability, as 

exemplified by the last successful leadership transition. 

The second concern is related to China’s great power behavior, namely, the question of 

compliance with the rules of international status quo regime. China is poised to overtake the US 

in terms of the size of its economy. According to the OECD projections, China will surpass the 

US to become the world’s largest economy as early as 2016. Furthermore, using a new model 

for projecting growth in 34 OECD member states and eight major non-OECD G20 economies 

over the next 50 years, the report, Looking to 2060, states that China will surpass the EU in one 

or two years and, by 2025, the combined GDP of China and India will surpass that of the major 

seven (G7) OECD economies. Hence, it is “the differential rate of change between the 

international distribution of power and the other components of the system that produces a 

disjuncture or disequilibrium” (Gilpin, 1981: 41). An overtaking of the US by China may create 

conflict in the China-US dyad and deep fluctuations in the international system if there is no 

change in China’s evaluation of the status quo or in the behavior of the US toward China’s rise. 

The power transition sees China’s high-speed ascension to great power status as 

potentially disruptive of the existing great power peace. According to Organski, the speed of 

the rise of a state to great power status might have a “stunning effect” on the dominant 

country, thereby reducing its capability to make adjustments in the system to accommodate 

the upstart and protect the status quo (Organski, 1968: 335). The result of such a systemic crisis 

might lead to a Cold War-like confrontation or an outright war as was witnessed during the rise 

of the German state in 1930s and the response to it by then dominant, albeit declining, power, 

the UK (Lemke, 1997). 

There is a growing conviction among some scholars and policy-makers in the West that 

China is” trying to turn the tables and redefine the powerful concept of the international 

community” (Ching, 2012). This idea is directly linked to the question whether China is status 

quo-oriented power or not (Chang, 2012). Some see China’s rise as problematic since the CCP 
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has no intention to democratize itself, let alone integrating with the norms of developed 

democracies. Furthermore, as they argue, China is working against the global governance by 

creating its own set of alliances clustered around a different set of norms. It is for this reason 

that the Chinese government prefers the ASEAN+3 over the APEC. In short, they claim that 

China’s participation in international organizations is not genuine; it is not to transform itself 

but to transform those organizations or at least prevent them from turning against itself 

(Friedman, 2011). In the similar vein, John Mearsheimer argues that “a wealthy China would 

not be a status quo power but an aggressive state determined to achieve regional hegemony” 

(Mersheimer, 2001: 4012). Mearsheimer’s views reflect a major strand in the US strategy circles. 

According to them China cannot be expected to adopt the US-led model because, in proportion 

to its economic, political and military capabilities, Beijing will demand more and when the 

international system is unable to meet its demands, China will attempt to remold it.  

Obviously, the preferences of the Chinese government are not free from external 

influences. Some argue that, in fact, structural conditions may lead to integration (Efird et al., 

2003). In their empirical study, Brian Efird et al. show that although sometimes domestic 

constituency and policy makers influence relations between states, it is international structure 

that really impacts the international behavior of a state. Hence, the choice between China as a 

“strategic partner” and China as a “strategic competitor” will determine China-US transitional 

relations to a large extent (Efird et al., 2003, 21). 

The discussion on China’s international behavior as it ascends to great power status 

comes down to the important distinction made between satisfied and dissatisfied nations, a 

concept that is central to the power transition discourse. Satisfaction is related to a 

“distribution of power and allocation of benefits” (Chan, 2004). Consequently, it is not simply 

an issue of material prosperity (benefits) but also of sharing the responsibility of international 

governance (power). If a great power that is capable of exerting influence on the international 

system is only allowed to participate in but not to modify the existing status quo as it deems fit, 

this may create dissatisfaction. 

Great powers are not always revisionist by default, but the greater the differences 

between the challenger and the leader’s vision of international system, the greater the chance 
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for the start-up to adopt revisionism. It is argued that China’s structural differences from the US 

make it a non-status quo candidate. In fact, according to many, it is already one. China’s energy 

policies in North Africa and the Middle East, its relationship with nations such as Iran and 

Venezuela, or its arms sales are oft cited examples of China’s global attitude (Kent, 2007; 

Friedman, 2008; Hanre, 2008; Legro, 2007; Medeiros, 2007). 

It is instructive to look at China’s approach toward its energy security in the Middle East 

because it sheds light on the projections on the US-China relations. Among the indicators for 

China’s energy security strategy, participation, or compliance, is one of the most important. 

This is due to the fact that, for many, China is considered “the least-likely case of compliance by 

virtue of its history, cultural traditions, and power” (Kent, 2007: 2). Indeed, as crucial as the 

quantity of participation, if not more, is the quality of it, an issue which attracts opinion from 

both China pessimists and optimists (Xia, 2001; Johnston, 2003). One of the hypotheses put 

forward in this research is that as China grows exponentially in national power and 

international influence while at the same time its energy dependency deepens, the nature of its 

energy-driven ME policy will slowly change from one of reactive to proactive, creating policy 

discord with the US 

Obviously, the Chinese policy making does not function in a vacuum; any action that 

Beijing takes with respect to participation in international energy regime occurs within the 

larger context of external and internal forces. Like any other state actors, Chinese behavior 

influences others and is influenced by them. It needs to be stressed that non-cooperation does 

not necessarily mean defection; rather, it may suggest an attempt to modify and change the 

system from inside, hence the difference between system change and systemic change. How 

the keepers of the existing regime respond to this desire will determine whether this great 

power relationship is poised to be conflictual or peaceful (Xia, 2001). This calls for another 

distinction between compliance and cooperation.  

Comparatively speaking, compliance is easier to achieve; however, as long as there is 

dissatisfaction, cooperation may not be that easy to materialize. Compliance designates “the 

need to move beyond sole consideration of formal compliance (and non-compliance) in 

evaluating the integration of a state into the international system;” hence, it is a broader 
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concept than cooperation and actually suggests willing and active participation (Kent, 2007: 16). 

Most of the discussion on China’s participation is in fact centered on the degree of cooperation, 

rather than compliance, because, in a sense, the international regime leaves few options but 

participate. Cooperation is more qualitative and harder to measure. One may take Iran and 

Israel’s non-proliferation regimes as an example. Whereas the former is signatory to the Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT), hence participates in it, the latter is not, hence, does not participate. 

However, the quality of Iran’s compliance (political implementation) does not convince most of 

the international community of its level of cooperation (political internalization), whereas Israel, 

which does not participate, is nevertheless considered compliant and cooperative.  

In the same vein, Anne Kent argues that while China complies with international rules 

and norms, “it has not often cooperated with them.” Rather, China demonstrated an “uneven 

pattern of compliance.” However, on a positive note, even though China has thus far lacked a 

genuine participation, it has had a positive “impact on the international system and on the 

development of international law” (Kent, 2007: 5). Communication with international pressures 

has led China to put more effort to align its domestic (or, national) interests with those of the 

international community. Yet, China’s participation is still not seen as fully cooperative and thus 

not fully meaningful.  

From the perspective of energy security, China’s participation and level of cooperation is 

questioned by the US policy makers and strategists. For example, on the issue of China-Iran 

energy relations, the 2011 Report to Congress by the US-China Economic and Security Review 

Commission (USCC) states in rather strong terms that “Despite US efforts to sanction Iran for its 

support of international terrorism and pursuit of weapons of mass destruction, China remains a 

large investor in Iran’s petroleum industry and a major provider of refined oil products…. 

China’s investment in Iran’s petroleum industry, and its continued provision of gasoline and 

advanced conventional weapons may be at odds with US laws.” Hence, it has been claimed that 

China has often neglected US security concerns in its economic relations with the countries on 

the US blacklist especially when it has felt that its energy interests and security are 

compromised. 
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China’s energy security policies may have implications for US-China strategic 

competition. If China maintains a growth rate four times that of the US in the coming decade 

and its manufacturing base enlarges and becomes even more energy intensive, its dependency 

on foreign energy supplies will grow. A number of International Energy Agency (IEA) and Energy 

Information Agency (EIA) projections in fact testify that China will become increasingly 

dependent on Middle Eastern oil for a foreseeable future. Coupled with growing national 

power China is expected become more assertive in designing policies and implementing 

strategies in the Middle East to enable energy security.  

Power transition’s premises have been scrutinized and criticized by international 

relations specialists over the past decade (Lebow and Valentino, 2009; Zhu, 2006: 16; Chan, 

2008). Having gone through a period of stagnation in the 80s and early 90s due to apparent 

preponderance of the US in almost every aspect of national power, the power transition 

reemerged as a relatively oft-visited theory since the late 90s and throughout the 2000s. As 

may be expected, the uninterrupted rise of China for the past three decades led many scholars 

to think once again (as they did in the 70s and 80s when Japan seemed a legitimate contender) 

about a possible power shift and its implications for the regional and international peace. 

Obviously, China’s rise has been further emphasized with the relative stagnation and decline 

the developed West and Japan have experienced recently. As China successfully weathered 

certain systemic challenges that have been presented as question marks to the viability and 

sustainability of China’s ascension (such as the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997, the global financial 

crisis of 2007-8, and the CPC leadership change of 2012), more scholarly attention has been 

diverted to the strategic competition within the US-China dyad. Not surprisingly, power shift 

has once again emerged as a strong analytical tool, joining in the ranks of liberal institutionalists, 

balance of power theorists and constructivists. 

Power transition theory offers an alternative reading of great powers functioning within 

a hierarchical framework (Organski and Kugler, 1980). Certain national capabilities push nations 

up or down the ladder of global primacy. Although little consensus exists as to exactly which 

dynamics national power includes, it is commonly believed that relations between nations are 

not static and empires rise and fall. Even though post WWII system is a regulated and 
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institutionalized one, competition is still inherent in it. Although those rules and norms offer 

nations venue to interact peacefully, they do not prevent them from overtaking each other and 

potentially disturbing the existing order and leading to a destructive struggle for dominance. 

Power transition studies the conditions of conflict and peace that these structural shifts in 

international standings bring about. 

As the transitional relationship between the world’s first and second greatest powers 

become more apparent, attempts to explain this phenomenon increase. Power shift theories, in 

this respect, emerges as useful frameworks with distinctive outlook into the nature of interstate 

relations. In a nutshell, they suggest that world system is hierarchical and interstate relations 

are transitional. These transitions could be conflictual if the dominant state fails to 

accommodate and/or attempts to preempt the rising state, or the challenger has a 

fundamentally different idea from the systemic leader as to how international relations should 

be structured. 

Consequently, power transition stands as a relevant and viable model to be re-

introduced in the studies of China-US relations as a major shift between them becomes more 

likely. Obviously, China has grown in national capabilities ever since and along with a growing 

power, its thirst for energy increased. Energy security has become the nexus between China’s 

policies in the Middle East and the China-US strategic relations. This study, consequently, 

designates energy security as the leading variable that impacts China’s foreign policy in the 

Middle East. Given that the Chinese behavior invariably influences the international energy and 

security regime, it is likely to have implications for US-China relations. 

Energy Security and Middle East 

The concept of security needs to be defined to understand what energy security means. 

In this regards, Richard Ullman’s study is instructive. Defining security “not merely as a goal but 

as a consequence,” Ullman maintains that it may not be possible to understand an issue of 

security until after its consequences is faced. Hence, security is defined by the very threats that 

give way to it (Ullman, 1983: 133). Looking from the perspective of resource-dependent nations, 
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energy security can be understood as an issue of availability and accessibility of the resources 

that a country needs for its national consumption. 

An important aspect of energy security is the question of acceptability. On this, John 

Mitchell holds that “the political economy of oil as we enter the 21st century is not dominated 

by uncertainties about availability: it is dominated by questions of acceptability” which are “in 

varying degrees political as well as economic questions” (Mitchell, 2002:270). Acceptability 

involves the environmental and technological aspects of energy. Conventional energy security 

focuses on the depletion of natural resources. The acceptability approach, on the other hand, 

offers an alternative to the traditional definition of energy security. In this case, energy security 

becomes a demand issue rather than a supply one. However, currently, the likelihood that the 

issue of acceptability would cause a supply-side energy security problem remains rather low. 

In their separate studies, Brenda Shaffer and John Mitchell adopt a more holistic 

approach, arguing that energy security includes all these three components, namely, reliability, 

affordability, and acceptability (Shaffer, 2009; Mitchell, 2002). According to Shaffer “Beijing 

gives priority to reliability of supply over the other two elements” and approaches energy as a 

geostrategic issue (Shaffer, 2009: 145). Indeed, Shaffer sees energy “as both a factor that 

influences a state’s foreign policy outcomes and a potential tool of foreign policy” (28). 

Accordingly, whereas dependency leads a country to think energy security as an end by itself, 

less dependent or independent countries tend to perceive it as a means for other political ends. 

China, in this sense, falls into the first category in which “energy and politics are intrinsically 

interlinked” (Shaffer, 2009: Introduction). 

However, others disagree, arguing that, due to its dependency on foreign resources, 

Beijing has begun to use energy security as a tool for its foreign policy goals. Jaffe and Lewis 

argue that in its energy policymaking, China has been defiant of international energy regime 

and shown unwillingness to participate in a multilateral alliance with oil consuming nations. 

Rather, especially in the Middle East, it has taken bilateral steps and attempted to forge 

alliances with unruly countries (such as Iran and Sudan) that have been sanctioned and 

ostracized from the international community (Jaffe and Lewis, 2002). 
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Generally speaking, literature on China’s energy security policy falls under two broad 

categories. The realist perspective anticipates that China would become less compliant of 

international rules and norms in the face of increased energy dependency. The liberal 

institutionalist school, on the other, argues that China’s growing dependency on foreign energy 

resources will render it more embedded in international institutions and lead it to abide by the 

rules for secure access to energy (Nuttall and Manz, 2008; Mitchell, 2002; Russell, 2004; Yang, 

2012; Lee and Shalmon, 2007; Ziegler, 2006). A third strand, although less emphasized by the 

contemporary scholarship, suggests a simultaneous presence of competition and cooperation 

in China’s approach to energy (Deyermond, 2009).   

John Calabrase points out the military aspect of China’s growing reliance on Middle 

Eastern crude oil and states that Beijing managed to maintain a constructive political and 

economic relationship with the Gulf while at the same time steering away from the 

complications in the regional politics until the early 1990s (Calabrase, 1998). However, writing 

in 1998, he predicts a less comfortable environment in the region as China’s activities and 

interests develop. Hence, he finds it likely that China and the US will have their relationship 

adversely affected as one’s agenda impinges upon that of the other. In conclusion, Calabrase 

and a host of other researchers anticipate China to be dragged into the complicacies of the ME 

politics in the coming decades as it gets more involved in the region economically, opening up 

the road for political and military engagement (Hilali, 2003; Zhao, 2007; Rubin, 1999).   

Looking from a broader perspective, John Lee et al. discuss global governance and 

question how China’s perspective on global governance is similar to or different from the norms 

set under the Washington Consensus. In this respect, the study argues that although currently 

Beijing is careful not to openly violate the post-1945 consensus and practically allows the US to 

lead international institutions, it is nonetheless hesitant to fully participate in it. This adds to 

the concerns that Beijing might in fact be only biding its time to increase its national power and 

global status only to challenge the global system (Lee et al, 2012). Perhaps China’s degree of 

willingness to become a part of the international regime is best manifested in the particular 

issue of energy security. The authors argue that although almost all major emerging economies 

face the same issue of energy security, China, rather than addressing the problem jointly with 
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others and collaborating, pursues its own version of a realist-mercantilist economic policy, 

signing bilateral deals with oil producing countries not friendly with the US and buying equity oil 

stakes and long-term extraction rights through its national oil companies. 

Xu Qinhua states that, in the early years of the PRC, energy policy did not occupy a 

major place in the country’s foreign diplomacy. However, ever since, China’s consumption of 

energy has increased considerably. In March 2006, the 11th Five-Years Plan for National 

Economic and Social Development of the People’s Republic of China clearly laid out the 

following policy priorities in providing energy security: “Expand cooperation in international 

oil/gas development on the basis of equality and mutual benefit, actively engage with the 

international energy system, make full use of the international market, and ensure the security 

of China’s energy supply” (Xu, 2007: 4). Thus, energy has increasingly become a national 

security issue for Beijing which adopted a geopolitical approach. 

On the same vein, Lee argues that “China has shifted from an economic to a strategic 

approach to energy security…” The author presents two factors (domestic and foreign) as 

evidence: “First, the domestic structure of China’s political economy, especially in the energy 

sector, means that it relies heavily on state-owned enterprises (SOEs) to achieve the country’s 

national economic objectives, namely securing foreign supplies of oil and refining oil products 

for domestic use…Second, Beijing pragmatically participates in international commodity 

markets, but simultaneously attempts to guard against supply and price disruptions” (Lee, 

2012:75). As a result, China’s energy policies have become increasingly economic nationalist to 

guard against unfavorable conditions in the international energy market.  

Similarly, according to Phillip Andrews Speed et al. Beijing’s energy policy has moved 

from being a subject of technical, market-oriented, low politics to being a question of more 

strategic high politics (Speed et al., 2002). It is seen that after it became a net oil importer, 

China could no longer remain disinterested or neutral to regional and global energy geopolitics. 

However “there is nothing unusual or necessarily anti-Western about China adopting an energy 

security policy which is driven by geopolitical and strategic concerns… China’s case is clearly 

different not because of its energy security concerns but because it is emerging as a great 

power independent from, and broadly antagonistic towards, the Western dominated 
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international order…” (Speed et al., 2002: 71-72). Therefore, what they find more problematic 

is the way that China approaches to energy security rather than its concern about energy 

dependency.  

As will be laid out in detail in the following chapters, China’s resource diplomacy has 

followed a transition from self-reliance to dependency. Along with this transition, energy policy 

moved from being a domestic economic issue to a foreign issue. According to Guy Leung, 

China’s energy diplomacy is today “oil-biased” and more concerned with reliable and adequate 

supplies of oil than price fluctuations (Leung, 2011: 1336). However China’s energy policy is still 

developing; thus, it is far from being cohesive or coordinated. Beijing might be using the “China 

needs energy” argument to justify its high-end energy policy, which, in turn, helps China to 

promote its international status. This ultimately meets the core objective of China’s energy 

security— “energy security is a means, not an end” (Leung, 2011: 1336).  

However, not everyone agrees that dependence on foreign sources of oil by itself is a 

threat to China’s energy security; rather, it is an ever-growing consumption with no 

improvement in efficiency that really poses a threat to the country energy sustainability (Zha, 

2006). Identifying China’s energy security as “increasingly an international concern,” the author 

states that China will come under growing international pressure to behave in acceptable and 

responsible ways in its pursuit of energy supplies (Zha, 2006: 187). Hence, in order to avoid 

more confrontation with the industrialized countries, Beijing is advised to collaborate with the 

international community and improve its energy governance mechanisms, including its 

efficiency standards. 

According to Hongyi Lai, China’s oil diplomacy is composed of three main components: 

First, in the Middle East, China attempts to expand overseas supplies by increasing its oil 

acquisitions from multiple sources. Second, Beijing further diversifies its import sources via 

bilateral agreements in Latin America, Central Asia, Africa and Russia. Third, China attempts to 

secure oil trade routes through port agreements and military cooperation. As noticed, China’s 

oil diplomacy leads to a strengthening of diplomatic ties with oil producing nations and 

complicating with those (mostly Western, industrialized countries) that import oil to meet their 

domestic needs. However, “many pessimistic arguments about China’s conflict-prone oil 

28 
 



 

diplomacy are invalidated by actual developments” (Lai, 2007: 534). Chinese oil diplomacy, the 

author argues, has not upset US policy in the Middle East, nor has it created armed conflicts 

over the sea routes of communication. The author ascribes China’s benign resource diplomacy 

to its peaceful rise (or, peaceful development) doctrine and the minor role that oil plays in its 

total energy make up.  

Yet, benign diplomacy does not rule out the role the PLA may play in the future to 

secure sea lanes of communication (SLOCs) and strategic chokepoints, and protecting assets in 

oil producing regions. Andrew Scobell and Andrew Nathan predict that the PLA may intervene if 

it perceives that China’s national interests such as energy security are threatened. Especially 

the flow of energy resources is vital and requires guaranteeing the security of maritime routes 

(Scobell and Nathan, 2012). It has been pointed out elsewhere that, “China’s increasing 

dependency on [sea-borne] oil flows … is potentially accelerating China’s development of the 

naval capabilities necessary to protect those lanes” (Lieberthal and Herberg, 2006: 23). As 

discussed in detail in the third case study presented in Chapter 7, especially the development of 

the Chinese Navy may have implications for China’s relations with the U.S even if it remains 

strictly non-expansionist and does not challenge US dominance in the high seas. 

Jiang Zhang predicts that “energy security issues will continue to pose challenges to 

Beijing in the both short run and long run. Foreign policy and domestic economic policy are 

“inseparably entangled with each other” (Zhang, 2011: 32). He observes that energy security 

requires a balance between soft and hard power. To achieve this, China needs to integrate its 

energy policy with foreign policy and seek international cooperation. Because energy security is 

a dynamic process, Zhang offers the concept of dynamic management which suggests a shift 

from unilateral approach toward energy security to one based on multilateral agreements and 

binding regulations. 

China has been a new comer in the Middle East although historically the two regions 

have had extensive contacts over the centuries through trade, official visits, and intellectual 

exchange (Gordon, 2007). Chinese interest in the Middle East has significantly grown in scope 

and depth over the past 25 years. China-Middle East relations involved diplomacy, economics, 

and arms sales. Given that China’s dependency on Middle East oil will continue to grow in the 
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foreseeable future with no medium-term substitute, China’s involvement in the region will 

continue to expand in depth and scope (Yetiv and Lu, 2007). As the authors of China, Global 

Energy and the Middle East observes, “In order to ensure adequate energy to sustain its 

growing population and economy, Beijing has successfully established and in some cases 

dramatically expanded diplomatic, economic, and security ties across the region, which it 

lacked in 1980” (Yetiv and Lu 2007).  As a matter of fact, even the current pace and extent of 

relationship may not be adequate. 

Of military, diplomatic and economic relations, China’s military interaction in the Middle 

East (with the exception of Sudan where China has troops to assist UN peacekeeping efforts 

and the Gulf of Aden where the PLA Navy task force operates off the coast of Somalia) is the 

least developed. As opposed to other Western powers, China has not utilized extensive military 

power to influence developments in the region. Although the naval base and port in Gwadar 

may potentially enable China to control maritime traffic, and, more critically, monitor the Strait 

of Hormuz; China’s military presence is nowhere near that of the US (Yetiv and Lu, 2007). 

China’s distrust is further aggravated by the fact that energy markets in the Middle East are 

dominated and controlled by the US both militarily and politically. 

Jiang also contends that Chinese energy policies in the Middle East are not designed to 

undermine the US interests. Although not always compliant with the US demands, the nature of 

China’s engagement is largely economic, according to the author. Hence, if there are some 

strategic gains for China in the region, it is not thanks to a grand strategy to push the US out of 

the region, but because of the US’ own policies which have alienated many regional actors from 

a strictly US-led regional order. China is in fact a new comer in the Middle East affairs and has 

little military capability to challenge the US supremacy along the oil routes from the Persian 

Gulf to the Malacca Strait (Jiang, 2007).  

Burry Rubin finds the Chinese Middle East strategy to be relatively successful. First of all, 

China has managed not to be ideologically involved in the region and kept its relations on a 

secular basis. This helped Beijing not to get entangled with the numerous protracted crises such 

as the Arab-Israeli conflict or the Gulf Wars. Unlike the US, Beijing succeeded to have good 

relations with virtually all nations, including Israel and Iran. According to the author, China’s 
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strategy is two pronged: On the one hand, the PRC wants the Middle East to preserve a level of 

peace and stability and abstains from being entangled in the regional conflicts and crises. On 

the other hand, it does not show any willingness to give up the trade relations with Iran, reduce 

arms sales to the countries unfriendly to the US or let the US dominate the region entirely 

(Rubin, 1999).   

As China’s independence on the energy resources in the Middle East grows, the 

likelihood for a US-China strategic competition will increase. This suggests a further 

securitization of China’s energy policies. However, an all-out war on energy resources seems a 

distant likelihood. Evan Feigenbaum runs an analysis in these lines, maintaining that “all 

arguments that posit a causal connection between economic needs and resource dependence, 

on the one hand, and China's proneness to use force, on the other, amount mostly to 

speculation” (Feigenbaum, 2004: 5). Three important details suggest that Beijing will take extra 

measures not to fully militarize its energy policy: First, almost all past uses of force by China 

involved territorial claims and sovereignty and none involved energy-related disputes. Second, 

the quantitative data shows that China’s military development from 1978 to 1992 did not lead 

to growing proneness to war. Third, this finding suggests that China’s growing capabilities say 

little about the likelihood of an increase in the use of force. 

The author sees the US military presence as conducive to regional peace but not 

necessarily inconsistent with China’s interests. Rather, it enables China a free ride by providing 

naval protection. Hence, the author argues, the US military presence contributes to regional 

stability and satisfies and contributes to China’s energy security. However, even though in the 

medium term the status quo may provide regional peace, in the long term, it may not be 

sustainable given that the US commitment might encounter budgetary problems, thereby 

leading to a reduction in US presence. Feigenbaum believes that such a reduction would have a 

crucial consequence: With the US hegemony weakened, regional powers would assume such a 

role. Therefore he proposes greater US-China cooperation (less hegemonic role for the US and 

more responsibility for China) to enable energy security in the Middle East. 

According to Mahmoud Ghafouri, China’s policies in the Persian Gulf is important for 

China not only because it is home to vast proven oil and natural gas reserves, but also because 
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the region is a huge market for the Chinese goods, services and arms sales. He argues that ever 

since China has downgraded its policy of Third World solidarity, China-Middle East relations 

took off. The author notices that although China’s relations were largely limited to economics, 

in recent years the PRC began to engage the region on a broader scale. The Chinese 

contribution to the construction of the Port of Gwadar is an example to such deeper 

engagement (Ghafouri, 2009: 83). Thus he anticipates China to play a more extensive role in the 

Persian Gulf than it did in the past, which will bring about benefits in trade, energy and 

diplomatic cooperation. 

With respect to China’s policy in the Persian Gulf, its relations with Iran elicit much 

scrutiny due to Iran’s contentious nuclear energy policy. The US concern partly stems from the 

belief that China’s economic cooperation with Iran might undermine the US efforts to isolate 

and weaken Tehran’s nuclear program. China, in the meantime, does not seem to share 

Washington’s misgivings. As Downs puts, “Eliciting cooperation from Beijing on Iran is 

challenging for Washington because China’s equities in Iran, views of the efficacy of sanctions, 

and prioritization of the Iranian nuclear issue on its foreign policy agenda are different from 

those of Washington” (Downs, 2012: 1). Consequently, “possibilities of bilateral or multilateral 

energy cooperation [between the US and China] are, in contrast, rather remote” (Lee, 2005: 

289). 

Harold and Nader hold that China and Iran broadened their relations over the past three 

decades, overcoming ideological discrepancies, diverging geostrategic interests, and changing 

priorities. Hence, relations are expected to grow or at least remain stable so long as a major 

incident does not disrupt regional power balance. The authors further believe that, mutual 

economic interests notwithstanding, a common, anti-US and anti-hegemony ideology bring the 

two countries closer (Scott and Nader, 2012). Washington’s efforts to alienate China from Iran 

under Bush and Obama administrations may have failed and even “may indeed have backfired, 

as they were perceived by some Chinese analysts as a plot to get Beijing to carry Washington’s 

water for it, while other Chinese observers saw these as a sign of Washington’s weakness and 

need for China’s help” (Scott and Nader, 2012: 24). If coercion does not work, the US may want 

to treat China as a friend and use Taiwan as a bargaining chip to pull Beijing into its sphere of 
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influence. On this case, the US abandons Taiwan in return for Beijing’s abandonment of Iran. 

Another suggestion is to further liberalize trade with China by lifting sanctions on sensitive 

defense technologies.  Yet, if the policy of conviction does not work, Washington may utilize 

certain punitive measures, including sanctions on Chinese firms doing business with Iran. The 

authors conclude that “the US ability to fundamentally reshape China’s relationship with Iran 

through positive or negative inducements is fairly limited, though Washington does have some 

levers” (Scott and Nader, 2012: 27). 

In China and the Greater Middle East, Kurt Radtke provides an extensive analysis of 

China-US relations in the Middle East and concludes that “The approach of China and the US 

towards these [Iraq, Iran and North Korea] and other issues of the GME obviously differ… they 

are likely to shape future visions in China and the US concerning the course of history, the 

structure of the international system, the future role of religions and ideologies...” (Radtke, 

2007: 414). Furthermore, China would not like to see Iran to cooperate with the US since such a 

move would greatly enhance the US ability to extend its influence more extensively across the 

Central Asia and the Middle East, and further undermine China’s strategic foothold in these 

regions.  

Similarly, Peter Pham observes that, whereas the US has been preoccupied with the 

twin wars and nation building in Iraq and Afghanistan, few noticed the tectonic shift occurred in 

the Middle East due to the rise of China as a major player (Pham, 2009). Nevertheless, the 

author does not perceive Chinese economic and political engagement as directly challenging 

the US interests. But still, he also does not expect the US to always find a compliant China. The 

example of Sinopec’s rejection of US request to withdraw from the bid to develop Iran’s 

Azadegan oil field in 2004 is a case in point. Consequently, the author advices that “the US 

policymakers and analysts need to weigh the balance of political, economic, cultural, and, yes, 

military instruments that they will need to leverage in order to renew America’s engagement 

with and leadership in [the] region…”(Pham, 2009: 190). 

Finally, on China’s energy security policy and its naval modernization, Bernard Cole’s 

article offers a sharp analysis.  According to the author, in addition to availability and 

affordability, energy security also includes “military assurance,” which means the “ability safely 
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and confidently to obtain and import the required energy supplies” (Cole, 2006: 2). In this 

sense, a military confrontation would not be ruled out. Indeed, “the PLA is perhaps most 

directly involved in China’s search for energy security through the maritime role of securing 

SLOCs and ocean bed energy fields. Here, the United States is viewed as the likely force that will 

have to be countered” (Cole, 2006: 6). 

As the above review shows, scholarship on China’s dependency on the Middle East 

energy resources and US-China relations offer comprehensive historical and strategic analyses. 

However, as hypothesized in this study, the concept of policy discord is largely missing in the 

analyses because a distinction between China’s energy-driven and U.S’ security-driven policy in 

the Middle East is not clearly made. Also, few researches have attempted to investigate the 

China-US relations from the wider perspective of power transition. Hence, building on the past 

scholarship, this study provides a deeper analytical and theoretical look at the US-China 

strategic relationship in the Middle East through extensive policy analysis by drawing on power 

shift theories. 

Methodology and Data Analysis 

This research offers a comprehensive policy analysis on China’s energy security policy in 

the Middle East and China-US relations. It studies comparatively Chinese energy-driven and US 

security driven regional strategy and examines how these two relate to each other and how a 

policy discord impacts regional and international peace. In carrying out this policy investigation, 

this research utilizes critical approach. Critical analysis is a process by which certain intellectual 

standards are imposed upon the data at hand (Paul and Elder, 2004).  

In this research, the policies of China and the US in the Middle East are analyzed 

comparatively. For this purpose, both qualitative and quantitative methods are used. 

Qualitatively, comprehensive policy investigation, historical narrative and in-depth interviews 

assist the research. Quantitatively, extensive data on energy and energy related economic and 

military activity are analyzed. To test the hypotheses put forward in this research, three case 

studies are carried out. In these case studies, various aspects of China-US relations within the 

context of their respective policies in the Middle East are examined with the latest political and 
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economic developments in mind. At the end of each case study, the findings are tested against 

the main hypothesis of the research.  

Theoretical Framework 

This study identifies three dimensions to energy policy, with each dimension involving a 

number of policy tools utilized by the state (Table 1). Each of these tools can be used to 

enhance energy security as a whole or in different combinations. Diplomatic dimension involves 

government, institutions and the civil society. As an auxiliary to the larger state policy, people-

to-people exchanges may facilitate bilateral relations the same way inter-governmental 

interaction does although the impact may be much weaker. Defined as “the process by which 

direct relations with people in a country are pursued to advance the interests and extend the 

values of those being represented” (Melissen, ed. 2007), public diplomacy could be 

instrumental to indirectly inform and influence foreign public, creating a favorable environment 

for long term investment and cooperation. It follows that diplomatic dimension may function as 

a complementary to economic diplomacy (Ma, 2010). 

 Table 1: Energy Security and Foreign Policy 

 

Economic dimension involves a variety of instruments such as upstream (exploration 

and production) and downstream (refining) investment in oil producing regions, technology 

transfers (oil and non-oil related) between energy importers and exporters, large scale 

infrastructure projects in the energy rich but poor/sanctioned countries, and loans and grants 

to the governments in need of liquidity injections into their monetary systems. As noted above, 

economic diplomacy makes wide use of public/cultural diplomacy to create a favorable opinion 
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of the investor/lender government in the receiving country. Chinese investment and assistance 

in countries sidelined and sanctioned by the US-led international community (e.g. Venezuela, 

Iran, Iraq, and Sudan) could be considered an example of such economic diplomacy (Lyon et al., 

2010). 

Finally, military dimension includes various instruments such as defense cooperation, 

export of otherwise unavailable military hardware (such as advanced missile defense systems, 

radars and reconnaissance drones), base and port agreements, and the transfer of vital military 

software and know-how. China, in this respect, albeit cautiously and in a much limited way, 

makes effort to utilize military diplomacy effectively, to secure access to resource rich areas, 

provide the safe transport of oil and natural gas, and facilitate friendly relations with oil 

producing nations. China’s arms deals with Saudi Arabia and Sudan or the construction and 

operation of the Gwadar deep sea port in Pakistan are examples of such vibrant military 

diplomacy (Blumenthal, 2005).  

This study draws on power shift models to examine US-China policy discord and 

strategic competition in the Middle East. Although transition is a complex process that involves 

political, cultural and military aspects as well as economic ones, this research focuses on the 

particular issue of energy policy which is essentially an economic notion. The power transition 

theory provides a set of conceptual tools to analyze the US-China strategic competition in the 

Greater Middle East. This competition is explained by (a) China’s rising capabilities, (b) 

differences in their respective approaches to the Middle East, which leads to a policy discord, 

and (c) US’ relative decline in strength. Hence, this research proposes the notion of energy 

security as one of the primary indicators of China-US great power relations. 

This study acknowledges a continuing process of power shift between the US and China, 

which results in an ever growing strategic competition. The question whether this competition 

will stay in its course and never lead to a hot war is less clear. This premise relies on the three 

indicators which seem to be present in the case of China’s national development: Economic 

growth that outpaces the growth of the dominant power, population that is available for large 

scale industrialization and national defense, and an ever growing, innovative and competitive 

military (Tammen, et all, 2000).  A comparative study of these three hard power indicators 
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would reveal that the PRC has already overtaken the US or is poised to do so in the near 

future.8 

It needs to be stressed that a challenger could remain a status quo state so long as it 

benefits from the international system. Yet, satisfaction does not preclude a power shift.  As in 

the example of the transition between the UK and the US from the early to mid-1900s, a 

transition between the US and China could be peaceful, as well. However, if the interests of the 

leading state clash with those of the major power, tension emerges. This means that the 

dominant state is unwilling or unable to accommodate the challenging power (Zhu, 2006). 

Consequently, China’s energy security in the Middle East where the US has extensive military 

and political preponderance, offers a workable case to understand US-China strategic 

relationship. To that effect, this study brings up the following general hypothesis for empirical 

verification: 

General hypothesis: The China-US strategic competition in the ME is caused by a policy 
discord that arises from the two sides’ conflicting strategies. Unless efforts are made to align 
the divergent policies, the great power struggle may lead to regional and global instability. 

From this general hypothesis, the following four sub-hypotheses are derived: 

H.1: As China’s national power and reach grow, its ME energy strategy becomes more 
independent from the US-led security structure 

H 2: As China’s ME energy dependency increases and US dependency decreases, the 
policy discord the two countries grows bigger 

H 3: As the policy discord between China and the US grows, it becomes more likely for 
the two countries to engage in a destructive rivalry in the Middle East 

H 4: China-US rivalry may endanger regional security and stability if it further deepens 
and polarizes.  

 
 
 

8 As will be elaborated in the ensuing chapters, various reports have mentioned such trend between China and the 
United States. For example, the report, Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds, prepared by US National 
Intelligence Council and released by the Office of the Director of National Intelligence of the US in 2012, indicates 
that China’s national power has been on a fast rise and, based on the traditional, four-component (GDP, 
population size, military spending, and technology) national power forecast, China will surpass the US around 2030 
in global power capabilities.  
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Research Perspective 

This research offers a ‘quantitative first, qualitative primary’ perspective. Since this 

research involves policy analysis, it identifies the Chinese energy-led and the US security-led 

policy as its independent variables. For this end, it starts with quantitative analysis to provide a 

comprehensive evaluation of Beijing’s dependency on the hydrocarbon resources in the Middle 

East. Hence, a detailed and vast collection of data on China’s energy production, acquisition and 

consumption is provided. Additionally, Beijing’s policy initiatives, economic transactions, 

diplomatic statements, energy cooperation and equity-oil agreements with energy producing 

nations in the Greater Middle East and its level of participation in the international energy 

regime are examined. Then it looks at the nature of the US engagement in the region from 

military, political and economic aspects, thus offering a historical perspective. Having set up its 

framework, this study goes on to discuss comparatively the China-US relationship in the Middle 

East. It draws on power shift theories, borrowing from them such concepts as national power 

and parity and overtaking. 

Research Type 

Primarily, this study proposes comparative policy analysis through an in-depth and 

critical examination of developments in relation to Chinese and US strategies in the Middle 

East. It runs a comparative investigation into China’s energy-driven and US security-driven 

Middle East policy. For this purpose, certain economics and security-related cases such the 

construction of the Port of Gwadar in Pakistan and China’s naval modernization efforts, and 

certain policy-related cases such as China’s energy-related maritime development and the 

China - Sudan - South Sudan trilateral relations, will be analyzed in detail and within the larger 

context of China-US relations. The findings will help to map out the Beijing-Washington 

strategic competition or cooperation (or a particular combination of the two) in the Middle East 

and to offer policy recommendations on how to maintain regional peace and prevent a 

destructive great power struggle with wider implications.  

Research methods 

This study utilizes e-mail, telephone and/or face-to-face (video) interviews. Firstly, 

scholars and experts in the field of China’s foreign policy, China-Middle East and China-US 
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relations have been contacted and interviewed to assist the empirical basis set up by means of 

case studies and the analysis of relevant historical data. The approximate length of each face-

to-face or phone interview is 45 minutes. The interview questions directed at the experts are 

centered on four main themes as analyzed in this study: The first is China’s domestic energy 

consumption and production patterns, policies and prospects. The second theme is related to 

China’s energy policies in the Middle East, the scope and objectives of these policies their 

compatibility with and implications for the international energy regime. The third theme is the 

US engagement in the Middle East and how decreasing dependency impacts on its approach 

toward the region. The final theme is related to the US-China strategic relationship which 

involves, but not limited to, a clash of interest as to the geostrategy and political economy of 

the Middle East within the context of a major power shift between China and the US  

Conceptualization and Operationalization 

Neuman states that the process of conceptualization involves developing clear and 

systematic definitions for abstract ideas. Operationalization, on the other hand, is the process 

of moving away from conceptual definitions to specific measures (Neuman, 2006). 

Operationalization involves measurement of the key variables (Babbie, 2009). By means of 

operationalization, a researcher manages to observe empirically the phenomena delineated at 

the stage of conceptualization. The relationship outlined above is schematized in Figure 10 

below.  

The primary source of data used in this research is obtained through in-depth interviews, 

policy analyses and other secondary sources as outlined above in detail. These interview 

questions and policy analyses are treated as the main sources of original and unique data. The 

secondary data consists of a variety of sources that include historical data (oil production and 

consumption figures, dependency rates, import and export of oil by country, military 

developments, bilateral trade and other economic instrument such as trade agreements, 

investments, and technology transfers), diplomacy-related data (bilateral meetings, strategic 

partnership agreements, speeches, institutions, etc.), and other related documents (press 

releases, reviews, policy briefs, reports, hearings,  white papers, etc.). An overwhelming portion 
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of this data is collected from online and library sources and subject to cross-checking through 

referral to multiple sources from multiple sources. 

Figure 2: The process of Inductive Measurement 
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Source: Adapted by this author from Neuman, 2006 

The collected data will be analyzed critically. An outline of the dimension and kind of 

data to be used in this research is laid out in Figure 4: 

Figure 3: Data Dimension and Kind 
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Data Collection, Data Analysis and Data Sources 

This study utilizes two methods of quantitative data collection. The first is content 

analysis which involves gathering and analyzing the context of a text. For this purpose, official 

texts related to China’s energy security policy are collected and analyzed. The second method 

of data collection is existing statistics, documents, and secondary analysis (academic papers and 

reports) and data. To this end, this study searches through collections of information with 

research question and variables in mind and then reassembles the gathered information in new 

ways to address the research question. Existing statistics and data on energy security are 

referred to in order to test the hypotheses involving variables as valuable tools to understand 

phenomena over time and across nations. 

As for qualitative data collection, survey research interview and policy analysis (case 

studies) are utilized. These methods, which also constitute the primary methods of data 

collection and analysis in this research, involve asking questions to experts and scholars and 

critically and comparatively analyzing these two countries policies as they relate to each other. 

For this purpose, this study attempts to conduct intensive in-depth interviews. When interviews 

are not materialized or deemed unsatisfactory, this research relies on critical policy analysis of 

the secondary data as its primary method. 

Data analysis is defined as “a search for patterns in data – recurrent behaviors, objects, 

plans, or ideas. Once a pattern is identified, it is interpreted in terms of a social theory or the 

setting in which it occurred. This allows the qualitative researcher to move from the description 

of an historical event or social setting to a more general interpretation. Data analysis involves 

examining, sorting, categorizing, evaluating, comparing, synthesizing, and contemplating the 

coded data as well as reviewing the raw and the recorded data” (Neuman, 467). This research 

offers a number of methods to analyze qualitative data -- such as coding, outcropping, diagrams, 

and maps. 

The suggested timeframe for this study spans a decade -- from 2002 to 2013. 2002 is the 

year in which the new administration assumed office in China under the presidency of Hu Jintao 

and China’s ME policy expanded considerably in scope. Furthermore, under President Hu, China 
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accelerated its naval modernization. Also, from this time on, the 9/11 incident and U.S’ deeper 

military (invasion) and political (nation building) involvement in the Greater Middle East 

brought Washington and Beijing on wider policy disagreements vis-à-vis their approaches to the 

region. For example, in the post-9/11 international environment, the US has increased its 

pressure on Iran considerably, which created greater tension between Washington and Beijing. 

Finally, from the early 2000s, China’s oil dependency in the region grew at a higher speed. Also, 

the comparative dimension of the study is limited to China, the US, and a few select cases in the 

Greater Middle East.  
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Chapter 2: China’s Energy security: Structure and Dynamics 

 The Structure 

 The PRC’s energy policy has long been dominated by the nation’s dependency on 

foreign resources. Hence, China’s energy strategy is outward-looking and has import 

dependency at the center. Because of its late industrialization and three-decade of energy self-

sufficiency, the Chinese energy regulatory system and overall energy security paradigm came 

into being in the early 1990s.9 Under the scheme, the State Council stood at the helm of the 

energy policy hierarchy and the State Planning Commission (SPC) was charged to report to it. 

Although the State Economic and Trade Commission (SETC) and the State Sciences and 

Technology Commission (SSTC) occupied a similar position, they nonetheless played a minor 

role in the energy sector decision-making processes when compared to the SPC. Under this 

model, each industry was controlled by a single body (either a state owned corporation or a 

ministry). The old system, in this regard, was fragmented and loosely organized due to the 

apparent lack of a strong regulatory body that would oversee all energy-related activity. 

Chinese national energy structure went through a major reorganization in 1998 in which 

“petroleum enterprises establish[ed] a new vertically integrated management system for the oil 

industry,” was set up. In 2002, another major reform “involved the separation of government 

functions from those of enterprises and the separation of power plants from lines operation” 

(Ma et al, 2009: 1785). As part of the reorganization, the SPC was re-named as the State 

Development and Reform Commission (SDRC) and most of the functions of the State Economic 

and Trade Commission (SETC) were transferred to the SDRC in 2001 (See Figure 5). Under this 

model, the SDRC is now the primary institute to regulate energy and devise new policies. 

Furthermore, in 2008, the government launched the National Energy Administration (NEA), 

which, linked with the SDRC, functioned as the key energy regulator.  Among others, the NEA 

was tasked with “setting the wholesale energy prices and implementing the central 

government energy policies” (EIA, 2013d).  The new system had the following three main 

objectives: “(i) removing government from the function of enterprise management; (ii) 

9 Interestingly, 1993 is also the year in which China became a net oil importer -- although the trend was toward 
dependency and this was known to the Chinese authorities from the mid-1980s. This demonstrates the proximity 
between China’s energy dependency and its energy security policy. 
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extending market-orientated energy system reform; (iii) improving the efficiency of the energy 

industry” (Ma et al, 2009: 1785). 

Figure 4: Government Structure for Energy Sector as Set up in 1998 

  
Source: Ma, et al, 2009. 

China’s official energy clique consists of three main strands:10 First, the Politburo 

Standing Committee (PBSC);11 second, a group of politicians who were formerly in the oil and 

gas industry; and third, the executive officers of the large national energy enterprises. With the 

change in leadership in 2012, China’s energy policy (both domestic and foreign) is likely going to 

undergo a revision, as well, although a major shift from Beijing’s existing highly securitized 

approach seems unlikely. It is anticipated that, even though the political transition may also 

mean the stepping-down of a generation of politicians from powerful positions (individuals who 

got their degrees in the 1960s and 70s, experienced the Cultural Revolution, and assumed 

leadership roles during the 1990s), there are still leading figures such as “China's ‘energy czar,’ 

10 The ensuing analysis of China’s new energy leadership draws extensively on the article by Xiaofei Li, “Chinese 
Political Transition Makes Change Possible in Energy Approach,” Oil & Gas Journal, February 2013.  
11 The Central Politburo Standing Committee of the Communist Party of China (PSC) is a committee consisting of 
the top leadership of the Communist Party of China. Each member has a portfolio covering a major area of national 
concern such as the economy, legislation, corruption, internal security, or information. According to the 
Constitution of the People’s Republic, the General Secretary of the Central Committee must be a member of 
Politburo Standing Committee. For the full text of Constitution of the Communist Party of China, visit 
http://www.china.org.cn/english/features/49109.htm#4.   
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Zhang Guobao, who retired in 2011, and the chairman of the SASAC, Li Rongrong, who retired 

in 2010,” that were transferred from the 17th Party Congress into the next Congress.12 Hence, it 

is quite likely that a bulk of the policy (including energy policy) from the Jiang-Hu era will be 

carried over by the new leadership (Li, 2013). 

Nonetheless, despite the high turnover rate from the previous Congress, the 12th 

National People's Congress, which got to work in March 2013, will most likely initiate new 

policies (especially domestic) that are to impact China’s energy landscape. Continuity and 

incremental reform will likely balance the existing tensions between conflicting interests. Hence, 

Li anticipates the following changes in China’s energy policy under the new leadership: (1) Oil 

product pricing reform, (2) further efforts by the SASAC (State-owned Assets Supervision and 

Administration Commission) to monitor corruption and increase efficiency in the NOCs by 

reducing the power of company executives and establishing independent boards, (3) the 

creation of a super energy ministry that would replace the National Energy Administration 

(NEA),13 (4) the construction of new domestic oil and natural gas pipelines, encouraging shale 

gas exploration, and promoting clean-energy technologies and (5) large energy projects by the 

government to help reduce the negative impacts of the global financial crisis (Li, 2013). 

Production, Consumption and Dependency 

According to the BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2012, the past ten years 

witnessed a dramatic change of position between the world’s leading energy consuming 

countries (BP, 2012). In 2000, China was the world’s third largest energy user, taking up 10.8% 

of global energy consumption, superseded by the EU (18.4%) and the US (24.7%). In 2011, 

China rose to the top spot with a 21.3% share of the world’s total energy consumption. During 

the same period, EU’s consumption fell to 13.8% and the US, to 18.5%. Compared to China, 

another large population growing economy, India, has increased its global share only over one 

percentage point, from 3.2% to 4.6% (See Figure 6).   

12 For the Central Committee (371 members), the turnover rate at the 18th Party Congress is 64%. In the State 
Council, about 70% of the total members will be replaced, mainly due to their ages. 
13 The duties that the new energy super ministry is to be given will likely include, among others, drawing up a long-
term strategy on the security of overseas oil-and-gas supplies, rationalizing pricing and taxation policies, boosting 
nuclear and renewables and cutting greenhouse gas emissions. See, Yan Pei, “China plans new energy super-
ministry,” China.org.cn. 

45 
 

                                                           



 

China’s end-use consumption of oil has evolved over the years in line with the country’s 

industrialization, growing service sector and, more importantly, increase in civil transportation. 

In the years 1997-2007, the use of oil in Mt (Metric Tons) increased in all sectors, with transport 

sector registering the largest growth. In terms of the share of oil as a percentage of total use, 

however, only transport and household had a larger share in 2007 when compared to 1997 

with a growth rate of 18 percentage points (from 17.6% to 35.9%) for transport and 3.7 

percentage points (from 3.0% to 6.7%) for household. In the same period, the share of 

agriculture (from 11.1% to 6.3%), industry (from 59.2 to 42.1%), and commerce (from 9.0% to 

8.9%) declined. 

Figure 5: Global Energy Consumption, 2000-2011  

 

Source: BP, 2012. 

  Hence, the defining aspect of the Chinese oil consumption has been the growing share 

of transportation sector in the total energy use. Three key forces have played defining role in 

the surge of transportation as the leading consumer of oil: First, the rapid growth of road 

transport; second, the dieselization of rail transport and third, the development of domestic air 

transport. As per capita car ownership is still low in China, the OPEC estimates that car 

ownership will grow at 9% from 2007 to 2030 compared to a rate of only 2.5% for the world as 

a whole, adding further to the consumption of oil (OPEC, 2010: 87). Comparatively, in 2000, 

transportation accounted for about 30% of the total oil consumption whereas the share of oil 
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demand by the transport sector grew to nearly 40% in 2010—an increase of over 5%. 

Considering that China’s total oil demand grew by an average annual growth of 8% over this 

period, the surge in transportation sector is considerable. (Safan, 2011: 8-10). The share of 

industry, in the meantime, remained stable. According to Center for Global Energy Studies, in 

2010, transportations sector surpassed industry in terms of share of China’s oil use, surpassing 

40% of the total national consumption (CGES, 2010).   

Table 2: China’s end-use consumption of oil, 1990-1997 

 
Source: Leung, 2010. 

According to a study by Exxon Mobil, Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040, China and the 

African continent will lead global residential energy demand in the coming two decades: the 

two will account for about 50% of the rise in the number of households worldwide. In China, 

the increase in household consumption is due to the rising per capita affluence, which enables 

fewer multi-family or shared households. Another consequential projection is that, although 

China’s electricity demand is going to more than double by 2040, the country will move away 

from the use of coal for electricity generation to natural gas and nuclear (ExxonMobil, 2012: 10-

26).  The use of oil for power generation in China, however, has declined steadily. The share of 

oil peaked at 27.1% in 1979 and has not been restored ever since because of “increased oil 

demand in other sectors, specially industry and transport. As a result, the share of oil in total 

energy inputs into steam generation dropped from 8.3% in 1990 to 1.4% in 2007, and the 

amount of oil used for steam power generation fell from 12.3 to 8.8Mt in the same period, 
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even though the total amount of electricity generated in China grew immensely from 621.2 

terawatt-hours (TWh) to 3281.6TWh” (Leung, 2010: 935). 

Currently world’s second largest economy in GDP and the largest in manufacturing, 

China has grown increasingly dependent on foreign energy resources over the past two 

decades. Having achieved oil self-sufficiency from 1963 to 1983, China began to import oil from 

Oman for the first time in 1983. However, until 1993, its domestic production remained 

sufficient to meet its needs. China has been a net oil importer since 1992 and net crude oil 

importer since 1996 (IEA, 2012d). Historically, China remained dependent on foreign oil 

resources, mostly from the Soviet Union, during the 1950s and early 1960s. The Sino-Russo split 

in 1960 caused deep concern in the Chinese leadership when the new state faced severe energy 

shortages and became heavily dependent on its neighboring powerful adversary.14 This 

precarious situation led the Chinese leadership to become worry increasingly about the nation’s 

energy dependency and thus urged them to pursue total independency from foreign supplies. 

Otherwise, China could have become a victim of the Cold War struggle between the capitalist 

and socialist blocs. The early policy of energy self-sufficiency, in a sense, was the result of this 

well-justified feeling of strategic insecurity. China’s effort soon ended with the discovery of 

large oil reserves in Daqinq in the early-1960s which eased the national security pressure on 

Beijing and elevated the country to the status of energy self-sufficienct and made it a net oil 

exporter from the 1970s and until the early 1990s (Downs, 2000; IEA, 2000; Speed at al., 2002).  

However, the ever expanding engines of the manufacturing-based economy as well as 

the rising demographics and urbanization soon caused the demand to outpace the growth of 

domestic oil production. According to the BP Statistical Review (2012), in 1965, China’s daily oil 

consumption was slightly over 0.2mb/d (Million barrel/Day). It stood at 3.04mb/d in 1993, the 

year when China became a net oil importer. Little affected by the 1998 Asian and 2008 Global 

Financial Crises, China’s oil consumption reached 4.2mb/d and 7.9mb/d, respectively. In 2011, 

14 It must also be noted that the two-decade of self-sufficiency failed to serve China’s goal of national development 
because, apart from the Sino-Soviet Split of the 1960s that forced China to devote much of its national power for a 
preparation on a possible conflict with a major neighbor, the US-led comprehensive sanctions on China that lasted 
for two decades until 1971 China-US rapprochement, kept Chinese industry underdeveloped. Hence, for two 
decades China had self-sufficiency under strained international circumstances. Hence, self-sufficiency failed to 
translate into greater economic development.  
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China’s total petroleum consumption reached 9.7mb/d, a 5.5% gain over the previous year, and 

the transportation sector accounted for over 40% of the demand (EIA, 2011). Finally, in 2012, 

China’s daily oil consumption surged ahead the 10md/d threshold in December, reaching 

10.6md/d. Projections suggest that in 2013, China’s consumption grow by 480,000 barrels daily, 

an about 5% increase from 2012 levels (Rapoza, 2013).   

It needs to be emphasized that China’s energy condition is not one of a general energy 

shortage but of a structural imbalance. For its immediate energy needs, China has large 

amounts of coal, which currently represents about 70% of China’s energy consumption. The 

ratio of the use of oil and coal is close to 1:3; however, the high ratio of coal as a main source of 

energy does not reflect the ratio of their contribution to China’s economic development. Other 

than the obvious environmental and efficiency drawbacks of heavy reliance on coal, the 

shortage in oil and natural gas cannot be replaced by coal as far as transportation and national 

defense (military platforms are essentially oil-operated) is concerned.  

According to China’s Ministry of Land and Resources, producing about 190 million tons 

of oil annually, China became world’s fourth largest producer of oil in 2009, next to Russia, 

Saudi Arabia and the United States. In the same year, the country imported over 200 million 

tons of oil. It is predicted that China’s yearly production will be stabilized at around 200 million 

tons whereas its consumption will exceed 800 million tons by 2050, according to the Chinese 

Academy of Science (Qian, 2010: 65-68). Currently, China is the largest energy consumer in the 

world and the second largest consumer of oil after the US Furthermore, there is little prospect 

for a reversal of this trend in the foreseeable future: According to IEA’s China Energy Outlook 

2012, by 2035, China’s domestic consumption will rise to 15 mb/d and its net oil import will 

account for more than 80% of its total oil consumption. IEA’s World Energy Outlook 2011 

estimates that in 2035, 65% of total oil use will concentrate on transportation sector. 

While China’s consumption has grown exponentially, its oil production stalled recently 

after an early jump. As a result, over the years, the ratio of the nation’s import to its domestic 

production has declined dramatically. In 1965, oil production was 0.2mb/d, which then jumped 

to 2.8mb/d in 1993. From 1997 (3.2mb/d) onwards, however, domestic production lost steam, 

and stood around 4.0mb/d in 2011, a mere 0.3mb/d increase from 2010 levels (BP, 2011). 
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China’s petroleum net domestic production-consumption ratio stood at -4.1mb/d in 2011 

(Figure 7). Thus, China has become increasingly more dependent on foreign suppliers for its 

domestic (oil and natural gas) energy consumption.  

Figure 6: China’s Domestic Oil Production and Consumption, 1990-2013 

 
Source: Energy Information Administration, 2012 

According to Oil & Gas Journal, China, as of January 2012, China’s proven oil reserves 

stood at 20.4 billion barrels, an increase of 4 billion barrels from three years ago. In 2001, 

domestic production stood at 4.3 million b/d, of which 95% was crude oil. It is estimated that 

China’s production will reach 4.5 million b/d in 2013, up over 170 thousand b/d from the 2011 

levels. China’s oil reserves, the highest in the Asia-Pacific region, are mostly located in the 

country’s northeast regions. According to the IEA, about 85% of China’s oil capacity is located 

on-shore sites. Most of these sites are mature reserves that have been exploited for a long time 

(EIA, 2012d). Among those, the most important is the Tarim basin (the largest inland basin in 

China) in Xinjiang Autonomous Region and the Daqing in China’s northeast region. Oil and gas 

exploration in Tarim begun and was initially undertaken by Sino-Soviet Union Petroleum 

Corporation Ltd. in 1952. With the discovery of the Tarim field, China achieved oil 

independency, which lasted for about three decades. Daqing is currently the largest oil field in 

China and one of the very few giant sandstone oil fields worldwide. The exploration in Daqing 

begun in 1955 and its production capacity reached the peak in 1976. Since then, production has 
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stabilized. Daqing field played a crucial role in the realization of self-sufficient supply of oil in 

China, which lasted until 1993.15 

Map 2: China’s Major Overland and Off-shore Oil Reserves 

  

Source: International Energy Agency, 2009 

About 15% of China’s total oil comes from the shallow off-shore fields. In fact, off-shore 

production is the only major contributor to China’s indigenous production as the country’s 

present on-shore production is more or less stabilized. The oldest off-shore oil zone in China 

(exploration was initiated in 1958) is Bohai offshore oil and gas area. Bohai oil and gas field 

covers 58.327 thousand sq. km and is ranked the second largest among the oil production areas 

in China.16 The South China Sea (SCS) is rich in natural gas and also believed to be rich in oil. 

Currently, CNOOC has been conducting deep-water exploration the region (IEA, 2012d). 

However, the existing territorial disputes between the countries surrounding the SCS impede 

greater investment in exploration. It is anticipated that with the Chinese Navy acquiring greater 

capabilities to monitor and control the SCS, oil and natural gas exploration will increase both in 

15 For an extensive analysis of China’s on-shore oil fields, visit http://www.oilchina.com/eng/Service-
Center/oilfields.htm. 
16 For an extensive review of China’s off-shore sites, visit http://www.oilchina.com/eng/Service-
Center/oilfileds/bohai.htm. 
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number and extent. Also, joint production with littoral countries may boost the volume of 

energy extracted from the area. 

                    Figure 7: China's Oil Supply Balance 

 
Source: KPMG, 2005 

China’s growing energy consumption and declining production-consumption ratio has 

obliged the country to seek out energy resources (oil and natural gas) overseas. The Broader 

Middle East region looms large in this picture. Indeed, according to estimates, 64% of world’s 

proven oil reserves are located in the Middle East (Eldin, 2006). In 2007, the Greater Middle 

East (Middle East and North Africa) region accounted for over 70% of China’s total crude import, 

Saudi Arabia, Iran, Sudan and the GCC being major suppliers. In 2010, China imported 4.7 mb/d 

of crude oil which accounted for around 53.8% of the country’s total demand. By country, Saudi 

Arabia was the biggest import source of crude oil in 2011 with 20% of the total, followed by 

Angola (12%), Iran (11%), Oman (7%), Russia (7%), Sudan (5%) and Iraq (5%) (IEA, 2012). It is 

estimated that, by 2015, the share of ME oil will reach over 80% of China’s total import (IAGS, 

2011). Consequently, as Figure 8 demonstrates, China’s oil supply balance is going to remain in 

the red in the following decades since neither domestic nor regional production would be able 

to satisfy China’s ever increasing demand for hydrocarbon resources (KPMG, 2005). 

It is expected that Chinese oil consumption will continue to rise, despite temporary 

declines due to international economic shocks. The road and air transport sector will contribute 
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the most to the growth in consumption. Urbanization and the expansion of infrastructure will 

also create more demand. The petrochemical industry will use more oil to meet the increasing 

demand for its products. The shift to service economy will increase oil demand in the 

commercial sector even if the transition will not reduce significantly the amount of energy 

consumed by the agricultural sector. Also, the military, with its growing advanced air, land and 

naval fleets (destroyers, stealth fighters, diesel-powered aircraft carriers and submarines, and 

various other platforms, tanks and other armored vehicles), will consume more oil as the PLA’s 

qualitative edge improves (Leung, 2010: 942-943). Overall, China’s rate of consumption will 

increase considerably as the economic growth continues and the middle class achieves greater 

financial prosperity. 

National Oil Companies (NOCs) 

China is frequently criticized for not allowing market instruments to run the energy 

business; rather, attempting to single-handedly manage the entire sector. The structure of 

China’s oil companies is offered as an indicator of such state-led approach. China’s oil industry 

remains dominated by its state owned oil companies; namely, China National Petroleum 

Corporation (CNPC or PetroChina), China Petroleum and Chemical Corporation (Sinopec), and 

China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC). Although listed on international exchanges, 

these three national oil companies (NOCs) are under the control of the state holding companies. 

The central government has recently embarked on restructuring to ensure that the NOCs would 

be more profit-driven. Yet, they continue to be accountable to the central government and 

conform to its national energy strategy (Ernst& Young, 2011: 2). There is no sign suggesting that 

China would drastically revise and fully marketize its energy sector.  

In the late 1990s, China’s NOCs went through a comprehensive restructuring. The 

restructuring was due to three primary reasons: First, to have the functions of government and 

oil corporations separated and to end monopolies over upstream and downstream production 

by injecting multi-enterprise competition into the system; second, to introduce market 

principles into the NOCs to streamline operations and increase competition; third, to create 

globally competitive energy enterprises that are on par with their international competitors. As 

a result of this comprehensive reform and reorganization, government control on the 
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management of the NOCs was reduced and a certain level of autonomy was given to each 

enterprise. Consequently, the pre-1998 government-led NOCs system was brought to an end 

and the mixing of government and corporate functions was abolished. Under the new system, 

direct participation in the management of the NOCs through government instruments became 

impossible as each company gained management autonomy (Gou, 2007: 4). 

Table 3: China’s Main National Oil Companies 

 
Source: Energy Information Administration, 2012d 

Chinese NOCs hold considerable influence on the country’s oil sector. Although the 

three large oil firms (CNPC, Sinopec and CNOOC) were established in the early and mid-80s, 

only after the oil dependency became a reality, Beijing reorganized the energy sector into two 

vertically-integrated companies, namely, CNPC and Sinopec. These two NOCs account for 60% 

and 80% of China total oil and natural gas output, respectively. Currently, CNPC, already 

dominating the upstream sector, works to capture more downstream market share while 

Sinopec, as a player traditionally focused on downstream activities such as refining and 

distribution, attempts to capture more upstream market share. A third major actor is China 

National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) which focuses on offshore oil exploration and 

production, and competes with CNPC and Sinopec especially with its activities in the South 

China Sea (EIA, 2012d; KPMG, 2004). 

Like any other profit-driven entity, the Chinese NOCs primary concern is admittedly 

long-term development and global competitiveness. The management finds going out as a 
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viable strategy especially given that China is obliged to open its domestic market to foreign 

competition under the WTO and promotion largely hinges on corporate performance. Through 

equity oil, the NOCs can reap greater benefits than they would if they bought oil from the 

market. In some cases, producing oil overseas is even cheaper than producing and carrying 

domestic oil through pipelines. Also, going abroad help the NOCs to learn and operate in a 

foreign environment, and compete the established MOCs. 

Also, “the coincident common interests between the government and the NOCs have 

brought about China’s vigorous oil diplomacy” run through state-owned companies. Among 

others, both sides agree that going abroad is more secure, leads to greater capability to 

compete and provide stable sources of energy. Accordingly, the state support NOCs in different 

ways: Policy support such as such as “imposing import bans, changing refunding taxes on 

exported products, and adjusting oil prices,” enables NOCs to gain greater leverage. Diplomatic 

support comes in three ways: “First, securing energy resources abroad and diversifying import 

sources have de facto been incorporated into China’s foreign strategy” Second, “the national 

leaders’ personal involvement in facilitating energy deals with foreign countries” and third “the 

Chinese government’s innovation of market strategy. Its tremendous energy market has been a 

tool which China employs to achieve its political and economic objectives.” Another form of 

support is the financial support which may come “in the form of directly bankrolling [the NOCs] 

foreign investments or acquisitions, extension of credit lines to the NOCs, or financing foreign 

infrastructure construction” (Chen, 2008: 93-94). 

Nevertheless, contrary to the popular perception, Chinese NOCs are state-invested, 

rather than state-run. In another word, although owned by the central government, they are 

not run by the state but enjoy a certain degree of autonomy. These companies are not mere 

puppets of the central government (Downs, 2010). In fact, they hold considerable power over 

the government in their energy dealings. In this sense, like any other energy company, China’s 

NOCs “are driven by profit motives and competitive pressure rather than by energy security 

considerations or resources acquisition. Overseas energy investment decisions are generally 

initiated by the companies themselves rather than the government, though to some extent the 

government supports their investing overseas” (Hongtu, 2009). The energy firms are 
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accountable to the State Assets Supervision and Administration Commission (SASAC), which is 

“charged with supervis[ing] and manag[ing] the state-owned enterprises and enhance[ing] the 

management of the state-owned assets that fall under 123 large SOEs” (Jiang and Sinton, 2011: 

27).  

Table 4: China’s NOCs in Numbers 

NOCs Global 
Ranking 

Revenue, USD, 
million 

Net Income  
USD, million 

Total Equity 

USD, million 

Number of 
Employees 

CNPC 2nd (2010) 378.025 (2011) 16.317 (2011) 240.53 (2011) 1.668.072 
(2011 

Sinopec 7th(2010) 187.518 (2009) 5.756  (2009) 188.709 (2009)  376,201 
(2012) 

CNOOC 252nd (2009)  30.680 (2009) 3. 634 (2009) 41. 943 (2009) 98,750 (2009) 

Sinochem 203rd (2009) 35.577 (2009) 659 (2009) 25. 136 (2009) 44. 256 
(2009) 

 

Nevertheless, the government not only guides each company to increase competition 

and profitability, but also regulates the leadership in these enterprises through administrative 

means. In their exploration and development activities Beijing is highly responsive to the 

demands of the NOCs—more than in any other sector. Since the late 90s, the government is 

also actively engaged in the overseas activities of the national oil companies. This active 

resource diplomacy has greatly helped the three NOCs to acquire overseas oil field rights. 

Among those activities, joint equity is probably one of the most controversial in the West. 

Therefore, industrialized countries urge China to join the international energy market rather 

than signing bilateral equity oil deals; however, the Chinese find that international energy 

markets are “fully under Western control” (Olimat, 2008: 313-314). 

Beijing has identified certain policy objectives to be carried out through its national 

energy industry. Among those national priorities are maximizing domestic resource potential 

(exploration and development of indigenous fields), promoting overseas merger and acquisition 

activities to have greater access to equity oil and production off-take rights, strengthening long-

term gas supply contracting, increasing strategic petroleum reserve (SPR) capacity, and 

expanding the NOCs’ regional trading activities in order to better respond to domestic demand 
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fluctuations. Furthermore, the government also runs programs to improve China’s energy 

efficiency standards and cut down on wasteful energy consumption of which the NOC’s are an 

integral part (Ernst & Young, 2011: 4-5). China’s NOCs have recently accelerated their 

participation in global energy exploration, production and transportation activities, including 

the Middle Eastern market.  

According to CNPC’s 2012 Annual Report, the company has joint oil investments in Iraq, 

Iran, Oman, Syria, and Qatar. Furthermore, ranked 4th among China Top 100 Multinational 

Companies, CNOOC has been active in Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, 

Oman and Iran. Among those, energy cooperation with Saudi Arabia, Iran and Sudan is 

noteworthy because of their relevance to the study at hand. Having established a strategic oil 

partnership with Saudi Arabia in 1999, Sinopec signed a number of upstream and downstream 

energy agreements with the Kingdom. Since 2002, Saudi Arabia has remained China’s top 

supplier of oil. In 2001, Saudi Aramco inked a deal with Sinopec for the expansion of a refinery 

in Fujian province for a 25% stake. In January 2012, the two countries' state-run energy 

companies inked another huge oil agreement.  The project involves the construction of another 

refinery on the Yanbu site in the Red Sea which will be operational by 2014.  

Chinese NOCs’ energy transactions with their Iranian counterparts are the most 

controversial. Among the noteworthy deals since 2008 were a $2billion agreement that Sinopec 

inked to develop the Yadavaran field, the preliminary agreement to develop Phase 11 of South 

Pars field in June 2009 (CNPC owning 40% stake), and the signing of MOU in August 2009 for to 

develop South Azadegan field in which CNPC has 70% stake. Each at different stages, these 

projects have thus far achieved only incremental progress largely due to the unwelcoming 

international environment surrounding Iran’s nuclear energy program which impedes the 

country’s international deal-making capacity.  

Strategic Petroleum Reserves (SPR) and Energy Efficiency 

As part of its energy security strategy, China developed comprehensive strategic 

petroleum reserves (SPR) plan to guard the domestic industry and consumer against global 

price shocks and disruptions to the regular flow of petroleum products. The discussion to build 
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a national SPR commenced in 1999. In 2001, China’s Tenth Five-Year Plan called for the 

establishment of a national strategic oil stockholding system to improve the nation’s energy 

security. In 2003, government announced the construction of four stockpiling facilities (National 

Oil Reserve (NOR) bases) in the first phase of its SPR plan. However, construction of the first 

phase did not begin until 2004. Completed and became fully functional in 2009, the Phase 1 oil 

reserves held 103 million barrels of oil, meaning two weeks’ worth of supply. Thanks to the 

global financial downturn, at the time of the purchase of oil to fill up the tanks, the cost of oil to 

the Chinese government was as low as $58 per barrel, much lower than the global average.  

The construction of the second phase started in 2009 with a planned holding capacity of 

169 million barrels. However, China upped the stockpile capacity by 45% to 245 million barrels, 

which delayed the completion year until 2015. The third and final phase of SPR is projected to 

be completed by 2020, increasing China’s overall reserve capacity to 500 million barrels an 

equivalent to 60 days of net crude oil import. Also, in addition to crude reserves, China is 

planning to include refined products as part of its SPR in order to protect consumers against 

short-term supply disruptions (Singh, 2012). 

Compared to the United States and Europe, China began building its SPR quite late17 

largely because of the country’s lack of bad memories of the 1973 oil crisis (as well the lack of 

expertise on part of the Chinese oil companies to undertake such a project) that essentially 

mobilized the US and Europe to build indigenous emergency supply capacity. Only after the 

high oil prices began a major concern for the central government from 2004 to 2007 (which led 

to huge losses for Chinese NOCs whereas the US and Japan survived unscathed thanks to their 

national emergency reserves), Beijing went along with its SPR projects. Accordingly, in the 

Twelfth Five Year Plan, China stressed “increase[ing] oil refining capability appropriately” as one 

of the priorities of energy construction. 

 According to China Energy Efficiency Report, China’s total energy consumption grew 

2.3% between 1990 and 2002. Since 2002, annual consumption increased at a rate of over 10%. 

17 For a comparison, the United States started building its petroleum reserve in 1975 after oil supplies were cut off 
during the 1973-74 Arab oil embargo to mitigate future temporary supply disruptions. Currently, the US SPR is the 
largest emergency supply in the world with the capacity to hold up to 727 million barrels. For more information, 
visit http://energy.gov/fe/services/petroleum-reserves/strategic-petroleum-reserve/spr-quick-facts-and-faqs. 
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Energy consumption in the industrial sector accounted for most of the growth in energy use. 

Similarly, “total energy intensity decreased at a very rapid rate of 4.6 percent/year between 

1990 and 2009. That rapid trend, which is among the top 10 performances at world level, has to 

be related to the high energy intensity that prevailed in the 1990s. Since 2000, Chinese total 

energy intensity has decreased slowly (1.3 percent/year)” (ABB, 2011: 3). Also, in March 2013, 

Chinese government began to impose stringent fuel economy standards for vehicles.  

The White Paper on China’s Energy Policies 2012 released by China’s Information Office 

of the State Council on October 24, 2012 summarizes the current status of energy development 

in China and puts forward the policies and objectives for the energy industry. On the issue of 

energy security, the report emphasizes three areas of significant improvement since the 

introduction of economic reform and opening-up policy: First, enhanced capability of energy 

supply (primarily coal, crude and refined oil, and natural gas); second “conspicuous 

achievements” in energy saving (from 2006 to 2011, the energy consumption per RMB10.000 of 

GDP dropped by 20.7%); third, rapid development in non-fossil energy (specifically, hydro and 

nuclear power). Additional basic contents of China’s energy policy are: Giving priority to energy-

saving, relying on domestic resources, facilitating diverse development, protecting the 

environment, promoting scientific and technological innovation, deepening reform, expanding 

international cooperation, and improving people’s livelihood. Accordingly, the report projects 

that by 2015, non-fossil energy will account for 11.4% of China’s primary energy consumption, 

with energy consumption per unit of GDP decreasing by 16% from that of 2010. Additionally, 

CO2 emissions per unit of GDP will see a 17% decrease, compared with that of 2010.18 

China’s Overland Energy Routes: Pipelines 

China has actively sought to construct international oil and natural gas pipelines with 

neighboring countries in order to reinforce nation’s energy security via resource and route 

diversification19 (Figure 9). China’s first international pipelines went online in May 2006 and 

18 See the report here: http://www.china-briefing.com/news/2012/10/31/china-issues-white-paper-on-energy-
policy.html#more-18481. 
19 According to Yergin (2006) diversification is “the fundamental starting principle of energy security for both oil 
and gas.” China is motivated to diversify its oil away from the Middle East for a number of country-specific reasons 
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China began to receive crude oil from Russia and Kazakhstan through the pipeline originating in 

Kazakhstan. According to CNPC, “Kazakhstan-China Oil Pipeline Project starts from the Kenkiyak 

in Kazakhstan, going across Alashankou, and ends at Dushanzi Area of China, 2558km in length, 

which is the first cross-border import crude oil pipeline in China.” The daily capacity of the 

pipeline is 200.000 b/d, which is projected to be doubled by 2014 (IEA, 2012d). 

The 6,000-mile China-Central Asia gas pipeline (also known as the Turkmenistan–China 

gas pipeline), which opened in 2009, connects one of the world’s largest gas fields, Galkynysh in 

Turkmenistan, to China’s Xinjiang. The framework agreement on the pipeline construction and 

long-term gas supply was signed between China and Turkmenistan in April 2006. Next year in 

April, Uzbekistan and China signed a separate agreement on the construction and exploitation 

of the pipeline's Uzbekistan section. In July 2007, Turkmenistan announced it would formally 

join the project and in August, the building of Turkmen section of the pipeline began. 

Construction works of the Uzbek section started in June 2008 and the Kazakh section started in 

July 2008. The first of two parallel lines were completed early November 2009. The second line 

was completed by the end of 2010. The construction of the third line began in 2012 and it is 

estimated that gas supply will commence from 2014, and reach the designed throughput in 

December 2015 (Chow, 2010). According to CNPC, the main partner in the project, “natural gas 

from Turkmenistan would not only help meet China’s burgeoning energy demand, but also 

improve its energy consumption structure. It is estimated that with the pipeline in use, the 

percentage of natural gas in China’s total energy consumption will increase by nearly 2%” (CSC, 

2008). In 2010, the pipeline transported 4.38 billion cubic meters (bcm) of natural gas from 

fields in Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to China's gas transportation network.  

The third international pipeline that carries Russian crude oil to China is Eastern Siberia-

Pacific Ocean Pipeline (ESPO), the China branch of which brought 15 million tonnes of oil to 

China in 2012. At present, China is the second biggest customer of ESPO and it is estimated that 

of the 36 million tonnes of oil that will be transported via this pipeline in 2013, China will 

receive 24% (Fisher, 2013). In part as a result of the deepening strategic and economic 

which include “the increasing oil import volumes over the past decade, strategic vulnerability perception, and the 
low stockpiles” See, Vivoda, 2009.  
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partnership, in June 2013, Beijing and Moscow signed a deal to supply oil to China worth $270 

billion over the next 25 years. It is highly likely that the oil will be carried through the ESPO 

pipeline to Daqing in China then to be transported elsewhere in the country (Blank, 2013). The 

ESPO is the second major energy agreement that Russia and China have made thus far. In 2009, 

the two sides reached a framework agreement in which, starting from 2014, Russia agreed to 

deliver about 70 billion cubic meters of natural gas to China annually for 30 years. In his first 

state visit to Russia, Presidents Xi and Putin oversaw the framework agreement and signed a 

tentative deal between Gazprom and China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC).20 

Figure 8: China’s International Oil Pipelines 

  

Source: Wall Street Journal, June 2011 

The Sino-Burmese Pipeline Project (known also as the China-Myanmar Pipeline) includes 

oil and natural gas pipelines that link Burma's deep-water port of Kyaukphyu (Sittwe) in the Bay 

of Bengal with Kunming in Yunnan province of China. The talks on the pipeline began in 2004 

20 For more details, visit http://en.rian.ru/russia/20130322/180193267.html. 
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and an agreement was signed to build a natural gas pipeline in March 2009. A second 

agreement was signed to build a crude oil pipeline in June 2009. In July 2013, the first phase of 

the project went online and gas started flowing to China through the 793-kilometer (492-mile) 

pipeline. The 770.5km-long crude oil pipeline is slated to go into operation by 2014 (CPPE, 2013; 

Anderlini and Robinson, 2013). 

It follows that Chinese NOCs have been investing heavily in international pipelines to 

diversify country’s energy supply, distribute risks involved in sea-based transportation and 

decrease dependency on a single region. Accordingly, from the early 2000s, the PRC has 

secured agreements with neighboring countries to import oil and gas from almost all directions. 

On the north, oil export from Russia has increased with China’s inclusion into the ESPO project.  

From the west, oil pipeline from Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan and gas pipeline from 

Turkmenistan have brought energy into China’s Xinjiang region. And from the south, the Sino-

Burmese Gas and Oil Pipeline provides China with access to Myanmar’s natural gas reserves as 

well as eases the Malacca dilemma by allowing China to transport part of the African and 

Middle Eastern oil through the pipeline from Sittwe in Myanmar.21 Hence, overland routes 

serve as important instruments to aid China’s energy strategy although they are far from 

enabling China to fully avoid maritime routes that carry oil from the GME. It is certain that for 

the foreseeable future, China is going to continue to rely heavily on maritime routes for its 

trade in goods and commodities. Besides, being stationary structures, pipelines are vulnerable 

to terrorist attacks and sabotages. Once damage is made and energy flow is disrupted, it is very 

expensive and time-consuming to repair and bring the pipeline back online.  

Nevertheless, the pipelines are being completed from China’s three sides at a 

“strategically propitious time” (Yhome, 2013). For example, when fully operational, the 

Myanmar oil pipeline will enable China to transport 1/3 of the crude oil from the ME, bypassing 

the Malacca Strait.   However, the existing pipelines are far from completely freeing China from 

relying on maritime routes. Even with the Gwadar port coming into full service, oil still needs to 

21 The Strait of Malacca links the Indian and Pacific Oceans via a long, narrow (less than 3 km at its narrowest point) 
and extremely busy channel. Malacca is the main route for oil and LNG shipped from the Persian Gulf and Africa to 
East Asian markets and therefore a source of security concern for the energy-dependent export-driven economies 
of Asia. 
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be transported from the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Aden by ships to the port for land 

transportation. Both waterways are under US naval dominance. Therefore, maritime routes will 

maintain their strategic importance and relevance in China’s energy security.  

As has been told, cross-border pipeline politics carries geopolitical risks. Because they 

extend over one or more sovereign borders, a conflict of interests between two or more actors 

would result in substantial disruptions in the flow of oil. A recent example is the crisis over 

transportation fee between Sudan and South Sudan and the internal crisis in South Sudan. 

Hence, change in political structure, disagreement over transit fees, third party intervention or 

lack of effective dispute resolution mechanisms are some of the potential risks pipeline politics 

involves. Once oil or gas supply is disrupted, the downstream industries (refining, 

transportation etc.) and consumers would be greatly affected. Hence, although pipelines 

enhance overall energy security, once completed and become online, it does not mean that 

“there will not be economic, engineering, technical and environmental risks, particularly 

geopolitical risks and problems with long-term security and stability” (Lei, 2012:74).  

In a nutshell, China’s energy policy has become more complicated over time, 

transforming itself first from self-reliance and self-sufficiency to resource (oil) diplomacy and 

then to a more strategic energy policy in line with China’s growing economic and geopolitical 

power (Jian, 2011: 31). However, China’s energy diplomacy has (succeeded to) refrain(ed) from 

using hard power in the Middle East as in elsewhere. Even at the present time when the energy 

from the GME is threatened due to the Iranian nuclear crisis and the civil wars in Syria and 

South Sudan, China has not mobilized any military contingency, unlike the current heavy 

Western naval presence. It may be said that Beijing’s non-interference policy has not come 

under strain this time around in the Persian Gulf because of the Russian presence which, in the 

face of the growing China-Russia strategic alignment, has greatly relieved Beijing from deeper 

militarily engagement and allowed it to limit its support, albeit quite important, to veto 

diplomacy at the Security Council.   
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Defining Energy Security 

As early as 1975, energy security has been identified as the most important factor in 

international energy politics due to its central role in the economic sustainability of 

industrialized and industrializing nations. The fact that there is a fundamental inequality in the 

distribution, technology and capital of energy resources creates a strategic imbalance that leads 

to security concerns of both importers and exporters (Willrich, 1975: 65). The concept of energy 

security has remained fluid, changing over time as the world’s geopolitical structure changes. 

For example, in the pre-oil crisis period (1973), the world’s energy geopolitics had been as such: 

The exploitation of oil was centered in the Middle East whereas the transportation, refining and 

consumption of oil were primarily concentrated in the industrialized West.  

Moving to the 1990s, a number of developments altered international energy 

geopolitics again: First, the end of the Cold War opened the way for the US to act more freely in 

the ME whereas the share of the region in the Western energy mix has declined steadily. 

Second, oil from Russia and the former Soviet Republics was integrated in the global energy 

output, making Central Asia an important front in the energy geopolitics. Third, with the 

emergence of new technologies, natural gas became an important source of energy. Fourth, 

the share of newly developing countries in the global consumption of energy resources has 

increased, leading to competition in areas that were formerly reserved for Western energy 

companies. Finally, pollution and global warming have become new non-traditional security 

concerns attached to energy consumption, often putting developed and developing countries 

against each other. Hence, as the concept of energy security evolved, a multidimensional 

conceptualization and a series of corresponding theories have emerged, ranging between the 

extremes of classical realism and liberal institutionalism (Yu and Dai, 2012: 91-97). One way or 

another, until the rise of China, India, Brazil and others, the conceptualization of energy security 

continued to become West-centric. From the 1990s onwards, however, the emergence of the 

newly developing nations as big consumers of energy resources, energy security had to be re-

defined.  

In the course of past four decades or so, an array of theories attempted to make sense 

of the notion of energy security. Among those, the geostrategic theory distinguishes energy 
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geopolitics from traditional colonizer-colonized relationship and purports that a country with 

geographical control over resources will be able to control those that are resource-poor. 

However, from the late 1970s, studies on the linkages of international economy led to the 

emergence of interdependence theory. The starting point for interdependence theory was the 

uneven distribution of energy resources across the regions. Both energy exporters and 

importers, in this case, are dependent on each other. The importers rely on the exporters to 

sustain economic development whereas the exporters rely on the importers to maintain the 

rentier state. 

From interdependence theory, a neoliberal/institutionalist approach was born and 

flourished in the 1990s and 2000s. Authors such as Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye pointed 

out the importance of international institutions to regulate and maintain global economy, 

including energy security. Nye underlined the energy and security nexus, arguing that “there is 

an indirect connection between the security interdependence and oil interdependence” (Nye, 

2005: 253). Seeing energy as a source of power, he suggested cooperation thorough 

institutionalization to avoid a power struggle. He then identified structural changes in 

international energy security as part of a post-hegemonic order. According to him, whereas the 

era of (energy) hegemony had been identified by the seven Western energy multinationals (the 

seven sisters), in the post hegemony era, their power was almost completely taken over by the 

government in energy producing countries. Founded in 1974, the International Energy Agency 

(IEA) became the center of international energy cooperation. Through it, oil dependent non-

OECD countries continued to shield against price volatilities and the likelihood of oil being used 

as a strategic weapon by setting up strategic petroleum reserve mechanism (Keohane, 1984).22    

Finally, from the 2000s, theorizing on energy comprised both traditional (where the 

main energy policy-making actors are states) and non-traditional aspects of security. The new 

approach holds that “safety is not only limited to the specific sovereign states, but also includes 

all the social relations of the people and all societies” (Yu and Dai, 2012: 110). Non-traditional 

22 Although he points to the possibility of interdependence among Western democracies, in a larger context, 
Keohane also warns not to think too naively about the wisdom of it because too much “emphasis on the functions 
performed by international institutions runs the risk of being naive about power and conflict” (Keohane, 1984: 7).  
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energy security involves issues that are ignored by the traditional realist or liberal approaches. 

Most importantly, non-traditional security is concerned with the impact of energy policies on 

human welfare and ecological sustainability. Using the constructivist methodology, the 

Copenhagen school looks deeply into the social and physical costs of energy policy.   

In this study, energy security is evaluated from a state-centric and realist perspective. It 

is seen that sovereign decision-making is rather visible in energy-related policy. Contemporary 

examples prove that even in trade, which is a relatively open realm, governments become 

overcautious when the interaction involves certain energy-related assets. For example, a strict 

proponent of trade liberalization, the United States, prevented various Chinese firms to acquire 

US companies or assets on the grounds of national security. It is also a fact that the primary 

energy body, the IEA, still mostly a Western organization designed to protect member states 

from the potential blackmail of oil producing countries. The fact that China is not part of the 

agency although it is the largest importer of energy speaks of the limited institutionalization of 

energy security. 

An explicit relationship is emphasized between energy security and national security. It 

is a generally-agreed that energy dependent countries integrate issues of energy with those of 

national security whereas others (especially industrialized countries), including the US, achieve 

or are poised to achieve greater energy self-sufficiency by transitioning their economy with the 

help of less energy intensive technologies as well as stable population and stagnant 

manufacturing. Hence energy security may be defined as “the availability of energy at all times 

in various forms, in sufficient quantities, and at affordable prices” (UNDP, 2000; Nuttel & Manz, 

2008: 1250).   

The concepts of availability and reliability are understood with less difficulty. However, 

affordability is a more complex notion, “mean[ing] that prices are cost-based and determined 

by the market based on supply/demand balances” (Bielecki, 2002: 237). Thus, energy security 

may have multiple aspects from different perspectives that range from economics to politics. 

For economists, for instance, the concern lies within the macroeconomic implications for price 

increases and the losses that an economy may incur because of the shortages in supplies. 

Moreover, energy security may have short-term (disruptions to existing supplies) and long-term 
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(the failure to bring in new supplies to meet the demand) impacts. In short, “energy security is 

about the ‘security of supply’ and the ‘stability of price’ if reliance on external sources becomes 

inevitable” (Lee, 2005: 266). 

Table 5: Major Theoretical Approaches to Energy Security  

Approach Argument Main Actors 

Realist Theory/Energy 

Geopolitics 

The uneven distribution of energy leads 

to competition and conflict 

States 

Interdependence 

Theory 

The geographical imbalance of the 

distribution, production and consumption 

of oil leads to interdependence and thus 

cooperation 

States 

Neoliberal 

Theory/Institutionalism 

Institutions regulate energy 

interdependence and ensures 

cooperation  

States and institutions 

Non-traditional Energy 

Security/Constructivism 

Energy security involves the social 

relations of the people and all societies. 

State and non-state 

actors/civil society 

 

There has been differing approaches to the concept of energy security and largely from 

the perspective of the importers. Although now fell from favor, one such theory suggested that 

with the imminent approach of peak oil, there was going to be clashes between resource poor 

or energy insufficient countries over the scarce resources. However, with the debut of 

advanced technologies such as shale oil (hydro-fracturing) and tar sand as well as alternative 

sources of energy such as wind, solar and biodiesel, this scenario has largely lost its empirical 

value. Yet, unlike the theorists of peak oil, others believed that geopolitics, rather than geology, 

was a major threat to the security of energy supply. For example, internal stability in the oil 

producing countries should be a greater concern as the majority of countries that are 

dependent on resource extraction and export for most of their revenue are besieged with 

corruption, inefficiencies, government mismanagement and political instabilities. As a matter of 
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fact, contrary to the expectations, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)’s 

production capacity has declined steadily over the past 25 years. Part of the reason of this 

decline is the lack of investment and strategic planning by the energy producing nations.  

Another source of energy insecurity are internal strife and civil wars that may erupt 

between sub-national militias and contesting political groups motivated by a desire to gain 

control over the rents of the energy produced in a country (e.g., the dispute between Sudan 

and South Sudan). The low-density sectarian war in Iraq involves a contest over rich energy 

fields in the north between the central government and the Kurdish administration. Also, 

energy security may arise if an oil producing country attempts to blackmail an industrialized 

country dependent on foreign resources. The 1973 Oil Crisis is an example of such strategy. 

Indeed, the threat of oil used as a tool for intimidation and threat is real. 

 Although fallen from favor and is now deemed undesirable, energy security is also 

viewed by some as energy independence in the absolute sense of the word (Moore, 1975: 2). 

Still to others, energy independence refers to a situation in which oil becomes just one of the 

many commodities so that it is no longer relevant to global affairs. Whereas both definitions 

suggest independence from foreign resources, they differ in one crucial aspect. The former 

definition calls for zero reliance on any foreign source of energy while the latter implies that 

energy security is achievable through source diversification. However, in both cases, it is 

questionable whether independence would be desirable by the general public if it pushed 

energy prices higher (Terzic, 2012: 4). All in all, though, from whichever point of view it may be 

looked at, energy security in essence means the existence of resources to assist national 

objectives, be it economic or strategic.    

Thus, energy security is not a frozen concept. Neither is it clearly defined (Myers and 

Soligo, 2008). In the 1950s, energy security was equated with military preparedness – such that 

adequate supplies of oil would be available in times of war. In the 70s, in response to the oil 

shocks due to the unrest in the Middle East, it was understood as a policy to protect national 

interests against those who may attempt to use oil as a weapon. In the 80s and 90s, energy 

security became more economics-oriented, designed to protect the US and its allies against 

supply interruptions and oil price shocks. From 2001 until recently, discussion on energy 
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security took a turn back to the old paradigm, involving the cost of dependency on the 

countries whose foreign policies are inimical to Western interests.  

How China Securitizes Energy? 

It is argued that the energy security paradigm has been narrowly-focused and there is a 

need to include new paradigms. As a unit of analysis, energy security does not stand by itself, 

but is part of a greater context of international relations, considering that for resource poor 

countries (or for the countries whose consumption is too big to be satisfied with domestic 

production), energy security overlaps with national security. Accordingly, energy security may 

be defined differently by different countries depending on their status as an exporter or an 

importer. What a net exporter country would consider security might be considered energy 

insecurity by a net importer.  

The existing international energy regime has been created as a response to the 1973 

Arab oil crisis. However, from the 1990s onwards, two new components were included in the 

energy security paradigm: First, it was acknowledgement that globalization affected energy 

security and emerging countries should be brought into the global energy regime. Second, in 

the face of growing flow of energy across overland and maritime routes, the entire energy 

supply chain should be protected (Yergin, 2006). If the international regime failed to do so 

either because of traditional and non-traditional threats with which it is practically 

overwhelmed or because of great powers’ desire to maintain the exclusive control of the 

security of energy trade, then individual nations would deal with the matter on their own, 

which would lead to an over-securitization of energy. 

The objective of energy policy is ‘to assure adequate, reliable supplies of energy at 

reasonable prices and in ways that do not jeopardize major national values and objectives’’ 

(Yergin, 1988). Energy is a strategic commodity that is scarce and geographically concentrated, 

which could be used to blackmail nations dependent on oil and vulnerable to transportation 

threats (Constantin, 2005: 3). Consequently, energy security is understood to be multi-leveled, 

including military, economics, and geopolitics-related components and its proponents advocate 
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self-sufficiency and, if this is not conceivable, source diversification, strategic reserves and 

state-to-state agreements (Lee, 2012; Lei and Xuejun, 2007).     

Figure 9: China’s State of Energy Supply Security 

 
Source: Adopted by the author from Yergin, 1988 

Drawing on the classic definition in which energy security is considered as an issue of 

supply four dimensions can be identified: availability, which is the geological existence of 

energy resources; accessibility, which is the geopolitical elements that influences the supply of 

oil; affordability, which is the price of oil that is purchased from a supplier; and acceptability, 

which are the environmental and societal costs of the energy supply (Kruyt et al., 2009: 2167). 

Apart from this four-point traditional definition of the security of supply, other dynamics might 

be found in relation to energy security such as the amount of the existing resources, diversity in 

the type of energy and the geographical locations that these resources are acquired and the 

level of political stability in resource-exporting countries. Countries come under the influence of 

these indicators in varying degrees based on their stage of development, domestic policies and 

international relations.  

It must also be noted that energy could be available but it might not be acceptable or 

accessible because it might involve certain security risks. The oil crisis of 1973 showed that 

availability may not be enough by itself to enable energy flow. The second oil shock of 1979-80 

and the resultant price hikes also showed that, in the event of too much dependence on limited 

number of sources may lead to certain accessibility problems (Mitchell, 2002: 263).  Finally, 

when the oil is accessible at the source, risks of transportation (maritime and overland) may 

pose another challenge for resource dependent nations. It must also be underlined that these 
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four dynamics, drawn from the literature on energy security, are not fully agreed upon. 

Although they are believed to be best reflections of the state of China’s energy security, one or 

more of them may not be applicable to other countries. Furthermore, additional dynamics are 

also offered in the literature (Sovacool, 2011: 7473-7478).  

China took several steps to address the energy security concerns in the years from the 

mid-1990s to 2000. First of all, it went on to diversify domestic energy resources. For that 

purpose, it focused on the expansion of natural gas production. Second, Beijing initiated a 

policy to internationalize its energy industry. Especially though the two energy giants, CNOOC 

and CNPC, China reached bilateral deals with countries in North Africa, Latin America and the 

Middle East. Furthermore, during this time, most of China’s foreign investment was directed to 

the Greater Middle East region. As a result, countries such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Oman and 

Sudan became primary suppliers of oil to China. However, considering the risks involved in 

doing business in the Middle East, Beijing also began to seek inland activities. For this purpose, 

it initiated five overland pipeline projects from the year 2006 with Russia, Myanmar, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.  

Admittedly, China still faces a host of challenges with respect to its energy security. 

Some of these challenges could be solved through domestic policy measures. For example, in 

order to tackle the issues of acceptability, the government initiates programs in regards to 

pollution prevention such as upgrading mileage requirements for vehicles or shutting down old 

and inefficient industrial facilities. However, other issues, such as the safety of the sea lanes of 

communication (SLOCs) or foreign intervention, political instability and unrest in resource 

providing countries in the Middle East (accessibility), are harder to control. Consequently, China 

is required to develop strategies some of which may clash with those of the US Under the 

influence of opposite domestic and foreign motivations, the two countries have been 

competing in the Middle East for influence. Consequently, one of the major consequences of 

this competition is China’s securitization of its energy policy (Jaffe and Lewis, 2002; Calabrase, 

1998; Liu, 2006; Lee, 2012).  

Over the years, Beijing has moved from low politics (market-approach) to high politics 

(security approach) in energy (Speed, 2002). In doing so, it set out to negotiate with the oil 
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producing countries bilaterally without seeking alignment with US-dominated institutions such 

as the IEA or OECD (Bausso, 2013).23 Policy makers in Beijing remain concerned with the issues 

of access, exploration and transportation as industrial development and income growth have 

firmly pushed China into the international energy market (Cornelius and Story, 2006). Hence, 

considering energy one of the strategic components in China’s national security, the PRC has 

utilized tools that bring the state into the forefront of China’s energy security policy.  

Opinion on China’s approach to energy security differs. The diversity of opinion on 

China’s energy security policy partly stems from the contested nature of the rise of China. Some 

hold that China’s conduct of energy strategy is incompatible with the international rules and 

norms and hence inimical to regional and global peace (Lee, 2012; Zha, 2006; Bambawale and 

Sovacool, 2011). Others, on the other hand, believe that Beijing’s energy policy is cooperative 

and participator; thus, it does not threaten either US interests in the Middle East or the 

international stability (Lai, 2007; Beng and Li, 2006; Lei and Xuejun, 2007). Still others see 

China’s energy diplomacy as a carefully-designed mixture of preferences ranging from 

cooperation in some areas to competition in others (Liu, 2006).  

The securitization of China’s energy policy can be traced back to the country’s changing 

energy prospects: “In the late 1980s China was one of the world’s largest net exporters of oil 

outside the OPEC. Imports accounted for less than 5% of annual oil consumption. On the eve of 

the Gulf War, oil imports were rising rapidly, but less than 3% of China’s total annual supply was 

from the Middle East” (Speed et al, 2002b: 13). Ever since, however, China’s consumption grew 

and in the ten years after the Gulf War, China’s import increased from 3% to 30%, 40% of which 

coming from the Middle East. Today, the ratio is even higher: China imports over 50% of its 

overall oil needs and about 70% of it comes from the Gulf region.  

Energy is indeed securitized due to the uncertainties and risks involving the various 

steps (access, exploration, production, and transportation) in the acquisition of oil. A critical 

investigation reveals that Chinese regional and global concerns include, but not limited to, a 

23Although an OECD member, China is not a member to the IEA, which only includes members of the OECD. This is 
despite the fact that currently IEA members represent less than half of the world’s total energy consumption. 
China by itself accounts for 12% of the global oil demand, a dramatic growth from nearly 5% in 2004.  
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sense of insecurity in having access to energy resources in key regions such as the Malacca 

Strait, the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Aden, the disturbance of the status-quo in the politically 

stable but undemocratic countries in the Greater Middle East (the 2011 popular Arab uprisings 

being prime examples) , and the exclusive dominance of the US Navy over the transportation 

routes of the crude oil and natural gas that propel China’s gigantic industrial base and 

transportation (Jefferson, 2008). It is observed that this discontent with the international 

energy regime has been transformed into action as China’s capabilities begin to outgrow its 

standing as a great power (Lai, 2011; Tammen et al, 2000; Kugler and Organski, 1989).  

With the Middle East playing an important role in China’s oil imports (nearly 75% of the 

country’s imported oil comes from the region) and over 85% of it being transported via 

strategic shipping lanes such as the Strait of Hormuz, the Suez Canal and the Malacca Strait in 

which the US has dominant naval control with little Chinese naval presence, Beijing feels 

increasingly insecure about its dependency on the Middle East and the lanes of communication 

(SLOCs) and strategic chokepoints for the transportation of the overwhelming majority of the 

imported oil. Maritime security, in this regard, emerges as one of the most important 

components in China’s energy strategy. Hence, “China’s leaders are well aware of energy issues 

and maritime interests as vital elements in their nation’s economic health… and the [Chinese 

Navy] is tasked with energy security as a mission” (Cole, 2006: 10). 

Chokepoints are the narrow channels located along the most widely used sea routes. 

The Energy Information Administration (EIA) identifies seven oil transit passageways. Among 

those, the Gulf of Hormuz and the Malacca Strait are the busiest with the highest volume of 

daily oil flow (Map 3). In 2009, for example, 15.5 and 13.6 b/d oil was transported via the 

Hormuz (17% of oil traded worldwide) and Malacca Straits (14% of oil traded worldwide), 

respectively (EIA, 2012). As a result, both sea routes are enormously crucial for China’s energy 

security prospects because they constitute a great portion of its seaborne imported energy 

supply. For this reason, China is modernizing its naval capabilities and setting up bases that 

73 
 



 

altogether would compose a string of pearls24 along the sea lanes from the Gulf of Hormuz to 

Malacca Strait (Komiss and Huntzinger, 2011). 

Map 3: World Oil Transit Chokepoints 

 

Source: Energy Information Administration, 2012 

Apart from the potential threats to the flow of oil from countries that have physical 

control over the chokepoints, the weak presence of the Chinese Navy over the sea routes from 

the Persian Gulf to Malacca and Taiwan Straits reinforces Beijing’s securitization of energy 

policy. China lacks control over the major oil routes and the strategic chokepoints in the South 

China Sea and the Indian Ocean are beyond China’s reach (Beng and Li, 2005: 23). In the Strait 

of Hormuz, the stand-off between Tehran and Washington has endangered the flow of trade 

goods and commodities. Numerous times, Iran threatened to close down the Strait if it is 

attacked by the US and its allies. In the Strait of Malacca, piracy is a greater concern because 

“the number of pirate attacks in the [Malacca Strait] region still ranks highly when compared 

with the world’s other important waterways” (Komiss and Huntzinger, 2011: 12-13).  

24 The String of Pearls refers to a strategy to provide China with forward presence and military bases along the 
SLOCs from the South China Sea to the Persian Gulf in the Middle East. A pearl normally comes with facilities like 
airstrips and naval bases, logistics and intelligence. China currently has a number of pearls stretching from the Gulf 
of Hormuz to the Malacca Strait although not all of these pearls (bases) are fully militarized in the sense of US 
bases. 
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Obviously, Beijing feels uncomfortable with the US dominance over the sea routes and 

has been using its vast foreign exchange reserves to diversify its supply base (Cornelius and 

Story, 2005: 16). The most important indicator (and outcome) of China’s securitization of 

energy policy is the going-out strategy. This strategy involves: (1) Securing access to energy 

supply through investment in upstream projects; (2) Signing equity oil agreements with foreign 

NOCs to enable long-term, stable access to energy resources; (3) Taking oil off the market; (4) 

World-wide search for oil.25  These strategies only enable China to reduce the risks of over-

reliance on the Middle East energy sup-plies because Persian Gulf’s share in China’s energy mix 

continues to grow due to the existing immense potential for development in China’s economy. 

 Certain factors facilitate Chinese NOCs’ going-global activities. Firstly, 

internationalization of the energy firms increases their capability to operate in foreign 

environments and compete with the long-established Western multinationals. Secondly, high 

oil prices accompanied with the urge to maximize profit lure NOCs to overseas ventures. Also, 

wage increases in China pushes companies to regions with cheaper labor and operation costs. 

Thirdly, the opening up of some oil-rich countries such as Iran and Sudan and the availability of 

high technology equipment once monopolized by developed countries provide incentive for 

and enable China’s NOCs to go abroad and seek oil. Finally, world-wide internationalization of 

national oil companies obliges Chinese NOCs to go overseas because, if they did not, they 

would be outcompeted and lose revenue.  

 Perhaps the most effective going-abroad strategy is equity-oil agreements to help 

secure and diversify energy sources, increase expertise in unconventional oil exploration 

techniques, and capture value upstream.26 The global financial crisis and China’s vast foreign 

exchange reserves enable Beijing to buy equity in existing oil projects or acquire stakes in 

energy companies with investments in highly profitable areas. According to the EIA, since 2009, 

“the NOCs have purchased assets in the Middle East, North America, Latin America, Africa, and 

25 For example, crude imports from Venezuela were more than doubled between 2009 and 2011. See, “As US 
Leaves, Oil-Hungry China Stuck in Middle East,” Wall Street Journal, June 27, 2012.  
26 International Energy Agency defines equity oil as the one “that [has been] obtained by control of rights to a 
given proportion of output from an oil concession in exchange for oil field exploration, development, or extraction 
services and investments, as opposed to trade or purchase-mediated access to oil.”  
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Asia” (IEA, 2012d). In 2011 alone, Chinese NOCs invested $12 billion in gas and oil, which 

accounted for over 60% of the global equity oil purchases. Historically, China’s overseas equity 

production grew from a mere 140.000 b/d in 2000 to 1.5 million b/d in 2011. Among the big 

four, the CNPC is the most active NOC and holds the largest equity share. However, the 

landmark equity agreement was signed in 2012 by CNOOC, which bought the Canadian oil 

company Nexen for $15 billion, the largest Chinese acquisition of any kind.27 Since 2008, 

China’s bilateral oil-for-deals have amounted to $100 billion (IEA, 2012d).  

 Apparently, of the three options available to provide energy security (diplomacy, trade 

and force), China have chosen diplomacy whereas the US strategy has for long included military 

force, as well.28 What factors lead China to choose securitization over diplomacy? A concise 

answer to this question would be two pronged: First, China lacks indigenous oil supply to meet 

the domestic demand. Second, Bejing’s energy diplomacy is largely driven by its view of energy 

security and its reliance on foreign sources of energy. PRC considers (and rightly so) 

international energy market as unfair: The most developed energy spots and futures markets 

are located in the West; the quality areas of oil in the Middle East and elsewhere are under the 

control of Western multinationals; and energy markets could be manipulated by the West. Also, 

as the amount of tradeable oil is limited in the markets (because of the control of the oil cartel 

OPEC’s on the daily crude output), China’s needs cannot be met adequately. China faces the 

risks of carrying the bulk of its oil through naval chokepoints. Also China’s strategic petroleum 

reserves (SPRs) are still inadequate.  

Beijing sees that US actions in the Middle East is partly to serve its energy interests 

although it feels also threatened by the US’ firm grip on these markets and maritime routes to 

and from those markets. Consequently, for the PRC, energy business can hardly be divorced 

from high politics. China sees that it is dangerous to merely rely on the markets for energy 

27 The CNOOC-Nexen deal was approved by the US government on February 12, 2013, overcoming the final hurdle. 
Previously, the deal also received approval from Canadian and British governments. Visit,  
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324196204578299862176958542.html 
28 Shaofeng Chen (2008) defines oil diplomacy “as the foreign activities with explicit involvement of the central 
government aiming to secure foreign oil and gas resources or promote interstate oil and gas business cooperation. 
It differs from oil and gas trade in terms of the major actors involved, the principal objectives, and the specific 
transaction methods.”  
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acquisition. Other factors for the securitization of energy are “the possibility of temporary oil 

shortage and/or oil price volatility in the international market, natural disaster, 

uncompetitiveness of Chinese oil firms, and absence of a crisis management system for oil 

security” (Sahofeng, 2008: 83-88). For this reason, energy policy remains a mixture of hard 

(military) and soft (macroeconomics) power supported by domestic measures such as energy 

preservation and diversification (Jian, 2011: 2).  

 All in all, China securitizes energy mainly because of the twin issues of availability (the 

growing negative ratio between production and consumption) and accessibility (risk such as 

outside intervention in the oil producing countries or the security of strategic maritime routes). 

What reinforces China’s concern for energy security is the country’s limited power projection 

capability. As a result, Chinese energy sector remains state-led and securitized. China’s 

response to energy insecurity includes naval modernization for the protection of sea routes, 

state-to-state equity oil agreements, oil for loan deals and other forms of concessions, and an 

overall defiance of the US security regime in the Middle East and North Africa as it is seen to 

endanger China’s energy security prospects. In this respect, a study of the Chinese policy in the 

Middle East will shed further light on the China-US strategic competition. Therefore, the 

following chapters aim to provide a comprehensive investigation as to how securitization 

impacts on the dynamics of China-US relations in the Middle East. 
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Chapter 3: China in the Middle East 

China’s Political Presence in the Middle East 

 China’s relations with the Middle East began around 300BC through a network of 

traders from both ends of the Asian continent. The famous historic trade route, known as the 

Silk Road, extended from the city of Xian in China to Constantinople of then-Roman Empire. 

Throughout this route the famous Chinese commodity, silk, was transported to Central Asia, 

Middle East and Europe. Other civilization-nations also contributed to the trade; India with its 

spices, Persia with its precious rugs and Arabia with its horses and camels. Other than for trade, 

China utilized the Silk Road for its westward expansion which laid the ground for its further 

encounter with the Arab world.  

 The end of the Mongol rule and rise of the Ming Dynasty in China coincided with the 

continued fall of the Arab/Islamic civilization and ascend of the Europeans. However, despite its 

great power status and unquestioned seafaring capability and naval dominance, China reverted 

into isolationism from the 15th century until the British encroachment in the mid-19th century 

that forced China open. According to historians, by locking itself into the Asian landmass at the 

apex of its might, China lost (what some call) a historic opportunity to be a global-imperial 

power with territorial possessions in the Americas, Africa, and the Middle East, and avoid 

altogether the century of humiliation (1848-1950) under Western colonialism.  

After the establishment of the PRC in 1949, China-Middle East relations took an 

increasingly ideological tone. China explicitly supported Arab nationalist movements and their 

right to freedom from colonial domination and to self-determination. Initially, it attempted to 

co-ordinate its Middle East policy with the Soviets but after the Sino-Soviet split in the 1960s, 

Chinese incursion into the region became more complicated. Nevertheless, Beijing managed to 

gain considerable foothold in terms of diplomatic recognition and trade relations. The PRC 

sided with Nasser in Egypt and offered cooperation with other nations that held similar anti-

imperialist agenda such as Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Algeria. On the Arab-Israeli conflict in 

Palestine, China consistently advocated negotiated solution to the crisis while at the same time 
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it continued to work closely with Yasser Arafat, the founder and leader of the Marxist popular 

liberation organization, the PLO until the 1990s (Olimat, 2013: 6-34).  

The turning point in China-Middle East relations came when Mao Tse-tung passed away 

in 1976. Succeeding him, Deng Xiaoping gave priority to the economic modernization of China 

and the process of opening-up gradually began to prioritize China’s foreign policy. In the 80s, 

China began to draw a line between its state ideology and foreign policy, reserving the former 

for its domestic affairs and moving from idealpolitik to realpolitik in its foreign relations. This 

enabled a number of reactionary Gulf countries to establish diplomatic ties with China. As the 

1990s progressed, China had almost completely abandoned the idea of supporting 

revolutionary regimes such as in Libya, South Yemen, the Palestinian Authority, recognized 

Israel and Qatar and built economic and political relations with the UAE and Saudi Arabia. In 

short, the primacy of economic interest over revolutionary ideology led to the de-ideologization 

of the Chinese foreign policy in the Middle East and the primacy of China’s economic interests 

took the center stage (Yao, 2007: 1-4).  

The political economy of China’s contemporary relations with the Middle East improved 

when China took off economically throughout the 1990s and 2000s. Yet, Middle East as a region 

also went through certain structural alterations under external and internal forces which, in 

return, had deep implications for China. The two decades starting from the early 1990s signaled 

the period of successive wars: the United States had the Persian Gulf War in 1991 and then in 

2001. It waged another war in Afghanistan in 2003. These wars and interventions caused an 

anti-US sentiment to rise throughout the Middle East. China, on the other hand, maintained a 

strict non-interventionist policy, distancing itself from the US as a responsible developing state. 

This benign approach has won China a favorable public in the Middle East. China also took 

advantage of the existing structure to promote its interests and improve relations.  

Hence, China’s foreign policy offered countries across the Middle East a viable 

alternative to the hard-handed policies of the US China’s adept policy of respect for sovereignty 

and non-interventionism suited well with (most of the) the war-torn region estranged from the 

US Unlike the Western nations, China had no history of colonialism in the Middle East and thus 

possessed a cleaner slate to offer. Beijing’s adept policy enabled it to have good relations even 
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with the close allies of the US such as the Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain just as 

China had mostly good relations with Iran.  

China’s political relations with countries in the ME (especially those with which the US 

maintains contentious relationship) provides Beijing with a geostrategic leverage against the US 

The balancing of the US power, however, is often carried out in a behind-the-scene fashion as 

China does not wish to confront Washington openly. Hence, Beijing moves carefully not to be 

seen by the nations taken the brunt of the US as a savior; rather, as a trusted partner. However, 

more implicitly, it attempts to check the US power by offering the most required political and 

economic bloodline to countries such as Iran and Sudan.  Energy security occupies a large space 

in China’s geopolitical calculations. Obviously, “the GME [Greater Middle East] is certainly one 

of the most important areas where the future structure of the globe will be decided” (Radtke, 

2007: 415).  

Thus, since the 1990s policy makers in China have attempted to cultivate good relations 

with the Middle East based on a foundation that has now evolved into a radically different form 

from what it was in the Cold War era (Calabrase, 1998: 353). Even in the areas that are 

politically most-sensitive and potentially contentious, China has maintained a firm but non-

contentious political posture and a strategic balance that, first, aimed to promote good 

relations with the region; second, avoid unilateral involvement in regional disputes that would 

put it squarely up against the United States (Zhang, 1999: 152-153). As a result, China’s, 

cautious but firm approach bore concrete results. This way, Beijing has managed to remain 

focused on improving economic and strategic relations while observing a low-key posture in the 

region’s numerous political and social problems (Tang: 2006: 20). 

However, this is not to say that China’s Middle East strategy is one-dimensional; rather, 

other geopolitical concerns (encompassing economics, defense, diplomacy, soft power, and 

hegemonic competition) also remain relevant in China’s policy formulations in the Greater 

Middle East. One such consideration is the geographic and cultural proximity of China’s own 

ethnic minorities in the Northwest regions with Central and West Asia. Political and sectarian 

turbulences in the Middle East may have negative impact on the internal security of China 

itself – as it has already been proven in the June 2013 terrorist attacks in China’s far-western 
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region  of Xinjiang.29 Therefore, the threat of ethnic and sectarian separatism and terrorism 

extends Beijing’s attention from Central Asia to the Middle East.  Another concern is the long-

established strategic dominance of the US in the region. China is suspicious of the US 

intentions, at the very least, and the US Navy’s ability to control and dominate the trade lanes is 

interpreted as a potential threat that may lead to the obstruction of those routes if China-US 

great power competition takes on a more contentious nature (Calabrase, 1998: 353-354).  

As China moved from being a second-tier power focused on the protection of national 

unity and territories to a global power with greater capacity to extend force beyond its 

traditional boundaries, its focus also extended into Latin America, Africa, Central Asia and the 

Middle East (Jaffe and Lewis, 2002: 115). Whereas ideological alliance-making guided Beijing’s 

expansion in the pre-Gulf War era, search for oil and, less visibly, strategic balancing of the US, 

aided its geopolitical and economic expansion in the post-ideology era. As China went beyond 

its immediate periphery in the quest for energy, the likelihood of a clash with the US on a 

variety of security-related issues has increased. Especially China’s securitized approach to 

energy has created frequent frictions between the two countries (Blumenthal, 2005). Since 

Beijing’s energy policy in the Middle East inadvertently overlaps with other fields such as 

nuclear proliferation, sanctions on the unruly states and export of arms, Beijing-Washington 

relationship is expected to become more contentious as the Middle East today goes through 

one of its deepest political and social crises, widely known as the Arab Spring, since the wave of 

independence in the 50s and 60s that had installed strong, secular and nationalist 

governments, among others, in Iraq, Syria, Libya and Egypt. Hence, as Shambaugh puts it rather 

alarmingly, “what the world has seen from China since 2009 is an increasingly realist… nation, 

seeking to maximize its own comprehensive power…” (Shambaugh, 2011: 24).   

The underlying feature of China’s political influence in the Middle East is the fact that it 

is overwhelmingly considered as a benign great power. Beijing’s articulated policy of peaceful 

coexistence and designation of itself as the largest developing country takes away the negative 

connotations that are associated with the industrialized West (Chen, 2011: 1-4). However, this 

29 Some of the perpetrators that took part in the bloody attack received training in Syria. See, “China state media 
blames Syria rebels for Xinjiang violence,” Reuters, July 1, 2013, http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/07/01/us-
china-xinjiang-idUSBRE96005I20130701 
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is not to say that political ties between China and the Middle East involve no resentment or 

mistrust (although they are mostly of economic nature except the more ideological and 

sectarian issue of Xinjiang separatism and its connections with governments and non-

governmental organizations groups in the Middle East). The nature of the Chinese trade in the 

region, for example, is a source of concern. Indeed, Middle East mostly serves as an export 

source of natural resources and an importer of Chinese goods (although this has started to 

change with the growth and internationalization of China’s medium and high-end 

manufacturing). Also, Chinese firms which bring in their own workforce to large infrastructure 

projects create resentment among local populations due to reduced impact on the people’s 

prosperity. Finally, China’s policy in its restive Xinjiang region impairs its relations with some 

countries in the region. All in all, however, China enjoys a considerably favorable posture in the 

Middle East in both public and political domains.30  

China’s Economic Presence in the Middle East 

 Modern China’s economic relations in the Middle East have improved over time just as 

its political relations did. Most notably, as China’s foreign policy transitioned from ideology to 

realpolitik, its economic relations, which were initially based on arms trade (although not large 

in scale because of China’s weaker standing in the region as compared to the US, some 

European countries and the Soviet Union) took a turn towards trade and investment in civilian 

goods and services. In the 1990s, China’s economic relationship began to move toward one led 

by energy and investment in a variety of sectors such as telecommunications, transportation, 

energy superstructure, mining, finance, media as well as developmental aids and loans.  

 Until the late 1970s, economic relations between China and the Middle East remained 

insignificant. However, with the removal of trade barriers and launching of economic openness 

policy, Middle East has gradually become an important market for exports and a source of raw 

material. Throughout the 80s the high percentage of trade surplus with the region helped China 

30 According to a PEW survey conducted in July 2013, the median of the percentage of those who hold positive 
attitude toward China in seven Middle Eastern nations stood at 45%. This ratio is only 21% for the United States. 
See the survey at  http://www.pewglobal.org/2013/07/18/americas-global-image-remains-more-positive-than-
chinas/  
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reduce its balance of payments deficit. During the 80s, Chinese corporations set up operations 

in the region, bringing in foreign reserves into the country and allowing Chinese workers to be 

exposed to foreign technology and training. Investment and loans by the oil rich gulf 

development funds contributed to the country’s economy and helped to complete large 

construction projects (Shichor, 1992: 95-97). 

During the 1990s, energy cooperation became more pronounced in China-ME economic 

relations, which resulted largely from industrialization and motorization in China. As trade 

relations became more comprehensive, the two sides sought a more institutionalized economic 

and political environment. One of the most important steps in this field was taken in January 

2004 upon President Hu Jintao’s meeting with the Secretary-General Amr Musa and the 

delegates of the 22 member states of the Arab League.  During the meeting the two sides 

launched the China-Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF) (Yao, 2007: 3-6). As part of the 

institutionalization efforts, another high-level forum, the China-Arab States Expo, was launched 

in 2010 in Ningxia, home to over 10% of China’s Muslim population. The forum has held three 

sessions ever since.31    

Trade volume between China and Arab countries grew from less than $36 billion in 2004 

and $132.8 billion in 2008 to nearly $200 billion in 2011. In 2012, bilateral trade between China 

and Arab states reached $222.4 billion, a 14% year on year increase and a record high. In the 

first half of 2013, trade continued to grow, reaching $115 billion, growing by 3% year on year 

basis. China has maintained significant surplus vis-à-vis its trade with the Middle East. In 2012, 

Beijing’s imports to the Arab world exceeded $80 billion whereas its exports amounted to over 

$64 billion, pushing the total trade to about $150 billion.32 Speaking at the China- Arab States 

Cooperation Forum in the Tunisian city of Hammamet in May 2012, Yang Jiechi said that China 

is looking to boost trade with the Arab world to $300 billion by 2014, a 50% increase over the 

current levels33 (Bloomberg, 2012).  

31 For more information on the forum, visit http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/special/casetf/backgrounder.htm. 
32 For the full report, visit http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2012-05/30/c_131621391.htm. 
33 Other reports indicate that the Middle East has already become China's sixth largest trade partner. See, “Making 
Something Good Better,” October 2013, at http://gbtimes.com/focus/economy/chinese-media/making-
something-good-better. 
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Over time, bilateral investment also witnessed growth. According to China Wire, by the 

end of 2010, China’s accumulated direct investment in Arab nations reached $15 billion, 

including non-financial investment that worth is $4.2 billion. The nation’s total contracted 

projects were valued at $116.9 billion in the same year. The projects covered a range of 

industries including machinery, electronics, engineering and construction, tourism, agriculture, 

textiles and energy and chemicals. Particularly, China has a large volume of investment in 

energy in Sudan, Egypt and Algeria. On the other side, comparatively speaking, the 22 Arab 

nations’ total investment in China was estimated at $2.15 billion by mid-2010, mainly in the real 

estate, chemical (refining) and food sectors. 34 

Despite of early concerns, the popular Arab uprisings have had limited impact on China’s 

cumulative trade with the Arab nations. Bilateral trade has grown since the outbreak of the 

Arab Spring in the early 2011. In April 2011, the Research Center for China-Arab States 

Economic and Trade Relations was inaugurated in Beijing to oversight and encourage trade and 

economic cooperation.35 During the opening ceremony of the Center, an official from the 

Ministry of Commerce remarked that China planned to increase its investment in the energy, 

infrastructure and labor-intensive manufacturing sectors in Arab nations because the political 

turmoil sweeping through the region is expected to create more opportunities (Lahrici, 2013). 

However, economic relations with Libya and Egypt, two countries that faced the early waves of 

the revolutions, were negatively affected. As of 2011, 75 Chinese companies had investment in 

Libya, including 50 large contracted projects valued at $18.8 billion. More than 500 Chinese 

companies were present in Egypt.36 

In China’s comprehensive economic relations with the Arab nations, the Gulf region has 

grown in importance recently. The specific geopolitical developments in the Middle East have 

since 1990s skipped the Gulf while wars and conflicts raged through most of the Arab Levant. 

As the traditional core of the Middle East from Baghdad to Tripoli experienced turmoil, the Gulf 

enjoyed relative stability. The fact that the US remained focused on the traditional center of the 

34 The League of Arab States is composed of 22 nations in the Levant and Gulf as well as Tunisia, Libya and Sudan in 
North Africa. 
35 See the full report here, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2011-09/13/c_131136034.htm. 
36 See full report here, “China looks to Arab states for opportunities,” http://china-wire.org/?p=10971. 
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Middle East while striving to protect the monarchical Gulf from political instability, foreign 

investment has concentrated in the region. Accordingly, China-Gulf economic relations 

increased considerably. Indeed, a report published by Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) in 2011 

estimated that China would become the GCC's most important economic partner by 2020.37 

Hence, as the region’s role as an engine for growth becomes more obvious (In 2009 the 

emerging-market share of GCC trade reached 45 percent, according to the report cited above, 

an increase from 15 percent in 1980, with an average of 11 percent per year growth), China will 

become more involved in the region as a holder of excess sovereign funds. Perhaps one of the 

most notable examples of such an interest has been the opening in Dubai of a subsidiary of 

Bank of China (BOC), a first in the Middle East.38 

China’s trade with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) member states takes by far the 

lion’s share in China’s economic relations with the Middle East region.39 According to Li Jinzao, 

Vice Minister of Commerce, China-GCC trade reached $155 billion in 2012, taking up 70% of all 

China-Arab trade. In the first half of 2013, GCC countries invested more than $100 million in 

China, registering a year-on-year growth of 30%. In the meantime, talks for a free trade 

agreement between China and the GCC have continued, bearing concrete results.40 According 

to the United Arab Emirate's ambassador to China, the FTA could be concluded before the end 

of 2013.41  

China-ME economic relations have enabled Beijing to establish stronger ties with a 

region rich in hydrocarbon resources. Culturally, secular cooperation with the Middle East 

assists Beijing in its effort to prevent radicalization in its Muslim majority regions in the 

37 Cited at http://www.arabianbusiness.com/china-set-be-gcc-s-top-trade-partner-in-2020-
398790.html#.Uld0bIn6HS. 
38 According to the statement released by the company, “the new subsidiary has the highest level of permission to 
offer financial services in the Middle East, which means it will be able to provide all-around financial services, 
including deposit, project and trade financing, asset management and financial consulting.” Cited in Ministry of 
Commerce, PRC, at http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/article/newsrelease/counselorsoffice/ 
westernasiaandafricareport/201212/20121208505453.shtml. 
39 As a regional political and economic organization, GCC has 6 members: Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
and Bahrain. 
40 Once completed, the China-GCC FTA will become China’s second largest free trade area after the China-ASEAN 
Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).  
41 “Sino-Gulf FTA 'may be signed this year,” April 2013, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2013-
04/18/content_16416969.htm. 
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northwest. Cooperation in trade and investment grants China greater political and strategic 

presence in the region central in Beijing’s energy considerations. Thanks to a lack of bitter 

memories, China’s relations are free from much historical baggage. Although the strong 

resource nationalism prevents Chinese firms from many privileges enjoyed by their Western 

counterparts up to the late 1970s, Chinese NOCs are well-positioned in the region thanks to the 

special geopolitical conditions that have thus far kept certain areas closed to competition by 

the Western multinationals. A more detailed analysis on this is in order in the following section.  

China’s Energy Security Policy in the Middle East 

A growing population, expanding economy and greater consumption has led the 

demand for energy to rise exponentially over the past two decades in China (Xiaojie, 2000). This 

has brought the issue of energy security to the front of Beijing’s foreign policy making (Beng 

and Li, 2005). In line with its growing energy needs, the Chinese diplomacy in the Middle East 

has followed a pattern hugely dictated by the country’s energy interests: First, through 

constructive participation in the disputes in its energy partners, Beijing reinforced its region-

wide image as a benign great power. Second, while participating selectively and very carefully 

in the regional political development, China attempted to develop economics-driven relations 

on a win-win basis, abstaining from evoking Cold War era sentiments. Third, Chinese state aid 

to the region recently became more comprehensive, involving education, health, and 

environmental protection. Fourth, China developed cultural exchanges in the region promoting 

inter-civilization partnership based on mutual respect for sovereignty (Yao, 2007).  

Historically, thanks to its self-sufficiency, Beijing remained largely indifferent to the oil 

related issues in the Middle East throughout the 1970s and 80s – the two decades that still 

haunt most energy security experts. China remained neutral did not experience the bitter 

memories of oil crises in the late 1960s and the early 70s. To the contrary, the US foreign policy 

had been largely dictated by the developments in the Persian Gulf because of its dependency 

and the Palestine-Israel conflict. However, from the 1990s on, the balance started to shift; 

China’s remarkable economic development brought an end to the three-decade long self-

sufficiency in 1993 and China revised its Middle East policy (Jaffe and Lewis, 2002: 119). 
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China’s modern diplomatic interactions took off with the launch of its economic reform 

program (Yetiv and Lu, 2007: 201). Economics dominated China’s policy in the Middle East ever 

since the 1980s. Political and military relations, too, have served to reinforce these economic 

interests. Today, China’s ties in the region are largely concentrated on energy cooperation. This 

became more obvious as the US and Europe grew less dependent for their domestic energy 

needs. Consequently, “of all outside states, China [has been] the most significant new comer to 

the international relations of the Persian Gulf…” (Yetiv and Lu, 2007: 215). In the Middle East, 

too, China has been left with few choices but “reappraise the international environment and 

reconsider its foreign policy, including its [energy] strategy” (Zhang, 1999: 156).  

Originally, the policy of openness largely meant opening up to the West. However, China 

has often found itself “in a passive and unfavorable position” because of its lack of international 

clout in the world’s decision making structure. With the “China threat theory” gaining ground 

due to its fast economic expansion that bothered many Western governments, Beijing has to 

function in an unfavorable international environment. Consequently Middle East has continued 

to offer a great potential for China in the fields of energy, trade, finance and investment (Zhang, 

1999: 155-156) since the region, generally speaking, does not have (and is devoid of the 

capability of constructing) a similar anti-China policy. 

China’s energy policy in the ME involves soft power diplomacy, as well (Ma, 2010: 36). 

As the former Ambassador, Yao Kuangyi puts, firstly, by supporting regional peace between 

conflicting parties without taking any side, Beijing established its image as a responsible and 

constructive great power. Secondly, through high level diplomatic exchanges, China has 

attempted to broaden economic cooperation in the GME. As a result, Chinese investment in the 

region has grown steadily. Thirdly, the PRC has increased its civilian assistance efforts, offering 

bilateral cooperation in human resource development. Fourthly, Beijing attempted to revitalize 

the civilizational interaction with the Arab world in various ways such as fairs and cultural 

festivals. Finally, Beijing has worked toward institutionalization of multilateral relations. In 

2003, the China-Arab Cooperation Forum was established and held first meeting in September 

of the same year (Yao, 2007: 13-18).  
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As its energy dependency grew, China became more involved in the ME politics. But, 

Beijing maintained its mostly economics-driven relationship, choosing to have as little military 

imprint in the region as possible while improving diplomatic and cultural relations. In fact, China 

has remained to be “the only big power in the world that keeps good relations with all the 

regional countries, more than any Western power” (Yao, 2007: 13). This strategy has thus far 

had a twin impact on the US: On the one hand, Chinese indifference to the ME geopolitics 

allowed the US to dictate its policies in the region without little international constraint, 

including the liberty to wage numerous wars on its own accord. On the other, Beijing’s strategy 

undermined certain US policies such as the sanctions on Iran and (the North) Sudan.  

Currently, China’s energy dependence stands at 55%, or about 5.5 million b/d (barrel 

per day) out of the total daily demand of over 9.5 million b/d. As of 2011, China purchased 2.9 

million b/d of Middle Eastern oil (a 15% increase over the previous year), which accounted for 

60% of China’s oil imports. For a comparison, the United States imported 2.5 million b/d of oil 

from the Middle East in 2011, which accounted for only 26% of the country’s oil imports in 2011 

(IEA, 2012c: 85-107). Saudi Arabia is China’s largest crude oil supplier which provided China 

with one-fifth of its crude oil imports –over 1 million b/d in 2011. According to the EIA, in 2009, 

Saudi Arabia exported an average of 1 million b/d of petroleum liquids to the United States 

(down from 1.5 million b/d in 2008), accounting for 9% of total US petroleum imports. Saudi 

Arabia’s fourth largest partner, China imported China 839,000 b/d of oil. It is obvious that in 

terms of resource availability, Middle East will continue to be “a reliable and realistic” source of 

energy for the foreseeable future for Beijing (Xu, 2000: 9). 

China-Saudi Arabia energy relations improved without any major crisis throughout the 

1990s. However, bilateral cooperation took off with the signing of the Strategic Oil Cooperation 

Agreement in Riyadh by then-president Jiang Zemin in 1999. As the Saudis opened up their 

upstream gas and oil sectors for Chinese investment (with the exception of upstream oil 

production and exploration), Saudi companies were given access to China’s downstream 

refining business with an emphasis on upgrading China’s existing refineries to handle the high-

sulfur Middle East oil (Downs, 2006: 31-32). Since then, two-way trade flourished although it 

remained heavily crude-related. In the process, NOCs from the two sides concluded a number 
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of joint ventures (Al Sudairi, 2012). For the first time in 2010, Saudi oil export to China reached 

over 1 million b/d, exceeding exports to the US According to the International Monetary Fund, 

the bilateral trade between China and Saudi Arabia grew from $1.28 billion in 1990 to $74 

billion in 2012. Currently, Saudi Arabia is China’s largest trade partner in West Asia.  

China’s energy prospects in Iraq looked grim until recently. During the invasion of 

Kuwait, China found itself in an uncomfortable position because of its initial efforts to end the 

invasion through diplomacy. China’s efforts failed but its image as a friend of Saddam lingered. 

As a result of the war, Beijing incurred heavy economic losses in assets and earnings in Iraq. 

China’s refusal to endorse the UN Resolution sanctioning the war against Iraq also cost the 

country huge political capital among the GCC nations. Beijing maintained a restrained posture 

during the months that led up to the second invasion of Iraq and refused to participate by any 

means in the removal of Saddam Hussein. The regime change that came at the cost of a huge 

burden on the US economy helped China gain greater foothold in Iraq slowly but steadily. 

Chinese NOCs took part in re-building of Iraq’s energy sector, investing more than $2 billion a 

year and hundreds of workers into Iraq (Arango and Kraus, 2013). In 2011, Iraq became China’s 

sixth largest supplier of oil and China became Iraq’s biggest customer. In 2012, China bought 

nearly half of the oil produced in the country, which amounted to 1.5 million barrels a day.  

China’s energy-led policy has proven successful as China abstained from getting 

entangled in Iraq’s complicated internal politics that fractured the country into three de facto 

autonomous zones. From the beginning, China emphasized national unity of Iraq and opted to 

work with Baghdad although the Kurdish dominated regions in the North promised lucrative 

energy deals on more advantageous terms. In a landmark move that signified China’s growing 

energy clout in Iraq, CNPC acquired ExxonMobil’s position in the West Qurna oilfield for $50 

billion in February 2013. According to the projections, with this acquisition, CNPC will soon 

account for 50% percent of Iraq’s crude production. The deal was seen strategic because it 

came at a time when the US oil company, ExxonMobil, had been in a dispute with the Central 

Iraqi Government over the energy agreement that it signed exclusively with the Kurdistan 
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Regional Government.42 China’s precise and well-defined non-intervention policy enables it to 

become a major player in Iraq’s energy sector. According to the estimations, by 2030, Iraq’s 

crude oil output will reach 8 million b/d and 80% of it may go to China (Al-Khouri, 2013).  

Having maintained its status as China’s third largest oil supplier for most of the past ten 

years, Iran slipped to fourth position in 2012 due to a contract dispute between Sinopec and 

the Iranian National Oil Company.43 According to the latest reports, China’s imports of Iranian 

crude have fallen from 555,000 b/d in 2011 to 439,000 b/d in 2012 to 402,000 b/d during the 

period January-April 2013. Meanwhile, territorial disputes and disagreement over the rate of 

transportation fee between Sudan and South Sudan brought China’s oil import to a halt by April 

2012. China replaced the lost share of oil from Iran and Sudan/South Sudan by increasing its 

import from other suppliers in the ME and Central Asia. As a result, Russia became China’s third 

largest energy supplier in 2012 (EIA, 2012d and 2012e).  

It is anticipated that sustained energy relations will continue to deepen bilateral 

relations between Beijing and Tehran at least for the next three decades. Iran needs China’s 

political and economic support to survive the unprecedented international pressure; and China 

needs a deeper access to the Iranian energy with highest possible yield to run the engines of its 

giant economy. Yet, it is also reasonable to believe that China will not entirely downgrade its 

relations with the US for Iran. A balancing act on part of China between Iran and the US seems 

to be the short-term practical solution (as has been discussed in the case study on China-Iran 

energy relations so that China would not have to sacrifice its trade in goods with the US for its 

trade in oil with Iran or the vice versa (Zahirinejad & Vrushal, 2010).     

Chinese NOCs have been active in the Middle East and are involved in both equity oil 

and service contracts. However, China’s equity oil agreements are concentrated in Central Asia 

and Africa. Recent acquisitions allowed Chinese oil companies to expand their equity share 

considerably. In 2011, of the 31 countries that Chinese NOCs operated, 20 were based-on 

42 Although the US government maintains a political posture similar to that of China in Iraq, it has little control over 
the actions of the privately held energy companies in the absence of congressional action. Quite naturally, being 
state-owned enterprises, Chinese oil companies are more responsive to the policy of the PRC. 
43 It is anticipated that Iran will recapture the third position in 2013 because no major price dispute has occurred 
between Beijing and Tehran thus far.  
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equity oil agreements. Yet, resource nationalism has greatly barred China from equity oil deals 

in many Persian Gulf countries which only offer service contracts/buyback to foreign companies 

(Jiang and Sinton, 2011: 20). China’s national oil companies have also made substantial 

investments in Iran. In addition to the $4.7 billion agreement CNPC signed in 2009, CNPC and 

Sinopec have three other contracts to develop Iran’s oil and gas fields.  

China also has thus far made significant investment in the energy sector as a whole in 

the ME. As its going out strategy took hold and relations became deeper, Chinese investment in 

energy-related fields as various as risk exploration, oil and gas development and exploitation, 

plant construction, pipeline laying and port building has grown. Today, China’s oil and gas 

business cover almost all major Middle Eastern countries. However, whereas business relations 

with countries such as Iran suffer various setbacks and delays due to Western pressure on 

Beijing, relations with countries such as Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Qatar flourish. Nonetheless, 

despite unfavorable security (Iraq) and international (Iran) situation, China’s largest upstream 

projects are concentrated in these two countries.  

As the above analysis demonstrates, China’s energy relationship in the Middle East is 

comprehensive although the country is a new comer in the region’s energy scene (Bubalo & 

Thirlwell, 2004: 8). Especially militarily, unlike the established powers such as the US, U.K and 

France, China has a more limited capability to project power in the region. Beijing’s diplomatic 

presence, too, is shaped and guided by its energy policy. When China’s energy interests clash 

with its strategic relationship with the US in the region, China often favors energy security over 

its relations with the US Even in Syria, Chinese policy is guided by, among others, primarily its 

larger energy interests. It is true that Beijing has little direct energy relationship with Syria; 

however, Syria’s strategic importance as a buffer to Iran, which is one of China’s major partners, 

makes it an important asset for China.44 Indeed, if Syria and Iran fall, the Persian Gulf will 

practically become a US lake.  

44 Echoing a sentiment held in various capitals in the Greater Middle East, in an interview with People's Daily, 
Syrian president Bashar al-Assad said that, "China is now a superpower and is very important after the absence of 
the Soviet Union. China's role has expanded across the world and has become more important especially for small 
countries including Syria." See, President Assad’s Interview with People’s Daily, June. 21-2004, 
http://www.presidentassad.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&id=96&Itemid=468. 
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Case 1: The Partition of Sudan and China-Sudan Energy Relations: China’s Growing 
Clout 

As part of its quest for oil, China became involved in Sudan starting from the 1990s. As 

has in the case of Iran, the US-led sanctions have offered a relatively easier access for Chinese 

national oil companies (NOCs) to fill up the vacuum.45 Furthermore devoid of international 

support and investment, Sudan had few options other than welcoming Chinese investment. 

Hence, under these conditions, China-Sudan energy relations flourished and, along the way, 

elicited strong criticism by the US. China’s Sudan policy became another issue of contention, 

adding to the existing policy discord between the Beijing and Washington in the Greater Middle 

East.  

Over time, Beijing’s engagement in Sudan has grown multi-leveled, involving a number 

of social and political components. In this sense, China-Sudan (and South Sudan, after the 

partition) relationship has shown two things: First, China is increasingly more capable of 

engaging the Middle East through a complex set of diplomatic initiatives (multi-track 

diplomacy). Second, China’s policy in Sudan may be seen as a blueprint for its policy in the 

whole region as the nation’s power and capability grows. Hence, if China-Sudan energy-driven 

relations are going to be a benchmark, it is likely that the China-US relations will become more 

contentious and competitive as the policy discord between the two grows larger.  

Without a doubt, Chinese policy-making has been under the influence of the regional 

and global dynamics even as it tries to shape them to its own interests. In 2012, the deep socio-

economic divisions in Sudan led to the partition of the country into north and south. China, a 

supporter of Khartoum, abstained from taking sides in the beginning of the dispute although it 

maintained close relations with the central government. However, after the South voted in a 

referendum for independence, Beijing recognized the new conjecture and the newly-

established state, and set up diplomatic relations with the South Sudan.  

However, independence has not brought the anticipated peace in Sudan as disputes 

between Khartoum and Juba over oil fields and border demarcation remained unresolved. 

45 For example, in 1997, Washington’s imposition of sanctions on Sudan allowed China to replace the US oil firm, 
Occidential, in major oil and pipeline deal that eventually went to China’s CNPC. 
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Currently the South Sudan has over 70% of all proven oil fields whereas Sudan has control over 

the only existing infrastructure to transport and export the extracted oil. Also, the largest oil 

fields are located near the border areas contested by both sides. Analyzing the situation 

carefully, China developed a meticulous diplomacy to deal with this complicated situation, at 

times to such degree that many began to question whether or not China might be revising its 

traditional diplomacy in the ME. Indeed, Sudan-South Sudan issue has become an intriguing 

case to test the direction of China’s energy strategy in the Middle East.  

This case study offers an investigation into China’s energy policy in the post-split Sudan 

and the U.S reaction to it. It provides an analysis of the Sudan-South Sudan relations and argues 

that, abandoning its traditional diplomacy it employed elsewhere in the ME, Beijing has been 

utilizing a multi-track diplomacy to protect its energy interests in the post-partition Sudan since 

traditional diplomacy does not fully address the complexity of the conflict and fails to protect 

China’s national interests. On the other hand, as a systems-based approach to modern 

interstate relations, multi-track diplomacy assists China to help the two sides (China-

Sudan/South Sudan) overcome existing disputes and thereby achieve relative peace.  

The dispute between the North and South Sudan is a complex phenomenon. Deep 

social, political and cultural disagreements contribute to the existing issues. Traditional 

methods fail to provide a satisfactory solution to the historical distrust and hostility. For 

example, although major breakthroughs were achieved with the signing of the Comprehensive 

Peace Agreement (CPA) between Khartoum and the southern rebels in 2005, efforts made by 

various governments and international organizations have so far failed to stop clashes across 

the border areas, let alone solve deep cultural, religious and racial disputes. China, in this 

regard, is seen to depart from the confines of its traditional ME diplomacy and adopt the multi-

level method. Deeper Chinese engagement also adds to the existing China-US policy discord. 

In this study, China’s energy policy toward the post-partition Sudan is studied within the 

framework of its multi-levelled diplomacy and the implications for it on China-US relations. The 

primary thesis is that as its energy interests are threatened by the split of Sudan and the 

ensuing border tensions, Beijing has adopted a more comprehensive approach toward the 

Sudan-South Sudan dispute because the conflict between the two countries is complex, deeply-
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seated and multi-dimensional. China’s long, stable and comprehensive relationship with both 

sides provides the country with the required instruments to address the many aspects of the 

Sudan crisis. However, multi-levelled approach may also suggest a departure from China’s long-

standing traditional Middle East diplomacy. Hence, as it benefits from its greater leverage in 

Sudan, Beijing’s revamped diplomacy also brings it to a collision course with the US which has 

been closely involved in the Sudan’s geopolitics well before China. 

China’s Multi-Track Diplomacy in Sudan  

Foreign policy is carried out through diplomatic, military and economic instruments 

utilized singularly or in varying combinations. The success of foreign policy depends on the 

ability of decision makers to apply the right tools to real life situations. In order to be able to 

read the developments correctly, strategists need to look at them critically and in a holistic 

manner (Cuthbert, 2005). China’s foreign policy approach to Sudan suggests such strategic 

decision-making process that departs radically from its classical diplomacy that it has been 

utilizing elsewhere in the Middle East. 

Classical diplomacy is seen to be linear and based on the rationalist discourse. The aim is 

to achieve conflict resolution and assist peace through state-led action. However, this approach 

suffers from limitations because of its reductionist and reactive nature. Thus, in response to 

these shortcomings, a pro-active method has been offered. Distancing itself from any strictly 

state-centric techniques, the new model bases peacemaking strategies on civil and societal 

norms. Using appropriate tools, actors from individual, local, regional, national and 

international levels make a cohesive network for proactive diplomacy and conflict resolution 

and transformation (Kumar, 1995).       

To this end, the first attempt was made in the early 90s by Joseph Montville who coined 

the term “track-two diplomacy,” bringing non-state actors into diplomatic action (Diamond and 

McDonald, 1996). However, it was later understood that putting everything under track-two did 

not explain the “complexity and breadth” of informal diplomacy. In an attempt to address these 

shortcomings, Louise Diamond introduced the term “multi-track diplomacy,” attempting to 

establish a linkage between official and unofficial levels. Then further studies explored and 
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expanded on the concept. First, with new tracks, the concept evolved into a four-track model. 

Later, with additional tracks, multi-track system (or systems-based approach) gained its current 

form. Systems-based approach recognizes that the deep-rooted conflicts cannot be solved 

through mere governmental intervention. Rather, actors such as non-state organizations, civil 

and business groups, and informal channels need to take part in peace-building to transform 

deep-rooted crises. Hence, in addition to more traditional applications of conflict resolution, 

multi-track model seeks to utilize other tracks, or communities, separately or in varying 

combinations, depending on the nature of situation (Notter and Diamond, 1996).  

Figure 10: Systems-based Approach 

 
Source: Diamond and McDonald, 2006 

Originally, the nine tracks were structured hierarchically from the most important to the 

less important. In the model, government occupied the top position. However, such a top-down 

relationship did not truly reflect the multi-dimensional nature of the model. Diamond and 

McDonald eliminated the hierarchical structure and redesigned the diagram in which all the 

tracks operate within a system and interact with each other horizontally. This way “each track is 

given greater autonomy with their own distinct methods, resources and values” (Diana, 2003). 

However, since all linked to the greater system, they operate in relation to each other. 

The systems approach embraces a large network of actors (individuals, civil 

organizations, government offices, methodologies and venues) to assist international peace-

building and provides a link between structural (structures that lead to conflict) and political 
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(relationship between conflicting parties) bridges peace-building.46 It is often the case that a 

conflict creates its own patterns and is ingrained into the larger social system which rationalizes 

and thus internalizes the conflict. A social system as a unit of analysis could not be resolved but 

transformed. Hence, rather than conflict resolution, multi-track model aims for conflict 

transformation which “refers to the process of moving from conflict-habituated systems to 

peace systems” (Notter and Diamond, 1996). 

Chinese diplomacy in Sudan, especially from the time when the country’s split appeared 

inevitable, has adopted a multi-leveled approach, utilizing several of the tracks as delineated in 

the multi-track model. The new policy enabled China to better administer its Sudan policy. 

However, it also put China against the US since its policy conflicted with that of the US. Policy 

discord became even more pronounced as the crisis in Darfur caught greater attention of the 

international community. China has made certain adjustments to its diplomacy as the pressure 

mounted, but still maintained its economic and political relationship with both sides in Sudan. 

Sudan: History, Conflict and Partition 

The conflict between the South Sudan led by Anya Nya guerilla movement and the 

Sudanese government in the north broke out few years prior to the independence of Sudan 

(1956) and dragged on until 1972 Addis Adaba Peace Agreement. However, peace did not last 

long and clashes broke out in 1983 when the South revolted under the Sudan People's 

Liberation Movement (SPLM) and its armed wing, the Sudan People's Liberation Army (SPLA). 

The internal conflict ended with the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005. The CPA 

granted regional autonomy to the South Sudan and guaranteed greater representation in a 

power-sharing government with the North. It also stipulated a referendum in the south on 

independence in January 2011. The referendum was held as planned and the Southern 

Sudanese voted overwhelmingly for partition in January 2011, and the newly independent 

nation was established in July 2011. In the original agreement, the two sides were agreed to 

negotiate the outstanding issues within the six-month following the agreement.47 However the 

46 “People Building Peace- 35 Inspiring Stories from Around the World,” European Centre for Conflict Prevention, 
1999, http://www.peoplebuildingpeace.org/thestories/article.php?typ=refl&id=170 
47 See, http://www.insightonconflict.org/conflicts/sudan/conflict-profile/timeline/ 
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partition brought along a number of questions, including the future of (oil rich) disputed 

territories and sharing of oil revenues (Medani, 2011).  

Originally, the CPA offered a detailed road map for peace. It not only attempted a 

compromise between the two parties, but also sought internal reconciliation and democratic 

development in both Sudans. Although the North, which lost one-third of its territory and 

three-quarters of its oil revenue to the newly-formed southern government, initially showed 

restraint, conflict broke out soon after the CPA. The South, for its part, was also internally 

divided and far from controlling many warring factions that violated the terms of the CPA. 

Consequently, clashes that first took place between Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and the 

border area-insurgency soon evolved into a full scale war between the SAF and Sudan People’s 

Liberation Army (SPLA).   

Problems in present-day Sudan have roots going back to the colonial era under the 

British ruler that drew the boundary, dividing the country across racial, material and religious 

lines. Sudan’s internal strife mostly occurred along these boundaries. Although historical 

animosity is not merely economic, in post-split Sudan border disagreements have been 

identified with oil fields (Ottaway and El Sadany, 2012). Before Egyptian and British occupation 

in the 19th and 20th centuries, Sudan consisted of tribal communities and small kingdoms. In the 

first half of the 20th century, the British administration separated the region into north and 

south, perceiving the Muslim-dominated north to be different from the animist and Christian 

south (Machar, 1995; Woodward, 2011). 

Sudan is divided along racial, religious and economic lines. Racism, in this case, plays a 

greater role than religion (Natsios and Abramowitz, 2011). The split of Sudan has “intersected 

fundamental problems that existed within both,” further deepening some. The politically 

unstable North and the economically underdeveloped and internally divided South found their 

own reason to become suspicious of each other’s intentions. Both countries, although formally 

decentralized, remained de facto single-party states and neither side showed keen interest in 

making the peace agreement work (Ottaway and El-Sadany, 2011). Today, few years after 

partition, a number of outstanding issues such as the allocation of oil revenues, border 

demarcation and mass internal migration still affect the post-split environment (IAE, 2012b).   
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Until 2005, political disputes in Sudan were centered on the struggle for greater 

autonomy and independence by the southern rebels. After the signing of the Comprehensive 

Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005, civil war ended and a period of tranquility ensued. However, 

with the referendum in 2011, the dispute on energy resources became manifest along the fault 

lines of political division. Although Sudan and South Sudan are now split, they still are 

dependent on each other for the continuity of the oil business. Whereas an estimated 75% of 

the former Sudan’s oil fields are located in the South, the pipeline and refineries are in Sudan. 

Prior to the independence, South Sudan received 50% of the revenue generated in the unified 

Sudan. Yet this arrangement expired after the peace agreement and talks on the sharing of the 

oil revenues ended in failure and the halt of the oil production by the South. 

Map 4: Oil Industry in Sudan and South Sudan  

 

Source: Drilling Info International via BBC, July 2013  

Oil is important for both governments, contributing greatly to the running of the basic 

governmental functions, including the payment of workers’ salary. During partition period, it 

was hoped that the mutual dependency would create an economic symbiosis: The South 
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needed Sudan’s infrastructure (pipeline, processing facilities and marine terminal) to transfer 

and export oil at Port Sudan whereas Sudan needed the oil from the South in the form of transit 

fees and other payments to make up the loss from the split (Dziadosz, 2012). However, oil 

dispute got deeper after the partition as Sudan decided to demand the southern government 

high transit fees to make up for the lost income it suffered due to secession. In fact, about 98% 

of state revenues in South Sudan and over half in the united Sudan relied on the oil sales before 

the split. In response to Khartoum’s demand, South Sudan halted all oil production and 

exploitation activities.48 Although the two sides resumed the talks on oil payments in July 2012 

and signed an agreement in August, outstanding disputes over the contested regions with rich 

oil deposits have continued to this day.49 

China-Sudan Relations: Before and After Partition 

China and Sudan enjoyed robust diplomatic, economic and strategic cooperation over 

the last two decades—ever since Jiang Zemin initiated China’s reengagement in Africa in 1996. 

As China’s economy grew, the country’s foreign policy strategy in Sudan evolved. However, the 

split of Sudan has cast doubts on the bilateral relations with Sudan and the newly independent 

South Sudan. Beijing preferred multilateral engagement in the regional crisis. However, China’s 

trade policy, especially arms sales to the Khartoum government seemed to contradict the 

principle of non-interference (Sparks, 2011).50 Also, until 2007, Beijing opposed UN resolutions 

to deploy peace-keeping forces in Darfur (Alessi and Henson, 2012). Yet after the UN 

involvement, China became the first country, and the only permanent Security Council 

member, to send troops to the UN missions in Darfur and the South Sudan (Shinn, 2011).   

The real boost to China-Sudan economic relations came in the 1990s with the 

development of the oil sector and Sudan’s isolation from the larger international community. 

The NPC’s (National Party Congress) seizure of power in 1989 and Sudan’s deteriorating 

relationship with the West pushed the government to look for a non-Western investor to 

develop its oil sector. Beijing offered Sudan a business partner and, despite of an unstable 

48 “China welcomes oil deal between Sudan, South Sudan,” Xinhua, 2012-08-06, 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2012-08/06/c_131765167.htm;  
49 “China welcomes oil deal between Sudan, South Sudan,” Xinhua, 2012-08-06,  
50 “China and South Sudan,” Saferworld Briefing, August 2012.    
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security environment, Chinese energy firms enjoyed a favorable investment climate – much to 

the objection of the United States (Wuoi, 2012). Khartoum’s need for an investor coincided 

with China’s growing demand for oil. Currently, China gets nearly one-third of its import from 

Africa, world’s third largest oil producing region, and Sudan is the second largest regional 

exporter to China. A non-OPEC producer, Sudan sold 66% of its oil to China in 2011 and CNPC is 

currently the largest investor in the country (Alessi and Henson, 2012; Zhao, 2011).  

China’s oil investment in Sudan’s energy sector began in the late 1990s. Before the split 

of Sudan, China developed oil fields initially operated by Chevron, which withdrew from Sudan 

when US placed sanctions on Khartoum. Beijing also built pipelines to transport crude from 

central Sudan to the port on the Red Sea. CNPC has remained the biggest international player in 

Sudan’s oil industry with its 40% stake in Sudan’s Greater Nile Petroleum Operating Company 

(GNPOC). CNPC also continued to provide field services and construction, and built two 

pipelines for Sudan (Raghavan, 2012). Driven by CNPC’s investments, Sudan’s proven oil 

reserves increased to 6.7bb/l in 2010, from 0.3bb/l, in 2000 (Li, 2011). 

China faced some difficulties in the aftermath of the partition. Chinese interests have 

become a primary target of the southern rebels. In April 2012, 29 Chinese workers were 

abducted by insurgent groups in the oil rich province of Kordofan. In the same year, president 

of the Chinese oil consortium based in Juba was expelled by the Southern government. China, 

however, still maintains certain advantages in the newly independent South thanks to its early 

engagement. Chinese financial institutions and construction companies have been waiting for 

the situation to be stabilized to take full part in the development of the South Sudan’s 

economy. These are all suggest the growing scope of Chinese involvement in the region, largely 

driven by its energy needs, but also a consequence of the US-led policies that provided China a 

more comprehensive, albeit more precarious, route to take in Sudan.  

Indeed, in line with its traditional practice in many other regional developments, 

initially, China approached cautiously toward the Southern drive for independence.51 However, 

as the referendum drew nearer and when it became clear that the South would secede, Beijing 

51 Ibid. 
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began to develop relations with the southern interim government. Numerous Chinese investors 

in the fields of agriculture, telecommunications, financial services and infrastructure moved to 

the South, aiming to take part in the development of the soon to be independent region (Shinn, 

2912; Wuoi, 2012).  

With the partition of Sudan, China’s engagement evolved into a trilateral framework. 

Beijing maintained close ties with the North while it worked to improve links with Juba, 

encouraging both sides to negotiate outstanding disputes, most importantly the oil dispute. 

Apparently, Beijing realized that in order to protect its energy interests, it needed both sides’ 

cooperation. Therefore, a negotiated peace has remained a more favorable option to Beijing 

than a protracted civil war (Traub, 2012).  

Among the strengths of Chinese diplomacy are the ability of the PRC to provide financial 

aid, the experience it gained from the handling of the protracted crisis in Darfur, and its existing 

energy and other investments on both sides of the border. However, when it became clear that 

China’s diplomatic efforts in the region did not match its capabilities,52 multi-track diplomacy 

came into Beijing’s attention as an instrument to bridge the gap between China’s capabilities 

and its influence. It is obvious that Chinese decision makers renounced from the idea that 

Beijing should stay out of Sudan’s disputes and limit its engagement to trade needs be modified 

since traditional energy-driven diplomacy is no longer adequate to address the complex nature 

of Sudan-South Sudan relations (Alessi and Henson, 2012). However, with its more diversified 

policy in Sudan and South Sudan, China has come under a greater US pressure. The partition of 

Sudan has not eased the pressure on China as border clashes persisted, the situation in Darfur 

remained precarious and the Khartoum government’s isolation from the larger international 

community continued without any chance for improvement. Hence, as elsewhere in the 

Greater Middle East, China’s energy policy in Sudan has caused a discord between Beijing and 

Washington. 

52“China’s New Courtship in South Sudan,” Crisis Group Africa Report N°186, 4 April 2012. 
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China’s multi-track diplomacy strategy 

China’s engagement in pre-partition Sudan was predominantly based on traditional 

diplomacy. However, the partition has increasingly required China to depart from classic 

government-to-government interaction. As a result, China moved slowly toward a multi-lateral 

strategy in Sudan and the South Sudan. Apparently, China’s capacity in implementing these 

tracks differs considerably since the dispute between Sudan and South Sudan remains multi-

leveled with diverse economic, ethnic, political and cultural components.  Still, the following 

tracks remained available for China to reinforce its energy security in the post-split Sudan: 

Track one: Traditional government-to-government conflict resolution techniques have 

been used to bring the two sides together for solution to the existing disputes. In this respect, 

China has been at the forefront of international efforts. Through official channels, China has 

continuously encouraged both Khartoum and Juba for a negotiated and reconciliation-based 

solution to the conflict before and after the partition. Although prior to the partition China 

stood closer to the North, it did not lose time to establish diplomatic ties with the South well 

before the referendum. After the referendum took place and the issue of disputed areas and oil 

payments surfaced, China adopted an impartial standing, making sure that state-to-state ties 

with both sides would continue without much disruption to energy relations. 

Track-two: Track-two involves non-official and non-governmental action to prevent or 

resolve violent conflict (Dixon and Simmons, 2006). A country’s soft power is often projected 

through such organizations (NGOs) that act relatively independently from the various apparatus 

utilized by the state. Chinese NGOs have been active in Sudan in a wide variety of areas 

including health, education and agricultural development.53 Beijing is expected to continue with 

its effort in this realm so that the NGOs would play a more effective role in public diplomacy. 

Track-three (Business): Decades-long sanctions that kept Sudan out of the reach of most 

international investment allowed China to become a major economic actor there. Over the 

years, Chinese companies have invested in, among others, energy, infrastructure and 

53 “China, Africa to build new model for NGO co-op,” Xinhua, 07/11/2012, 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012chinaafricaforum/2012-07/11/content_15575890.htm 
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telecommunication sectors. Hence, business diplomacy leads to improved living standards 

including health, education and an overall improvement in the quality of life in both Sudans. 

Track-four (Citizen Diplomacy): Chinese nationals in both Sudans assist the peace-

building efforts in the conflict-hit areas through grassroots mobilization. Interested individuals 

or groups could act in unison without being hindered by the formality, protocol or government 

mandate. Citizen diplomacy also enables the participants to get a better sense of international 

disputes and reflect on their preconceptions, which creates a better environment for mutual 

understanding.54 

Track five (Research, training and education): Track-five diplomacy involves the activities 

by professionals (thinks tanks) and students (colleges and universities). Scholars are brought 

together to devise strategies and recommend solutions for a better Sudan-South Sudan 

relationship. Students, who are considered less constrained by formalities and more creative, 

offer grassroots assistance for China’s peace-building efforts. Although China’s track-five 

activity in Sudan and South Sudan are still in its initial stage, Beijing has made considerable 

improvement in this field, as well.  

Beijing opened the first Confucius Institute in 2007 at the University of Khartoum and in 

2008 a partnership agreement was signed between China’s Northwest Normal University and 

University Khartoum for student exchange. In September 2012, South Sudan announced its 

intention to build five university campuses with $2.5 billion loan from the Chinese 

government.55 These efforts are now further upgraded so that the youth on both sides are 

educated and warring groups are brought together in non-political (peace-building) settings and 

thus contribute to the mutual understanding and normalization.     

Track-eight: This track, that is, funding, is perhaps one of the most important areas that 

China hopes to play a dominant role. So far, Chinese individuals, NGOs and private companies 

54 Bonny Ling, “China’s Peacekeeping Diplomacy,” China Rights Forum, No. 1, 2007, 
http://www.hrichina.org/sites/default/files/oldsite/PDFs/CRF.1.2007/CRF-2007-1_Peacekeeping.pdf 
55 Alexander Dziadosz and Hereward Holland, “South Sudan plans China-backed $2.5 billion university project,” 
Reuters, September 13, 2012, http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/09/13/southsudan-education-
idUSL5E8KD83Z20120913 ; “Culture Exchanges between China and Sudan,” Chinese Embassy in Sudan, 2012/03/05, 
http://sd.china-embassy.org/eng/whjl/t911020.htm 
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have carried out significant philanthropy activities in Sudan and South Sudan. Hospitals, 

schools, roads, dams and irrigation and sewage systems have been built with the funding and 

expertise provided by various groups and entities from China.  

In 2010, the China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation announced the plan to establish 

13 hospitals for women and children to help decrease the maternal and infant mortality rates 

(Hui, 2010). In July 2012, delegates from China Charity Foundation opened China-Sudan 

Friendship Hospital.56 These efforts are now widened in scope so that the quality of life a larger 

segment of the populations on both sides would improve and the frequency of mutual 

interaction is increased. 

Track-nine (Media): Electronic, visual and print media is important in informing and 

engaging the public on both sides on issues related to peace-building. In this respect, the most 

important step was taken in 2012 in which China’s CCTV and Sudan’s State Television signed a 

framework cooperation agreement. Under this agreement, the sides pledged to increase 

communication and awareness of each other among the general public.57 Beijing has begun to 

utilize this advantage (of having a strong media presence) for efforts towards creating in Sudan 

and South Sudan a favorable environment in which both sides are kept informed of each other 

and people-to-people relations are more normalized. 

US Reaction to China’s Sudan Policy 

As Mine points out, “the foreign policies and values of the two countries [China and the 

US] are so divergent that it is unlikely that they will be able to pursue their current modus 

operandi with respect to… Sudan” (Mine, 2011). Since China maintains close relations with both 

Sudan and South Sudan, the US anticipates China to revise its relations with the country, 

especially with the North Sudan, because of the existing concerns with regards to human rights, 

religious and ethnic minorities and the continuing civil war with the southern rebels. However, 

China has been criticized by the US government and (Western) NGOs such as Amnesty 

56 “China Charity Foundation Delegates visited Sudan,” Tiens, 
http://www.tiens.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=267:china-charity-foundation-
delegates-visited-sudan&catid=139:news-a-promotions&Itemid=261 
57 “CCTV and Sudan State Television Signed a Cooperation Agreement,” 2012/06/07, http://sd.china-
embassy.org/eng/whjl/t939073.htm 
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International when Beijing fell short of meeting their expectations. Critiques in Washington 

often argued that China’s relations and the ensuing deep political and economic commitment in 

the country prevented it from considering international community’s misgivings on the 

Sudanese government. Rather, Beijing maintained close ties with Khartoum, deepened its 

presence utilizing multiple diplomatic tracks.  

In June 2011, the Sudanese president, Omar al-Bashir, visited China despite that he 

faced two international arrest-warrants for war crimes.58 In his three-day visit, Bashir met 

President Hu Jintao and other senior leaders of the CCP. Prior to the visit, Beijing faced a 

mountain of criticism from Western governments and civic organizations to cancel the visit or, 

better yet, arrest Al Bashir once he set foot on the Chinese territory. For example, US 

Republican representative from Virginia, Frank Wolf, claimed that “he saw first-hand that China 

was supplying planes, helicopters and arms that have fueled the conflict,” and added that “now 

we find that they're welcoming Bashir. What more do we need to know? Lives hang in the 

balance…The number one supporter of the genocide in Darfur that many people are so 

concerned about is the Chinese government,"59 Responding the criticism, Chinese foreign 

ministry spokesman Hong Lei said that Beijing had every right to invite Mr. Bashir and Beijing 

did not endorse or support in any way the civil war in Sudan.60  

Apparently, the split of Sudan into a north and south also signifies a deeper split of the 

Chinese and US interests: Whereas China remained closer to the government in Khartoum, the 

US allied itself firmly with Juba in the South. The US support for an alternate pipeline from 

South Sudan into Kenya or Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC ), in this case, shows the 

dimensions of great power competition over the natural resources in the divided country. 

However, because of its miniscule dependency on the oil from the Middle East and North Africa 

(and thanks to its growing indigenous production), for the United States, Sudan is a strategic 

asset more than it is a prospective energy partner. Hence, US strategy is more security-driven. 

58 China is a permanent member of the Security Council which urged its members to support the findings of the ICC 
when it referred Sudan to the court. However, China is not obliged to execute the ICC warrants because it has 
never signed up to the body. The US is also not a signatory to the ICC and therefore is exempt from its jurisdiction. 
59 “Omar al-Bashir, Sudan President, Should Have Been Arrested in China: U.N.” Huffington Post, June, 2011.  
60 “Delayed Sudan leader Omar al-Bashir arrives in China,” BBC, June 2011.  

105 
 

                                                           



 

For example, “Washington seeks to counter Islamist movements [in Sudan], some of which 

have been aided over the years by Khartoum” (Downing, 2011). Furthermore, the US initially 

anticipated that the Arab Spring, which already took out Colonel Muammar Gaddafi in Libya 

that shares a narrow borderline with Sudan, would spread over to Sudan, bringing down the Al 

Bashir government and leading to the establishment of a friendly government.  

It may be anticipated that, as the US companies ready themselves to return to the South 

Sudan, Beijing-Washington policy discord will become more manifest since their economic and 

strategic interests will clash on a multitude of fronts. In the past two decades, the US remained 

economically disengaged in Sudan; however, with the emergence of the new southern state 

warm to Western investment and still suspicious and critical of the Chinese engagement in 

North Sudan (although China is still the largest investor there), the US now finds a favorable 

environment to re-launch large scale investment. China and the US will find a greater number 

of contention points as they promote their geostrategic and economic interests in the country.  

Conclusion of the Case: Implications for China-US Relations 

Realizing that State-led classical diplomacy has been insufficient in tackling the issues 

that run deep in Sudan-South Sudan relations, Chinese government has taken the multi-track 

option. Beijing saw that for the problem was multi-dimensional, actions taken to address it 

needed to be multi-levelled. Hence China has moved away from traditional diplomacy and 

adopted a more active model. However, the country’s comprehensive engagement has evoked 

Washington’s criticism in regards to China’s Sudan diplomacy. Indeed, its revamped policy in 

Sudan has thus far helped China evade the pitfalls of the partition and protect its interests. 

Greater Chinese engagement translates into greater exposure to the West-led 

international community. As in the past, China continues to come under pressure on a number 

of issues related to Sudan such as state visits by high-ranking Sudanese government officials, 

arms sales to the Sudanese Armed Forces (SDF), energy investment and allegations of 

corruption, the Sudan-South Sudan dispute and, last but not the least, the crisis in Darfur. It is 

clear that China’s Sudan policy is of a special nature because of the country’s level of diplomatic 

commitment; however, it does not ease the policy discord with the US. Rather, as in elsewhere 
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in which China’s engagement is more limited, Beijing and Washington experience policy 

discord.  

In this case study, it is argued that multi-track diplomacy has been a useful instrument 

for China to facilitate peace between Sudan and South Sudan. It has thus far assisted Beijing to 

manage the conflict. The reason that China was able to carry out such strategy, which it did not 

utilize before elsewhere in the Middle East, has been that Beijing has remained involved in 

Sudan and South Sudan’s affairs for over two decades due to its trade in oil and thus already 

held considerable influence in the region. Therefore, considerations for energy security 

provided (and still does so, for that matter) an incentive for Beijing to play a more active role in 

Sudan. It may be expected that, to enable greater energy security, China will need to further 

step outside the confines of its traditional energy-led policy in post-split Sudan even though this 

becomes detrimental to its relations with the United States. 
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Chapter 4: US in the Middle East 

US Political and Military Presence in the Middle East 

Although the US-Middle East relations go back to the early days of the United States, 

Washington’s economic and military engagement in the region did not take off until after large 

oil reserves were discovered in the 1920s.61 US' deeper military involvement commenced much 

later -- after WWII and with the advent of Cold War in the early 1950s. US political involvement 

developed as the Israel-Palestine issue evolved into an international crisis from a regional land 

dispute between local Arabs and European Jews fleeing persecution in Europe from the late 

1880s and peaking in the 1930s. Diplomatic documents released from the early 20s to the late 

40s indicate the increasing US commitment to the ME in the face of the power vacuum from 

the United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the region. In the next ten years after the establishment 

of Israel in 1948, the US administrations began to get more involved in Middle Eastern regional 

affairs largely in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Over time, Washington became a strong 

first-tier player in the region with a broadened policy approach that, in the absence of British 

domination, clearly exceeded that of the previous decades. 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the US structured its Middle East diplomatic strategy 

according to the needs and necessities of the Cold War. As a buffer zone, the ME, along with 

Shah’s Iran and conservative Turkish governments, became functional to stop Communism 

from spreading beyond Central Asia. However partially in response to the unconditional US 

backing of Israel and the decades old European interference, the anti-colonialist fervor 

flourished in the ME, culminating in the 1960s; Egypt and Syria being the pioneers of the pan-

Arabist vision. Anti-colonial sentiment soon evolved into anti-Americanism, feeding the popular 

left-wing Intifada movement in Palestine under the leadership of Palestinian Liberation 

Organization (PLO) and pan-Arabist pro-Soviet Baathist parties in Iraq, Egypt and few other 

nations. Hence, faced with the Arab oil embargo in the late 70s and the seemingly unstoppable 

rise of the Arab-nationalist movements in the Middle East, the US administrations found 

themselves in a dilemma.  On the one hand, they remained committed to Israel's security at 

61 Early US-Middle East interactions go as far back as 1777. In that year, Morocco recognized the US independence, 
being the first Middle Eastern country to do so.  
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any cost, and on the other hand, they wanted to make sure that the flow of oil from the Middle 

East remained secure and that its price kept under control.  

Two major policy doctrines shaped the US approach to the ME from the mid-50s to the 

early 2000s. In what is called the Eisenhower Doctrine, the US government made its first 

comprehensive policy formulation, an early indicator of the growing involvement of the US in 

the coming decades. In his speech to a Joint Session of Congress on January 5th, 1957, President 

Eisenhower highlighted the strategic importance of the ME, and emphasized the need to 

prevent it from falling under the Soviet influence. For this purpose, he argued that military and 

economic assistance to pro-US countries must become a priority. The Eisenhower Doctrine had 

an immediate impact on Washington’s ME policy. As part of it, for example, in 1958, the US 

sent the 7th Fleet near the Persian Gulf to monitor the sea routes and protect oil fields there. 

Hence, although the original intention was, and remained to be, to deny the area to Soviet 

influence, access to, and protection of, oil supplies also motivated the US and, after the fall of 

the USSR, this became the mainstay of the US involvement. Hence, although the Eisenhower 

Doctrine brought hardly anything that was new because the US was already arming its allies in 

the region, it was important in formulating a concise policy guideline for the dominance of the 

US Navy in the Persian Gulf (Michael, 2011: 471-474). 

A second policy formulation came out nearly 25 years later and made explicit what was 

essentially implicit in the Eisenhower Doctrine. In his 1980 State of the Union address to the 

Congress, Jimmy Carter emphasized the more active role the US intended to assume. Coming 

on the heels of Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the people’s revolution in Iran, the Carter 

Doctrine opened the ME for direct US military intervention, stating that the US would use any 

means available, including the military to protect the energy flow from the Persian Gulf (Ibid. 

481). Although at the time of the release of the new doctrine the US did not have the military 

capability to intervene directly in the region, it nonetheless provided the blueprint for such 

build-up of military forces in the Persian Gulf and its periphery.  

Thus, to meet the emerging geopolitical challenges and enhance energy security, 

Washington set out to run a strategy of constructing military and political alliances in the region. 

Through political alliances, the US managed to safeguard Israel from a unified Arab opposition 
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by offering economic and military favors to the status quo oriented GCC front and, until 

recently, to Egypt, and reinforcing their regional standing against the less compromising Iran, 

Syria, and Lebanon front. Military alliances and base agreements, on the other hand, assured 

both that the US would protect Israel from a possible attack and that the compromising 

authoritarian regimes across the Persian Gulf would not fall. The combined result of the US 

strategic military network in the Middle East was a dominant political, economic and military 

presence in and domination over the region and its natural resources, including oil.  

However, unlike the highly institutionalized US-Atlantic alliance model under the NATO’s 

security umbrella, the Cold War US-Middle East relations evolved into, albeit quite formidable, 

one of a network of informal security alliances. Alliances with Israel, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and 

Turkey composed the backbone of the US effort against the Communist expansion. In fact, 

except for enclaves in Iraq, Syria, Algeria and few others for short periods, Communists never 

really succeeded to take over any country in the ME thanks to the strength of the US-led anti-

Communist network. It follows that the fall of the Soviet Union created a new sphere open for 

influence in Central Asia and a new regional security framework emerged when Saddam 

Hussein invaded Kuwait. In the following decade, the US remained involved in the Eastern 

Europe/Balkans (especially after the disintegration of Yugoslavia led to ethnic wars among the 

Croatians, Serbs and Bosnians) and the Middle East. On the ME front, first, a major war and 

then extensive international sanctions (including an effective no-fly zone) against Iraq and 

sanctions against Libya and Iran helped maintain the region’s security balance to the US favor. 

The Arab-Israeli dispute, by the way, kept Western policymakers occupied until the Second 

Intifada killed all the remaining optimism beginning September 2000. Considering the wars in 

the Gulf and the US geostrategic dominance, Washington’s policy in the Middle East was now 

composed of two major legs: the Peace Process and the protection of energy resources in the 

Persian Gulf (Hajjar, 2002: 3-7). 

However, the September 11th events dramatically transformed US approach and forced 

everyone to revisit their postulations vis-à-vis US’ ME strategy (Jervis, 2003; Dalacoura, 2005). 

The twin pillars of foreign policy (ensuring the security of Israel and safe access to the Middle 

Eastern oil) were replaced by, first, the concept of “extended geopolitical security” in the 
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Middle East – North Africa (MENA) region (which also included the security of Israel as its 

mainstay) and, second, select democratization (promoting democracy and market capitalism in 

certain countries although no mention of secularization was made). Since the 9/11, both hard 

and soft military instruments have been used frequently to transform the balance of power in 

the region: States were forced to a change of behavior either through military action (e.g., 

Afghanistan, Sudan and Iraq) or military aid (e.g., Egypt, Israel).  United States’ oil interests 

were voiced less emphatically. Rather, an idealist policy of political transformation and 

democratization in the Middle East took over the political discourse (CATO, 2008). The US ME 

policy, in short, has gone from one of die-hard pragmatism to a mixture of idealism and realism 

(Hazbun, 2010). Interestingly, the transformation took place only about a decade after the 

Chinese foreign policy transition in the region which saw Beijing move from idealism-driven 

policy to economic pragmatism. US’ declining dependency62 on the Middle East energy has 

further reinforced its more ambitious and idealist foreign policy, which came at a time when 

China’s energy dependency grew constantly. In short, both the US and Chinese foreign policy in 

the Middle East went through a structural transformation and each took its own course to an 

opposite direction.  

However, it must be noted, higher idealism in the US foreign policy has not precluded 

use of military instruments. In fact, in present time, the US alliance system in the Middle East 

relies more on a combination of political and military arrangements than during the Cold War 

era when the US was more capable of and willing to handle things in the Middle East on its own. 

Rather, currently, US political and military presence in the Persian Gulf is more comprehensive 

than, for example, it was during the 1973 Oil Crisis. Politically, Washington guarantees 

international legitimacy and regime survival for its allies in the Persian Gulf. Militarily, US bases 

scattered across the region help project power, control and monitor trade lines and 

transportation hubs, and interfere in regional and national affairs.   

62 According to the US Energy Information Administration, “The US imported approximately 10.6 million barrels per 
day (Mb/d) of petroleum in 2012 from about 80 countries. [It] exported 3.2 M/bd of crude oil and petroleum 
products, resulting in net imports (imports minus exports) equaling 7.4 M/bd. Net imports accounted for 40% of 
the petroleum consumed in the United States, the lowest annual average since 1991.” In 2012, only 13% of US oil 
came from the Middle East. See, http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=727&t=6.  
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It has been argued that, comparatively speaking, the pre-9/11 Middle East policy of the 

United States was based on negative power which aimed at preventing countries from doing 

certain things not desired by the US Washington was mostly successful to prevent, for example, 

the threats from Iran to the flow of energy through the Persian Gulf. In the post-9/11 era, 

however, the US is seen to apply both negative and positive power. Positive power refers to 

idea promotion through coercive methods whereby the US acts as a “political engineer” (Noel, 

2006: 2-3). The forced democratization of Iraq is a popular example to this strategy.  

Hence, the current US military presence in the GME comes in hard and soft forms: Hard 

presence “refers to a military area in public space, overseas territories, colonies, departments, 

trusted lands, or foreign territories, where a state deploys a certain number of armed forces, 

engages in military activities, and builds up certain institutions and facilities” (Degang & Zoubir, 

2012: 87). Examples are the bases in Qatar and Bahrain or the NATO command in Turkey. Soft 

presence, on the other hand, refers to “less aggressive and less conspicuous, including ad hoc 

military deployment, technical military stations, overseas arsenals, military supply sites, drone 

bases, intelligence stations, reconnaissance sites, aerospace tracking facilities and so on” (Ibid). 

A majority of US presence in the ME falls into the second category, which testifies to the fact 

that the contemporary security environment in the region involves more non-traditional 

security components than it was initially.  

Since the establishment of the first task force in the Middle East in 1948, the US military 

imprint in the region has grown steadily. In 1949, the task force was renamed as Middle East 

Force (MEF). Since 1951 when the US appointed a rear admiral in the command of the MEF, the 

US Navy kept a permanent presence in the Persian Gulf and operated from Bahrain. During the 

Carter Era, a Rapid Deployment Force (RDF) was set up. The twin events of the invasion of 

Afghanistan by the Soviets and the revolution in Iran in 1979 rendered the existing Saudi 

Arabia-Iran security axis unviable. Thus, as the strategic environment became complicated, US 

security institutionalization developed further and eventually the US Central Command 

(USCENTCOM) was established in 1980.63 From the 1990s on, Washington signed cooperative 

63 The area of responsibility of the USCENTCOM includes Afghanistan, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kazakhstan, 
Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, United Arab 
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defense agreements with a number Gulf Countries, including Oman (1990), Saudi Arabia (1990), 

Bahrain (1990), Kuwait (1991), Qatar (1992), and the UAE (1994), which granted US military 

exclusive advantage in the Persian Gulf over its rivals (Hajjar, 2002: 19-20). 

The over-militarization of the relations in recent years could be tracked in the official 

statements released by Washington. One such noteworthy policy speech was delivered by 

Chuck Hagel, the US Secretary of Defense, at the Washington Institute for the Near East Policy 

in May 2013. In his speech, the secretary outlined Washington’s national security interests in 

the Middle East. As has been traditionally the case, he began with stressing the security of 

Israel as the core of the US policy. He then emphasized the defense partnership with Egypt as 

the most important relationship which also relates to the security of Israel. Hegel identified 

Jordan as another key US partner with which Washington increased military cooperation. Then 

Hegel identified Iran’s support for Syria, its destabilizing activities and its nuclear program as a 

major security threat to the US and its allies in the region.  In this regard, the US defense 

cooperation with Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and other Gulf countries, and its military 

footprint in the region now far exceeded those prior to the September 11.64  

It is anticipated that the US will retain strong presence in the Middle East in the coming 

years despite the strategic rebalance toward Asia.65 This is simply due to the fact that, 

geostrategically, the region is still important. Also, the security commitments of the US military 

make it almost impossible that a meaningful withdrawal from the region would be likely 

without a major dent in the US power and capability. As of February 2013, the cumulative 

strength of the US military in the Gulf is composed of “more than 300 combat aircraft, 30 ships, 

and personnel numbering about 35,000, including sailors, soldiers, Marines and airmen.” The 

deployment in Bahrain that hosts the Navy’s 5th Fleet includes “two carriers, 20 ships, 103 strike 

Emirates, Uzbekistan, and Yemen. Visit USCENTCOM at http://www.centcom.mil/about-u-s-central-command-
centcom.  
64 Read the full speech at http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/US-defense-policy-in-the-
middle-east. 
65 In fact, as the Los Angeles Times report indicates, “the Pentagon quietly shifted combat troops and warships to 
the Middle East after the top American commander in the region warned that he needed additional forces to deal 
with Iran and other potential threats.” In Jordan, Kuwait, and other GCC countries, US military presence has 
increased over the past two years.  
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aircraft, approximately 20,000 sailors and marines.”66  Although costly, such an extensive 

presence doubtlessly gives the US a major advantage over any potential rival in the Greater 

Middle East. 

In the absence of a permanent Chinese military presence and commitment in the 

Persian Gulf, the US military emerges as a force that could almost singlehandedly dominate the 

Middle Eastern security framework. Only the two aircraft battle groups that cruise the waters 

of the Gulf present a formidable challenge to any challenger that attempt to revise the existing 

security framework. Chinese disinterest in getting involved in the region’s internal politics is 

partly the result of such an understanding. Although in the future we may see China deploy 

naval units near and in the Persian Gulf waters (especially if the Port of Gwadar is updated to 

host PLAN’s surface and subsurface naval units), over the short to medium term, except for 

anti-piracy, escort and rescue missions in the Indian Ocean, SLOCs security will largely remain to 

be a US business exclusively (Scobell and Nathan, 2012: 139).   

However, a deeper policy discord may change the status quo prematurely and lead the 

two sides to wage a low-key fight through proxies in the region – as exemplified by the US-

Russia proxy war in Syria.67 Energy security is a compelling factor for China to defy US regional 

strategy. If mutual understanding is not achieved, China-US relations can easily evolve into a 

destructive great power competition. It is certain that although the projected energy self-

sufficiency strengthens the US hand in the region, as a customer of oil from the international 

markets, even zero dependency on the ME would not be of any meaning in the event of an 

energy crisis that would push the global spot prices up. Hence, whereas less-dependency frees 

up the US hand in the Middle East, the international nature of energy prices (among others) still 

ties the US firmly to the region. 

US and Middle East Energy 

 Historically, the US has had concerns about secured access to the energy resources in 

the Middle East. This concern, which shaped the nature of US involvement for years, found its 

66For more information on the US Strength in the Persian Gulf, visit, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
srv/inatl/longterm/iraq/military/usstrength.htm. 
67 About the US-Russia proxy war, read http://rt.com/op-edge/us-russia-proxy-war-364/. 
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best expression in the Carter Doctrine (Noel, 2006: 1-2). In his 1980, Carter explicitly stated that 

the US reserved the right to (militarily) intervene in case of a threat to the flow of oil from the 

Middle East.68 US involvement has become more complex ever since, primarily for two major 

reasons: First, the post 9/11 security environment now differs largely from the Cold War-era. 

During the Cold War, the actors were nation states whereas in the post-9/11 period, the 

identity of actors is less clear as some of them are not bound by any state lines, identified as 

non-state actors. Furthermore, during the Cold War the epicenter of the US-Soviet rivalry was 

Eastern Europe and the Middle East remained in the liberal sphere (on the periphery of it, but 

still inside) while the very center point of the post 9/11 world has been the Middle East and 

North Africa (with East Asia is now slowly integrated under the Asia-pivot scheme).  

Second, it seems that the long-held dream by every US administration since Nixon of a 

greatly reduced dependency on the strategically unreliable sources of energy is becoming a 

reality. Recently, a number of reports have mentioned an “energy revolution” in the United 

States. Sustained high oil prices have made it economically viable for energy companies to 

exploit deposits (deep sea or land) considered harder to reach. As of August 2013, US crude oil 

output stood at above 7.5 million barrels/day (mb/d), while US crude imports were down by 1.6 

mb/d over the same period. Hence it is predicted that by October 2013 the US will be producing 

more crude oil than it imports (CGES, 2013). Furthermore, techniques (horizontal drilling and 

fracking and steam injection) have made it possible to extract oil more efficiently and with less 

loss during the process. Thirdly, the consumption of petrochemicals in the US has decreased. 

Total oil consumption peaked at 20.7 mb/d in 2004. By 2011, however, consumption fell by 

nearly a tenth to around 18 mb/d. Fourthly, in part thanks to higher energy prices and new 

extraction techniques, the amount of extractable oil at a profit grew by 14.1% in 2011 

compared to 2010.69 Finally, the US improved its overall energy efficiency. The primary energy 

consumption per dollar of gross domestic product, (the intensity of US energy consumption as 

68Jimmy Carter: "The State of the Union Address Delivered Before a Joint Session of the Congress," January 23, 
1980. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project.  
69 The Most Oil-Rich States, 24/7 Wall St. http://247wallst.com/special-report/2013/08/02/the-most-oil-rich-
states/#ixzz2b4jKbX5P 
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measured by the ratio of physical energy consumed to the constant dollar value of GDP) has 

declined over time.70 

These two major developments have begun to signal a shift in the US involvement in the 

ME. As of 2012, Persian Gulf accounted for only about 13% of the oil that the US purchased 

from overseas. In the same period, more than 70% of the US import came either from 

indigenous production or Canada and Latin America. Of the 13% that the US imported from the 

Middle East, 8.1% came from the reliable US partner, Saudi Arabia. The share of Middle East-

Africa stood a little over 20% (Compare this to over 70% share of MENA in China’s total export 

in 2011). According to the EIA, in 2012, the US relied on net imports (imports minus exports) for 

about 40% of the petroleum it consumed and over half of these imports came from the 

Western Hemisphere (EIA, 2013). According to the US Energy Department oil imports into the 

United States in 2014 will be at their lowest level in nearly 20 years. 

According to a Congressional Research Service (CRS) report presented to the US 

Congress, in the years 2005 to 2011, net US oil imports have fallen by 33% to average 8.4 mb/d, 

which represented 45% of domestic consumption, down from 60% in 2005.71 More than a third 

of the US gross imports came from Canada and Mexico in 2011. About 40% of the imported oil 

came from members of the Organization for the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), mostly 

from OPEC members outside the Persian Gulf (Nerurkar, 2012). As of June 2013, the top five 

crude oil exporters to the US have been: Canada, Saudi Arabia, Mexico, Venezuela, and Iraq. In 

the same period, US imports of crude oil stayed below 8 mb/d as domestic production 

continued to rise and oil demand remains relatively flat.  As of August 2013, US output stood at 

above 7.5 mb/d, while US crude imports were down by 1.6 mb/d (CGES, 2013). Furthermore, 

Obama Administration has set a target to reduce oil imports by one-third over the next decade 

(Nerurkar, 2012: 18). Overall, US dependency on foreign (Middle Eastern) oil is on its way to 

greatly diminish, which sets a clear contrast to China’s oil prospects. 

 

70Donald A. Norman, “US Oil Consumption Declines” Manufacturers Alliance for Productivity and Innovation, 
January 8, 2013.  http://www.mapi.net/us-oil-consumption-declines#sthash.CPpdKqQx.dpuf 
71 It should be noted that despite the decline in net import volumes, the cost of net imports has generally 
increased due to rising oil prices. 
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Figure 11: Estimated Energy Production of US, Russia and Saudi Arabia 

 
Source: International Energy Agency, 2013 

A most updated report released by the US Energy Information Administration (EIA) in 

October 2013 predicts that the US will become world’s largest producer of crude oil and natural 

gas in 2013, surpassing both Russia and Saudi Arabia as the largest oil and gas producers 

respectively (Figure 15). According to the study, the US petroleum and natural gas production 

has grown thanks to a dramatic surge in US indigenous production enabled by new extraction 

methods (EIA, 2013). In its Oil Market Report dated September 2013, IEA estimates that “the US 

is set to become the leading non-OPEC liquids producer” in the world as of the third quarter of 

2013, if biofuels are included in the calculations. It also indicates that the US already surpassed 

Russia in 2012 as the largest producer of natural gas. The upsurge in production has not put the 

US on the list of top ten exporters of oil and natural gas since it is a big consumer of energy. 

However, thanks to the larger domestic extraction and production, imports of natural gas have 

fallen by 32% and crude oil by 15% in the last five years (IEA, 2013f).  

What would be the implications of this new energy equation for the US Middle East 

policy? Two reports released by Citi GPS: Global Perspectives & Solutions in March 2012 and 

February 2013 offer extensive insight into the changing patterns of global energy production 

and consumption. The report, titled Energy 2020: North America, the New Middle East, begins 

by pointing out that “For the first time since 1949, the US has become a net petroleum product 

exporting country and has edged out Russia as the world’s largest refined petroleum exporter” 
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(Citi, 2012: 3). Although other factors such as lower demand and struggling economy have a 

share in the declining import, structural changes such as demographic slow down, efficiency 

and “the mass-commercialization of technologies” also play important role. What is more 

“exciting” is that “on the supply side… the US has become the fastest growing oil and natural 

gas producing area of the world and is now the most important marginal source for oil and gas 

globally” (Ibid). Coupled with the continuously rising Canadian and Mexican production, it is 

now a viable prospect that North America may become the new ME of the coming decade.72  

Indeed, North America has been the fastest growing oil and natural gas producing 

region of the world for the past half-decade. The United States, during this period, moved from 

being a net importer to a net exporter of petroleum products. In 2011, the import of petroleum 

products declined by 1.6%.  According to the estimations, from 2011 to 2020, growth rate in 

liquids (oil and natural gas) production will reach over 11% and the increase will push North 

American total output to 26.8 mb/d in 2020. As a result, since 2011, the US has been a net 

exporter of petroleum products. It is estimated in the report that “by 2020, global real oil prices 

would be roughly -14% lower than they otherwise would have been.” Also, lower prices due to 

increased production will have twin impact on economy: On the one hand, consumer will 

purchase oil at a lower rate at the pump. On the other hand, cheaper oil and natural gas will 

lower the profit from the export of these commodities (Citi, 2012: 77).   

A second Citi analysis released in February 2013 builds on the previous report and 

indicates that “the momentum toward North American energy independence accelerated last 

year well beyond the wildest dreams of any energy analyst and well above the forecast we 

made in our first Citi GPS report” (Citi, 2013: 3). In 2012, “crude oil saw the largest single annual 

increase in liquids production in US history” and “a half-decade from now, combined US and 

Canadian oil output could be in surplus of projected needs” (Ibid: 3-4). Consequently, the report 

72 According to the aforementioned report, five sources of hydrocarbon energy contribute to the growth in 
production: Tar sands production in Canada, deep-water drilling in the US and Mexico, oil extracted from shale and 
tight sands, natural gas liquids (NGLs) associated with the production of natural gas, and biofuels. It is estimated 
that, cumulatively, the North America region could add over 11 million b/d of liquids from over 15 million b/d in 
2010 to almost 27-m b/d by 2020-22. 
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projects that “The probability of North American energy independence is extremely high, and 

even the prospects of energy independence for the US alone are real” (Ibid). 

Figure 12: Percentage of US Oil Import by Region in 2012 

  

Source: Energy Information Administration, 2012 

 Apart from economic ones, the two reports predict deep geopolitical implications of 

energy self-sufficiency. Among the like consequences are the “reduced strategic importance to 

the US of changes in” energy producing countries and greater pressure toward isolationism. 

Furthermore, as non-OPEC producers, unlike the OPEC who tightly regulates the rate of 

production for price stability, the US-Canada-Mexico trio will not likely regulate the rate of daily 

production of oil and natural gas, which, in return, may lead to a significant decrease in the 

influence of the OPEC oil cartel on world energy prices (Citi, 2012: 84). Greater energy 

independence may also result in the changes of the parameter of the US post-Cold War foreign 

policy as the country reevaluates and re-define its commitments and relationships in the 

Middle East and elsewhere (Citi, 2013: 4).  

On the other hand, this research holds that the US involvement in the Middle East has 

never been purely for energy supply, therefore, its reliance on the Middle Eastern oil would not 

matter much in its foreign policy towards the region. As long as the US stays as the strongest 

military power in the world, it will want to maintain its influence in the region. The only 

possibility for the US to reduce its engagement in the Middle East would be if it found itself no 
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longer able to dominate the region, as the case of the USSR, which, upon the decline in power 

and the eventual dissolution, pulled out of the region for about two decades until the new 

assertive posture under Putin’s second presidency. 

Figure 13: North America Total Liquids Supply Projections 

A: Actual; E: Estimated 

  

Source: Citi Investment Research and Analysis, 2012  

The transition of the US Middle East policy over the last two decades has been quite 

instructive. Some attributed this change to an overall paradigmatic change in the country’s 

political discourse. Generally speaking, from the 1960s to the early 2000s, realist thinking 

dominated the US foreign policy in the ME. During the Cold War “the US sought to deter threats 

to its allies and interests as well as prevent the rise of a regional hegemon by cultivating 

bilateral alliances – supported by military and economic aid – and following a policy of offshore 

balancing, in which US military power, located ‘over the horizon,’ was periodically deployed to 

counter threats to US interests and allies” (Hazbun, 2010: 239-240). From the 9/11 onwards, 

however, many US policy circles have begun to downplay the realist tradition and adopted a 

strategy in the region to better counter the threats to US interests. As it was, “this shift was 

largely driven by the policies and geopolitical discourse of the George W. Bush administration 

as it developed an ambitious vision for forging a new regional order across the Middle East 

based on regime change and societal transformation” (Ibid., 240). 

However, this is not to say that the US has completely abandoned its security-driven 

hard strategy in the GME. To the contrary, greater energy independency has led the US to focus 

more on the region as an indispensable source of energy for China. Therefore, whereas the US 
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maintains the traditional parameters of its relationship in the region,73 it also promotes a more 

idealistic posture backed with hard power instruments in order to compete with (and check on) 

China and render its relationship with states such as Iran and Sudan in the region less rewarding. 

Therefore, being less-dependent on the Middle Eastern energy does not lead the US to 

voluntarily locate the; rather, it leads to a more comprehensive commitment. Idealism allows 

the US to comfortably criticize China in its dealings with Syria, Iran, Libya etc. The 

unprecedented military build-up of the US Army, on the other hand, enables Washington to 

intimidate Beijing and punish the few countries that Beijing has good energy relations. All in all, 

greater US energy independency is likely going lead to a deeper involvement which, in the face 

of China’s rising energy stakes in the region, will create a greater number of points of 

contention because now Beijing has to counter US influence both militarily/economically and 

ideationally. Also, new dimensions to the US involvement in the region bring in new points of 

contention that leads to a deeper policy discord between Beijing and Washington.  

Case 2: The Iranian Nuclear Dilemma: Comparing Chinese and US Strategy 
Nuclear energy development may create dilemma between security and trade policies 

of competing states. It is maintained that both Iran and the US have been entrapped in such 

entanglement in the Persian Gulf. The three-decade long hostility between the US and Iran has 

pulled Beijing into the Iranian nuclear issue because of its economic and political relationship 

with Tehran, which has continued unhampered in spite of US’ continuous pressure in the past 

three decades. Two factors weigh heavily in the existing policy discord. First, Beijing and 

Washington have structurally different approaches to the ways and methods of international 

governance. Second, Iran is of a strategic value for China both as a provider of oil and as an 

asset to check on the US dominance in the Persian Gulf. Hence, Beijing is not likely to 

participate fully in the US-led security regime against Tehran at the cost of its established 

foreign policy practice and strategic interests. If the nuclear crisis puts the Chinese and US 

73 These parameters include “Discouraging interstate conflict that can threaten allies (including Israel) and 
jeopardize other interests; Preserving the flow of energy resources and commerce that is vital to the US, regional, 
and global economies; Ensuring transit and access to facilities to support US military operations; Countering 
terrorism (CT); Stemming the proliferation of conventional and unconventional weapons; and Promoting economic 
growth, democracy, and human rights.” See, “Change in the Middle East: Implications for US Policy,” Congressional 
Research Service, March 7, 2012.   
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policy in further discord, this will inevitably create greater tension between the two major 

powers in their relationship in the Middle East.  

Three interrelated developments have led to the existing China-Iran energy nexus in the 

Persian Gulf. First, ever since Beijing overhauled its foreign policy doctrine in the Middle East 

from one of Third World solidarity to principle-based and economics-driven engagement in the 

early 1990s, it has worked to build relations in the Middle East on the ideas of mutual benefit 

and non-interference. China’s renouncement from the policy of export of ideology convinced 

the conservative Iranian leadership to seek better relationship. Hence, China-Iran relations 

developed along economic and political lines. Second, China’s ever growing energy 

consumption and stagnant domestic production obliged the country to seek oil abroad by 

negotiating directly with the governments some of which have been ostracized from the 

international energy regime, including Iran. Finally, the mounting Western sanctions over Iran’s 

nuclear energy program have stimulated Tehran to seek energy partnership with Beijing. As a 

result, it has offered China’s national oil companies (NOCs) exploration and production rights 

that have not been readily available in other regional markets long appropriated by powerful 

Western multinationals. 

The US, on the other hand, has had no direct diplomatic, military and economic 

engagement with Iran since 1979. Thus Iran-US energy relations have been non-existent for the 

past three decades. Furthermore, US’ dependency on the Middle East for its energy import has 

been in decline for over ten years now and, in about two decades, the North America region 

will achieve near self-sufficiency from the Middle Eastern oil (IEA, 2012). This is in stark contrast 

to China, which is projected to rely on the Middle East for over 70% of its total oil import by 

2030.  Thus, the lack of political and economic engagement with Iran rendered it much easier 

for Washington to sanction Tehran although it has thus far refrained from direct a military 

action since such a move would still threaten US interests if the region is destabilized in a war.  

As it appears, contrary to the predictions that the US would be militarily disengaged 

from the Persian Gulf as it achieves energy self-sufficiency (Downs, 2006; Friedberg, 2005), it is 

now more involved due to enduring geopolitical considerations -- primarily to maintain 

dominance in the region in order to prevent regional or outside powers to gain foothold, to 
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provide protection for the countries positioned inside its alliance network, and to keep the 

strategic Gulf of Hormuz open for international energy trade and thus ensure price stability. 

The hegemonic nature of the US policy could be best observed in the recent military build-up in 

the Persian Gulf amidst growing tension vis-à-vis Iran’s nuclear energy program (Auken, 2012). 

On the other hand, China’s political and economic engagement in Iran is of a principled nature 

in which trade in oil is separated from nuclear proliferation. Thus China has continued energy 

trade with Iran even when it meant digressing from its traditional policy in the Middle East. This 

strategy has been best observed in the Syrian Crisis which could not be thought of in isolation 

from the Iranian nuclear issue. China has been firm in its support of the Syrians’ right for self-

determination and vetoed three US-led UN resolutions against Damascus (Stea, 2012). 

In this study, the Iranian nuclear issue is discussed comparatively from the US and 

Chinese perspectives with a focus on the role that energy plays in this trilateral setting. It first 

offers an historical account of US-Iran and China-Iran relations in the post-Cold War period. 

Second, it looks at the divergent strategies of China and the US vis-à-vis the Iranian nuclear 

program and explores the underlying logic in the two countries’ strategies. Third, it provides an 

analysis of the China-US policy discord in the Persian Gulf and its implications for their bilateral 

relations. Finally, it sums up the analysis with a note on further research. 

Iran’s Nuclear Energy Program: Chinese and US Strategies 
 

Iran’s nuclear energy program dates back to the early 1950s. Throughout the Shah era, 

Iran has primarily cooperated with Germany, France and the United States to kick-start an 

ambitious nuclear energy program under which it planned to build about 20 nuclear power 

reactors by 1994. In 1957, the Shah signed a civilian nuclear cooperation agreement with the 

US. In the same year, Germany and France began to build two nuclear power units each. In the 

meantime, Iran made certain efforts to demonstrate that it did not pursue nuclear proliferation. 

As a sign of good faith, Tehran joined the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in 1958 

and signed the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968 (Leverett & Leverett, 2013). It also offered 

to the UN General Assembly a draft resolution, calling for establishing a nuclear-free zone in the 

Middle East as early as 1974 (Kerr, 2012; Reardon, 2012). 
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The 1979 revolution brought a short-lived change in the Iran’s nuclear energy policy. 

The new government remained highly skeptical of nuclear technology. Iran also suffered a 

considerable loss of brainpower because of the Revolution which led to a large scale flight of 

educated Iranians from the country. However, in the mid-1980s, Tehran’s nuclear energy 

program went through another major transformation as it moved from anti to pro-nuclear 

energy (CIA, 1988; Kahn, 1975). This change in policy is attributed to the use of chemical and 

biological weapons against Iran by the Iraqi Army during the Iraq-Iran War. The failure of the 

Western powers to address the issue forced Tehran to reconsider its strict anti-nuclear energy 

policy (Chubin, 2006: 7-10). Throughout the 1990s, Tehran’s nuclear program remained a 

consistent but low-scale concern until an exiled opposition group revealed the existence of 

secret nuclear facilities in Iran. The revelation caused a major international backlash and under 

growing Western pressure, Tehran agreed to expanded safeguards and inspections by the IAEA. 

However, consistent differences of opinion between the West and Iran prevented a final deal 

on nuclear enrichment (Reardon, 2012: 15). 

In 2006, the P5+1 Group, the permanent five members of the UN Security Council plus 

Germany, offered comprehensive proposals to Iran. Tehran’s initial reaction was positive and in 

September, the sides were about to reach a tentative deal. However, due to its requirement 

that Iran suspend all enrichment-related activities, Tehran rejected the offer. Successive failures 

in the negotiations on the nuclear issue and the inability of the sides to reach an agreement 

enabled the US to rally the UNSC to vote for the first sanctions resolution against Iran 

(Resolution 1737) in 2006. Although much weaker than planned by the US due to Russian and 

Chinese reservations,  R1737 prohibited many forms of civilian nuclear and ballistic missile 

cooperation with Iran,  imposed financial sanctions on several Iranian entities tied to the 

nuclear program, and set a deadline for Iranian compliance. The Security Council passed the 

second resolution when Iran failed to meet the February 2007 deadline. The new measures 

extended financial sanctions to more state entities and banned Iran from exporting arms. About 

one year later, in March 2008, a third Resolution (R1803) came into effect, prompting more 

stringent measures against Tehran.  Finally, the UNSC passed Resolution 1929 in June 2010. 

However, none of the sanctions lived up to the US expectations because China and Russia 
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blocked the inclusion of clauses that might do more harm to civilians than force the political 

elite to change opinion. Following this, in 2011 and 2012, United States and Europe enacted 

extensive sanctions on the Iranian finance and energy sectors, including punishing foreign firms 

doing business with the Iranian Central Bank (Reardon, 2012: 18-25).  

Despite a long history of international scrutiny, the question of whether Iran has a 

clandestine nuclear proliferation policy has remained contested. Conflicting reports from the 

concerned parties and Tehran’s vehement denials of seeking nuclear armament have cast 

further doubt over Iran’s true intentions (Kerr, 2012: 2). For example, a National Intelligence 

Estimate by the Director of National Intelligence (DNI) of the US indicated in December 2007 

that Tehran stopped its nuclear weapons program in 2003 under international pressure 

(Mazetti, 2007). Similarly, at a US Senate Select Intelligence Committee hearing held in January 

2012, the Director of National Intelligence stated that even though Tehran “is keeping open the 

option to develop” nuclear weapons, “[w]e do not know... if Iran will eventually decide to build 

nuclear weapons” (Clapper, 2012).  

In November 2013 P5+1 meeting the sides reached a first step agreement on Iran’s 

nuclear program. Under the deal, Iran agreed to halt enrichment above 5% and neutralize its 

stockpile of near-20% uranium. Tehran also promised to allow inspectors to its enrichment 

facilities. However, later, conflicting statements from the sides have clouded the early optimism 

and suggested that the parties might have differences in their interpretation of the agreement. 

Furthermore, the US went ahead with fresh sanctions on Iran, drawing angry comments from 

the Iranian side. Obviously, at this point, the Iranian nuclear issue is far from being concluded 

and major differences of opinion among various actors still exist.  

US: From Friend to Foe 

US engagement with Shah-era Iran was composed of two major components: energy 

and anti-communist alliance. On the energy front, in 1953, the CIA worked with the British 

secret service to restore the Shah Reza, who advocated extensive privatization of the energy 

sector, by overthrowing the government of Musaddeq who sought to re-nationalize the oil 

industry. The US benefitted greatly from the shift in energy policy in Tehran and maintained 

close relationship with the regime. With the redistribution of the British production shares, 
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eight private U.S. companies were awarded 40% of the Iranian oil. On the ideological front, the 

Shah helped Washington in its anti-communist efforts in the ME. Tehran served as a forward 

base for clandestine operations on the border of the Soviet Union against “the expansion of 

communist influence and [as] a counterweight to the pro-Soviet Arab regimes and movements” 

(Katzman, 2012: 6). 

This two-pronged strategy came to an abrupt end in 1979 when the anger toward the 

two-decade long oppressive rule and growing anti-Western sentiment led to an Islamic 

revolution and the overthrow of the Shah regime in Iran, taking then Carter administration by 

surprise.74 As in many other newly established countries of East Asia in the post-World War II 

era, anti-colonialism created a popular discourse of resource nationalism among the Iranian 

masses who demanded full nationalization of the oil sector. Also, the new Iranian government 

became a firm advocate of non-alignment while it opposed firmly Soviet communism, as well. 

In consequence, economically, Washington lost a reliable energy partner and, strategically, it 

lost an ally that functioned as a proxy in the Middle East. From that point on, US-Iran bilateral 

relations deteriorated quickly. The US government imposed first sanctions on Iran during the 

Embassy Hostage Crisis in 1979.75 Mutual hostility escalated further in 1984 when the US added 

Iran to the list of countries supporting terrorism. Yet, of all the issues of contention, Iran’s 

nuclear energy program has become the most controversial (Sanger, 2012).  

Concerned that nuclear proliferation would lead to instability, increase the likelihood of 

a nuclear war and give nations “a sense of greater independence,” various US administrations 

made only cautious steps in providing Iran assistance in nuclear technology (Burr, 2009: 21). 

Nevertheless, soon after the Shah’s assumption of power, Washington signed a civil nuclear 

cooperation agreement. Under the agreement, it promised Iran technical assistance and 

cooperation on research on nuclear technology (Poneman, 1982: 84). US supplied about 6kg of 

enriched uranium to Iran for fuel in a research reactor in September 1967 (NSA, 1980). 

Washington was so confident of Tehran’s peaceful intentions that, in March 1975, the Energy 

74 In his visit to Iran in the early days of 1978, President Jimmy Carter described Iran as “an island of stability in a 
turbulent corner of the world.” Less than a year later, students stormed the US Embassy.  
75 The Embassy hostage crisis became the critical watershed moments, signaling an important shift in US-Iran 
relations.  
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Research and Development Administration classified Iran as one of the least likely candidates to 

seek nuclear weapons (NSA, 1975).76 Thus almost a year prior to the Iranian Revolution, the 

two sides signed an agreement for the provision by the US of eight reactors.  

However with the sudden fall of the Shah regime, Iran’s Western-backed nuclear 

program collapsed entirely as well, and the political and strategic delinking of Iran from the 

international system reduced the country’s status from a friend to a foe. Following geopolitical 

fault lines, Tehran’s nuclear energy program soon turned into a potential threat to regional and 

global security in the eyes of US policy makers. Thus a first set of anti-nuclear sanctions came in 

1982 during the Reagan administration in which, along with 62 other countries, Iran was put on 

a nuclear watch list (Benjamin, 1982). A second round of sanctions against Iran came into force 

in 1995. The law stipulated that any foreign company investing over $40 million to the 

development of petroleum resources in Iran would be penalized. These efforts seemed to pay 

off until fresh revelations showed that Tehran’s quest for nuclear technology remained 

unchanged in the early 2000s. This development gave way to the ongoing process of multi-

party negotiations that lasted until this day. 

It follows that post-Revolution US-Iran relationship has been dominated by mutual 

antagonism and distrust except for brief moments of limited interaction. At the core of this is a 

struggle between two different sets of values, one promoted by Iran as a country aspiring for 

regional great power status and the other by the US as an established unilateral hegemon (Bill, 

1999: 44-46). Iran’s geostrategic significance as the gate keeper of the strategic Gulf of Hormuz 

(EIA, 2011) and its “fierce sense of independence” (Ramazani, 2012) have motivated US 

administrations to consistently seek to prevent Tehran from rising as a regional powerhouse. 

Iran’s nuclear energy program has become a crucial aspect of this struggle. 

The United States has attempted to contain Iran through alliance diplomacy and military 

build-up in the Persian Gulf, hoping to keep Iran’s economy from developing, marginalize its 

regional standing and isolate it at international institutions. For these purposes, first, it has built 

a formidable military presence in the Persian Gulf, including a carrier battle group in Bahrain. 

Second, it has sought to weaken regional actors such as Iraq and Syria, thereby prevent a 

76 The list included India, Taiwan, South Korea, Pakistan, and Indonesia.  
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regional bloc from emerging. Third, it has maintained an implicit patron-client relationship with 

anti-Iranian governments such as Israel, Saudi Arabia and several other Gulf monarchs (Bill, 

1999: 44-46). Finally, it has fortified these clients militarily (Cohen, 2013). 

At the center of the US’s Iran policy is the concern that a nuclear Iran would be a major 

regional power with an international posture more defiant of the established rules. Nuclear 

proliferation would drastically change the regional balance of power that currently favors the 

US allies and undermine US’ military hegemony. Beyond the Middle East, Tehran’s 

nuclearization would have a ripple effect across the nations that identify themselves with the 

non-aligned grouping. Furthermore, Washington worries that Tehran may share its nuclear 

experience with other untrusted states such as Venezuela, Syria and North Korea. Finally, the 

US is concerned about Israel’s safety in the event that Iran achieves nuclear deterrence 

capability (Kerr, 2012: 2). Washington fears that if Iran achieved nuclear parity with Israel, this 

would erode Israel’s military superiority over the rest of the region and undermine its security.   

China: An Act of Strategic Balancing 
 

Due to the growing Western pressure on Iran’s nuclear energy policy, China-Iran 

relations shifted from the contentious arms’ sales and key technology transfers during the 

1980s to more neutral trade in energy in the late 1990s. Overtime, energy has become the main 

axis around which the Sino-Iranian economic partnership revolves. In 2012, Iran became China’s 

fourth largest supplier of crude oil (10-12% of its total import), and currently China is Iran’s 

largest trade partner.77 

Beijing established full diplomatic relations with the Shah’s Iran in 1971 and since then 

the two countries developed peaceful economic, military and political relations. China and Iran 

shared a similar vision of non-alignment, and economic and political sovereignty; ideas that 

were largely derived from their respective historical experience of anti-colonial struggle. Also, 

the fact that China and Iran had no history of war and both had been subject to the humiliating 

experience of neocolonialism reinforced the mutual social and political identification. Although 

77 Although Iran remained China’s third largest supplier of oil for the most part of the previous decade, due to the 
latest round of financial sanctions on the companies that do business with the Iranian Central Bank, it slid to the 4th 
place in 2012.  
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relations remained rather limited in the aftermath of the Chinese Revolution because of China’s 

cooperation with Russia and Iran’s opposition to Soviet expansionism, by the mid-1960s and 

particularly after the Sino-Soviet split, the two countries started to establish more substantial 

ties. As a result of the warming relations, in 1969, Tehran declared support for the PRC’s UN bid 

to replace Taiwan. Political rapprochement soon translated into greater economic cooperation: 

For instance, bilateral trade volume during the 1960s reached at levels 20 times higher than the 

previous decade (Mackenzie, 2010; Huwaidin, 2002; Dorraj & Currier, 2007).  

Today, cooperation in energy constitutes the backbone of the Sino-Iranian economic 

relations (Calabrase, 2006). Apart from a partnership that results from China’s ever-increasing 

energy needs and Iran’s vast amounts of hydrocarbon resources, US sanctions against Tehran 

have further encouraged more comprehensive ties between the Chinese and Iranian industries. 

Indeed, as Iran has been forced into deeper isolation from international energy markets, China 

has gradually become the dominant external player in country’s economy (Mackenzie, 2010). 

China-Iran bilateral trade, initially centered on arms sales, has over time become almost 

completely energy-led. The structural shift in the China-Iran economic relations coincided with 

the emergence of Iran’s nuclear energy program as an issue of greater international concern.  

Just as Iran’s foreign policy and domestic political situation lead the US to become 

involved in the Persian Gulf both militarily and politically, the overwhelming US presence leads 

the Iranian leadership to not give up altogether on its nuclear development program. Facing 

such a vicious cycle of mutual antagonism between Iran and the US, the Chinese policy-makers 

constantly seek ways to avoid getting entangled in this power struggle while remaining relevant 

in the region’s geopolitics and economy. Thus, Beijing considers Iran’s geographic location as an 

important asset for China’s regional strategy to balance the United States and secure energy 

resources. Indeed, Iran occupies a key location in the Persian Gulf, the most vital energy route 

in the world, and has the ability to effectively control the Strait of Hormuz (EIA, 2012).78 Also, to 

its north Iran borders the Caspian Sea, which is at the center of the energy-rich Central Asian 

region. Hence, Beijing views the military developments in the Persian Gulf as one of a potential 

78 The Strait of Hormuz is the world's most important oil chokepoint due to its daily oil flow of about 17 million b/d 
in 2011, up from between 15.7-15.9 million b/d in 2009-2010.  
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threat toward the security of the trade routes and the stability of the energy rich trade partners, 

including Iran (Mackenzie, 2010).  

All in all, China-Iran interaction is multi-leveled and centers not only on overlapping 

energy interests but also on significant historical ties and geostrategic balancing against the US 

(Harold & Nader, 2012). The defining character of the bilateral relations is mutual geopolitical 

and economic concerns that enable the two nations to sustain a principle-based pragmatic 

relationship (Casting & Fite, 2012). China finds supporting Iran in the international stage to be 

strategically viable since Tehran is the only country to counterbalance US dominance in the 

Persian Gulf (Lin, 2010). It is China’s interest to have Iran as an ally both for its energy supply 

and for a certain degree of control in a volatile but strategically vital region (Harold & Nader, 

2012: 12; Kemenade, 2009). In a sense, Iran’s posture in the face of Western pressure finds an 

echo among the Chinese strategic circles who adopt the realpolitik of counterbalancing the US 

and promoting the Chinese ideal of international governance based on universally applicable 

rules (Shambaugh, 2011).  

As is seen in many visits made by high level officials from both sides over the past 

decade, Tehran, too, desires to maintain strategic and economic ties with Beijing. As Iran is 

heavily sanctioned and isolated from the international economic system, China offers Tehran 

the much needed breathing space in the form of energy deals and other economic transactions. 

Consequently, since the end of the Cold War, both China and Iran have been regarded by the 

Western strategists as both prospective challengers of the international regime led by the US 

and aspirants for great power status (Garver, 2006).  

China-Iran relationship involves strategic competition, as well, and at times the two 

sides find their geopolitical interests at odds. First and foremost, Beijing’s growing strategic 

clout in Pakistan and a possible militarization of the Port of Gwadar leads the Iranian 

government to seek partnerships to balance China in the Arabian Sea and the Persian Gulf. In 

this respect, Iran hopes to gain leverage against Beijing by cooperating with India (Keck, 2013). 

For this purpose, it aims to increase energy cooperation with New Delhi by working together on 

the development of its strategically–located Port of Chabar. China’s energy interests in Central 

Asia and Russia are also potential points of competition between the two countries. As China 
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deepens its energy cooperation in the region, Iran finds itself being marginalized as an energy 

provider. Nevertheless, Iran continues to elicit considerable political support from Beijing for its 

peaceful nuclear energy program. 

China’s approach to the Iranian nuclear issue has been quite consistent ever since the 

country terminated all nuclear-related cooperation with Iran in 1997. Still, China-Iran energy 

relations continued to create tension between Beijing and Washington. As the US effort toward 

Iran’s nuclear program has grown in scope, it began to involve other non-nuclear realms such as 

Iran’s financial institutions and the Central Bank. The US has frequently argued that China’s 

energy relations and technology-sharing with Iran weakened the sanctions regime. In the face 

of frequent and persistent criticism from Washington, China has strived to maintain a strategic 

balance: On the one hand, it has taken a firm position against Iran’s possession of nuclear 

weapons (or any other non-nuclear states’, for that matter) and the prospect of a closure of the 

Gulf of Hormuz in the event of a military confrontation in the region (Kasting & Fite, 2012: 22). 

Beijing, on the other hand, formally opposed any unilateral US or European sanction on Iran 

that would do more harm to the civilian population than to the government (Wines, 2012).  

Broadly speaking, China’s nuclear diplomacy in the post-1997 era rested on three 

fundamental principles: First, Beijing adhered to the long-held tenet of none interventionism. 

Second, it worked to ensure that nuclear proliferation would be prevented in the Middle East 

and no country would have a military superiority over the others (e.g., maintaining a balance of 

power), fearing that a major power disparity would lead to an arms race and further destabilize 

the region. Finally, Beijing expressed support for the idea that sea routes and chokepoints must 

be kept open and no disruption to the flow of goods and commodities should be tolerated. As 

part of its balancing strategy, the Chinese leadership emphasized Iran’s rights and obligations as 

a signatory to the NPT and member of the IAEA (Zhenqiang, 2005). Thus, Beijing backed Iran’s 

sovereign right to have nuclear technology and produce nuclear energy for peaceful purposes 

(Calabrase, 2006: 10). This way, Chinese leadership has strived to avoid the risk of being 

associated with either of the sides and protect its stake in the Iranian energy sector (Kasting & 

Fite, 2012: 4). 
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The China-Iran partnership on nuclear technology dates back to the mid-1980s. 

(Calabrase, 2006: 9). In the early 1990s, Beijing agreed to sell Iran nuclear research equipment, 

(NTI, 2011: 516-519; Reardon, 2012: 13). However, deepening ties between Beijing and Tehran 

drew a succession of criticisms from Washington. Growing Western pressure ultimately 

prompted Beijing to announce that all nations receiving nuclear technology from the PRC 

needed to accept the IAEA safeguards. However, the US-China tension over the Iranian nuclear 

energy program continued throughout the 1990s even after China promised in a confidential 

letter sent to then-Secretary of State Madeline Albright to cease all nuclear cooperation with 

Iran in 1997 (Reardon, 2012: 14). As a result, since 2001, numerous Chinese entities have been 

sanctioned by the US government under the Iran Nonproliferation Act (Kan, 2012: 71-77).  

To avoid a clash with the US over Iran’s advances in nuclear technology with Chinese 

assistance, Beijing took the economic route. Thus, from the early 2000s, the center of 

contention between the US and China shifted from China’s material assistance for Iran’s nuclear 

program to its energy trade with Iran and the political support it offered to Tehran at the 

Security Council (Calabrase, 2006: 10). It has been stated that China’s diplomatic shield for 

Tehran has greatly affected the success of US to isolate Iran and push for a change in its nuclear 

policy. China, in this regard, has come under dual pressure: On the one hand, Washington tried 

to convince China to join in the US-led efforts with respect to proliferation, investment in trade 

and energy, and arms sales. On the other, Iran pursued Chinese support by presenting itself as a 

reliable partner in energy and investment. Unwilling to strain relations with both Iran and the 

US, China strived to maintain stable relations with both countries (Kasting & Fite, 2012: 4). To 

ensure this, Beijing has not squarely objected but delayed the passage of each Security Council 

resolution and watered down several UN sanctions, making them voluntary rather than 

mandatory, to mitigate their impact on Iran’s energy sector. 

China abstained from endorsing fthe US-led sanctions that considered as unilateral and 

internationally non-binding. China's Vice Foreign Minister Cui Tiankai told reporters at a briefing 

in Washington in February 2012 that, “We voted for these [Security Council] resolutions and we 

have been enforcing them most strictly. But we do have reservations on unilateral sanctions 

and this is nothing new.” On the same issue, Foreign Ministry spokesman Liu Weimin indicated 
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that “China opposes placing domestic law above international law and does not favor unilateral 

sanctions against other countries.” Consequently, China has continued to defend its principled 

position on Iran’s nuclear energy policy as compliant with international law, separating trade in 

energy and other commodities from cooperation on nuclear technology.  

Chinese officials have reiterated Beijing’s position frequently on different platforms. In 

January 2012, on the same day US Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner met Chinese Premier 

Wen Jiabao and Vice President Xi Jinping amid escalating international tensions over Iran’s 

nuclear program, foreign ministry spokesman Liu Weimin defended China-Iran oil trade, arguing 

that “Beijing’s energy needs do not have anything to do with the Tehran’s nuclear issue and 

should not be affected” (Ying, 2012). This position on the nuclear issue required Beijing to seek 

a balance between the two extremes of Iran and the US. However, China’s principled balancing 

strategy has increasingly clashed with US’ security-driven strategy, leading to the Iranian 

nuclear energy dilemma.   

The Iranian Nuclear Energy Dilemma  
 

Essentially, Iran’s uranium enrichment activity is consistent with its Non-proliferation 

Treaty (NPT) commitments and International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguard 

obligations (Huntley, 2006: 730). However, Tehran has thus far failed to convince the larger 

international community of its peaceful intentions. Washington’s major concern has been that 

should Iran achieves nuclear enrichment technology, it might dilute international counter-

proliferation activities, undermine its strategic network in the Middle East and, in the long run, 

strengthen Chinese and Russian positions. Overall, a nuclear Iran with an adamantly 

independent foreign policy would have a negative impact on the US dominance in the region 

(Dueck & Takeyh: 2007: 189).  

Although the outline of a nuclear deal between the P5+1 and Iran is well-understood79 

and an agreement is “readily at hand,” currently, the US administration is unwilling to endorse 

it, (Dreyfuss, 2013). According to Chinese observers, the disagreement stems from the US’ 

interpretation of the non-proliferation regime. According to the Western view, international 

79 In sum, the agreement calls for a Western recognition of Iran’s right to nuclear enrichment in return for Tehran’s 
acquiesce of more comprehensive and intrusive monitoring of Iran’s nuclear facilities by the IAEA. 

133 
 

                                                           



 

agreements, including the NPT, are goal-oriented rather than rules-based. China, on the other, 

favors a rules-based approach in which international regulations “are created through the 

consent of independent, sovereign states and are to be interpreted narrowly” (Leverett  & 

Leverett, 2013). The repeated criticism by Beijing of US unilateralism and its interference in the 

sovereignty of weak nations originates from this divergence of interpretation (Bridge, 2010).  

Obviously, China has a greater leverage on Iran than other parties involved in the debate 

over nuclear energy program because of its principled and more stable foreign policy not 

tainted with a history of mutual antagonisms. Such leverage, however, has a major drawback: it 

could be China that would lose the most economically if more punitive sanctions were imposed 

on Iran or any disruption occurred to the flow of oil from the Persian Gulf due to a military 

confrontation in the region (Shen, 2006: 55-66). Iran is a major supplier of crude oil and Chinese 

firms have considerable investment in Iran’s energy, infrastructure, transportation and 

telecommunication sectors. The United States, on the other hand, has no economic or 

diplomatic relations with Iran and has little to lose in terms of energy acquisition even in the 

event of the closure of the Strait of Hormuz by Iran because both the US and Europe have 

“strategic oil reserves and could get some Persian Gulf oil through Red Sea pipelines” (Krauss, 

2012). Also, US dependency on foreign oil “has decreased from 60 per cent of US consumption 

in 2005 to a little less than half now” (Eland, 2011; Crooks & Fifield, 2013). 

However, this is not to say that decreasing energy dependency on the Persian Gulf 

grants a full immunity from the negative effects of a crisis in the Persian Gulf. First of all, as a 

major customer of oil from international market, US economy is vulnerable to price increases. 

Thus even zero dependency in the ME would be of little meaning in the event of a crisis that 

would push the global spot prices up. Therefore, the US has to maintain a firm presence in the 

Persian Gulf and ensure that oil flows and prices remain stable. Also, as a global hegemon, the 

US would not willingly empty an important region to others since such a move would be 

perceived as abandonment by not only its traditional ally, Israel, but also by the Gulf monarchs 

whose survival relies largely on Washington’s line of support. Furthermore, a power vacuum 

would invite other major powers, including China, to assume leadership.  
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By effectively controlling the Persian Gulf, the US enjoys a strategic check on Beijing. 

Indeed, the Chinese Navy is still behind the US in terms of force projection in high seas. In the 

event of a crisis, the US Navy can effectively halt the flow of strategic commodities from the 

Persian Gulf and force China into compliance. Finally, powerful interest groups in Washington 

have so far effectively advocated Israel’s vital interests. Given the strength of these lobbies in 

the Capitol Hill, it is almost impossible for any US administration to dramatically alter its Iran 

policy and seek fully political rapprochement. For all these reasons, energy independency will 

not likely result in a meaningful realignment of US strategy in the Persian Gulf.   

There is no doubt that the Chinese leadership has worked hard to promote and protect 

the nation’s principled model of international governance, economic interests and sovereign 

foreign policy making capability over the past decade. Whereas Iran’s large reserves of oil and 

natural gas have thus far assisted China to achieve a sustained economic development, its 

international isolation offered China an opportunity to extend its influence across the Middle 

East (ICG, 2010). In the final analysis, a stronger and more confident Iran would be a check on 

the US dominance over the Persian Gulf, and an increased US military presence in the region 

would drain on its resources and hamper its militarized containment strategy in the Asia-Pacific 

(Harold & Nader, 2012: 2). 

By keeping Iran relatively weak and the US occupied, a persisting crisis in the Persian 

Gulf presents China with great geopolitical benefits as well. Indeed, a stronger and more 

confident Iran could pose serious challenge to China’s interests in the Middle East. Thus a dual 

strategy of making use of the US and its allies to check on Iran and using Iran to balance the US 

would be to the advantage of Beijing as long as the status-quo in the region remains unchanged. 

Nevertheless, although it is too early to speak optimistically of a breakthrough, with recent 

successful negotiations on Iran’s nuclear program at P5+1 meeting, there is now a chance that 

the nuclear deadlock might be overcome in the foreseeable future. If that happens, it will mean 

that China’s long held position on Iran’s nuclear energy development is confirmed. 

Conclusion of the Case: Implications for China-US Relations 
 

It is understood that although their relations are not overtly conflictual, China and the 

US have important policy disagreements over Iran’s nuclear energy program. Essentially, the 
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disagreement stems from China’s rules-based strategy, which conflicts with US’ unilateral 

approach. Beijing, on the one hand, wants a distinction to be made between trade in energy 

and cooperation on nuclear weapons technology and, on the other hand, it argues that the 

international nuclear energy regime must be rules-based, multilateral and indiscriminate. To 

this end, it argues for a principled approach to the Iranian nuclear crisis based on non-

intervention and respect for sovereignty. Washington, to the contrary, considers any trade with 

Iran as a breach of the sanctions regime and seeks to mobilize the NPT selectively and, if 

consensus is lacking, unilaterally (Mbanje & Mahuku, 2012). Also, it resorts to punitive actions 

such as destructive cyber-attacks on Iran’s nuclear facilities in a clear breach of the rule of 

sovereignty.  

Obviously, a number of strategic and ideational factors inform China’s policy toward Iran. 

Firstly, for China Iran is an important energy and investment partner. Due to the lack of 

presence of the Western multinationals, Iran offers Chinese firms a more viable business 

environment. Secondly, Beijing considers Iran as a strategic asset to check and counter US 

dominance in the Persian Gulf. As long as the US is engaged in conflict with Iran, the Persian 

Gulf will not fall under total US control (Mackenzie, 2010: 18). Thirdly, a perpetual crisis and 

instability obliges the US to maintain a large military presence in the region, impairing its ability 

to fully concentrate on East Asia where the US sets out to engage and contain China. Fourthly, 

Beijing’s firm opposition to the use of coercive power in international relations enables it to 

draw a distinction from the Washington Model and promote its negotiation and consent-based 

approach (the Beijing Consensus) as an attractive alternative (Calabrase, 2006: 11). Finally, and 

more practically, the Chinese leadership understands that too much pressure and rigidity in 

negotiations with Tehran would lead to an eventual failure of the whole process and a likely 

collapse of the non-proliferation regime as a whole.  

It appears that the Iranian nuclear dilemma will continue to be a point of contention 

between China and the US. Divergent regional concerns, understandings and strategies of the 

two countries may fall even further apart if the civil war in Syria leads to a unilateral military 

campaign against Damascus. Hence, as it unfolds, the Iranian nuclear energy issue will have 

broader implications for US-China relations. Noticing that the traditional punitive measures and 
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counter-measures have proven to be largely futile, emphasis must be made on the distinct 

features of China’s principled approach as a viable alternative model for international 

governance and conflict resolution. For it is clear that US’s hard-handed approach has thus far 

failed to produce the desired outcomes. 

 The Iranian nuclear dilemma has been unfolding and, because of the nature of 

the conflict that obliges major parties to maintain a certain degree of strategic ambiguity, 

conditions on the ground might change dramatically without clear warning signs. Any further 

research needs to keep this fact in mind and adopt a comparative method to bring more voices 

into the study of the Iranian nuclear dilemma. In this respect, further research might adopt a 

multi-party analysis and look at the issue from the unique perspective of other actors within the 

P5+1. Especially the viewpoints of Russia and France would be of great importance in 

understanding the power balance within the grouping. Such study would certainly shed further 

light into the future course and prospects of the Iranian nuclear crisis. 
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Chapter 5: Energy and Maritime Security: The Development of the Chinese 
Navy (Case 3) 

Protection of sea lanes through which goods and commodities are carried has been an 

integral part of national security for the states whose trade relies on an extensive network of 

maritime routes. For many developed and developing countries that are unable to meet their 

energy needs by means of indigenous on-shore and off-shore production or overland 

transportation via neighboring states, energy security is an important factor in their 

formulation of maritime security. World’s second largest economy in GDP and the largest in 

manufacturing, China is one of the leading countries in terms of its reliance on sea lanes of 

communication (SLOCs) for its trade in energy as well as in other goods and commodities. 

Therefore, the Chinese policymakers and strategists have frequently stressed the need for the 

protection of the SLOCs and chokepoints to enable the free flow of energy resources that are 

important for the sustenance of the country’s industrial development. 

The over-reliance on the Middle East for its energy needs led Beijing to place 

considerable importance in the sea routes that connects the Persian Gulf to East Asia. Indeed, if 

China’s consumption did not exceed two to three mb/d, domestic production and purchases 

from neighbors and other small producers would meet domestic use. However, China’s already 

gigantic and ever growing consumption of oil and natural gas leaves the country with few 

options but to seek resources in the Persian Gulf and elsewhere (Ghafouri, 2009: 82-83). Thus, 

the Chinese energy concern has two dimensions: On the one hand, Beijing worries about 

potential threats from non-state actors that engage in piracy and terrorism which may disrupt 

the safety of sea transportation. On the other hand, Beijing is concerned about the 

overwhelming dominance of the United States Navy (USN) over these strategic sea routes and 

chokepoints.  

It appears that whereas China is largely able to counter and fight against the former 

threat, it still lacks the level of strength required to counter the US on high seas in the event of 

a threat by the US Navy toward its vital energy interests. Indeed, the US retains full naval 

control over the sea lanes from the Persian Gulf to the Malacca Strait along which China’s oil 

imports from the Middle East flow. The Strait of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf serves as the exit 
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gate for the shipping of goods and commodities from the region. Most of the crude oil exported 

from Saudi Arabia, Iran, the UAE, Kuwait and Iraq goes through this four-mile-wide channel 

between Oman and Iran. Needless to say that more than two third of this oil is shipped to East 

Asia, primarily, to China, Japan, India and South Korea. Likewise, with an estimated 15.2 million 

b/d flow in 2011, the Malacca Strait, which connects Middle Eastern oil to the Asian markets, 

still remains exclusively under the United States’ naval control. 

In line with the reaction from the civil offices to the growing dependency on the foreign-

controlled sea routes for the transportation of strategic energy resources, the People’s 

Liberation Army (the PLA), and especially the PLA Navy (the PLAN) and its air wing, PLAN Air 

Force (PLAN-AF) has embarked on an extensive modernization program. The Chinese Navy 

began to develop new technologies, platforms, and concepts better suited to the realities and 

requirements of contemporary national security. This includes, among others, the protection of 

sea lanes and strategic passages through anti-piracy, rescue and escort missions. It follows that 

due to China’s geographical distance from the Persian Gulf, the PLAN’s modernization involves 

the development of sea and air power projection capabilities that make possible operation on 

distant waters. 

However, the PLAN’s blue water modernization is relatively in its early stage. Beijing’s 

articulation of Military Operations Other Than War (MOOTW), which appeared for the first time 

in the Chinese National Defence White Paper of 2008, is still limited and based on the 

considerations of national economic security, primarily, energy security. Hence, it is maintained 

in this chapter that the Chinese state’s approach to the use of sea force differs from the 

traditional Mahanian concept of naval power in that although Beijing actively seeks to achieve 

power projection capacity in the high seas, the primary motivation behind it is to protect 

China’s economic interests but not to maintain control and dominance over the maritime 

routes. Energy security, in this respect, is an important medium-to-long-term goal in China’s 

naval development. However, as it follows, PLAN’s growing force projection capability may 

bring it against the US Navy in the high seas as China’s maritime presence is felt more 

prominently in critical waterways such the Persian Gulf, the Mediterranean, Suez Canal and the 

Malacca Strait even when it is currently obvious that Chinese maritime priority lies the safety 
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(but not the control) of the sea lanes and chokepoints. Such a development will certainly have 

critical implications for China-US strategic competition as China’s national power starts to 

match that of the United States.    

In this chapter Alfred Mahan’s theory of sea power is revisited since it offers 

comparative analysis to understand the conceptual roots of China’s maritime strategy. As will 

be discussed in the following pages in detail, even though China’s unique needs and 

circumstances with regard to its Middle East energy policy cannot fully be explained under 

Mahan’s theory, his notion of the philosophy of sea power still provides valuable insights into 

China’s maritime strategy. Looking at Beijing’s naval policy and development from such 

theoretical prism may assist strategists to identify the differences (from the practices of other 

great sea powers, including the US), if any, that China has in its interpretation of the naval 

strategy toward the protection of the SLOCs and chokepoints. Apparently, Beijing’s long-held 

policy of non-interventionism and respect for sovereignty occupies a large space in its naval 

calculations. Therefore, as is hypothesized in this analysis, even though energy security needs 

oblige Beijing to seek power projection capability by means of a blue water force that will 

inevitably extend beyond the maritime Asia, its conception of international system and 

governance will keep the country from a full utilization of extensive sea power for hegemonic 

expansion and control. However, as will be discussed, no matter how benign it may look like, 

China’s maritime development will create greater policy discourse because of the fundamental 

difference in the Chinese and US conceptualization of international governance. It is without 

question that if China had deployed a fleet its newest destroyers off the coast of Syria, we 

would be talking about a very different picture of China-US relations today. Thus, even if the 

PLA’s naval modernization by itself may not mean an open China-US rivalry, its implications for 

the policy discord between the two will be huge.  

In the ensuing pages, first, the Mahanian theory of sea power is analyzed comparatively. 

Here the aim is to establish a theoretical basis for the approach of the Chinese state toward 

naval power projection strategy and distinguish it from the more traditional approaches 

adopted by other states within the Mahanian framework. Then a brief historical account of 

China’s energy relations in the Persian Gulf as well as the future projections is provided in order 
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to comprehend the scope of China’s energy dependency in the region. Third, a brief 

investigation is made into the recent naval and navy-based air force development in China. 

Following this, an analysis is offered on China’s naval strategy toward the protection of the sea 

lanes and chokepoints for energy security as well as its implications for China-US policy discord 

in the Middle East. In the final section, a summary of the findings is made and prospective areas 

of future research are explored. 

The Mahanian Theory of Sea Power: How Beijing Reads It?  

Even though today’s world is geopolitically and technologically different from 200 years 

prior when Alfred Mahan lived, his ideas still offer valuable insights for comparative analysis. 

Some analysts believe that China is increasingly becoming a Mahanian state (Rubel, 2012; 

Holmes, 2011; Cropsey and Milikh, 2012; Kaplan, 2010). They argue that as China, having 

already shaken off its continental state mentality, develops better naval capacity, it will venture 

deep into the high waters, a dramatic departure from its current littoral anti-access strategy 

that emphasizes an exclusive control of off-shore waters and airspace (Holmes, 2011). Such a 

move would bring the PLA Navy in a collision course of the long-established US Navy that has 

been cruising and controlling world’s seas ever since the powerful British Royal Navy’s 

dominance ceased to exist. 

Considered as the founder of the modern theory of sea power (Pruitt, 2000), Alfred 

Thayer Mahan argued for establishing naval power to protect international trade in peace times 

and deny the enemy maritime access to natural resources by controlling key water ways in war 

times. He believed that large battle fleets were necessary to control the oceans, and the surest 

way to defeat a potential adversary was to impose a blockade on its movement in the seas. For 

this purpose, Mahan suggested “the possession of select bases on islands or continental 

peripheries” rather than an invasion of a landmass as a whole. Mahan was also convinced that 

trade by sea had always been an easier and more profitable method than trade by land and 

that a country’s rise into a great power status was unthinkable unless it established a 

formidable sea power (Kennedy, 2006: 177-205).   

141 
 



 

Mahan identifies six indicators that determine maritime strength: The first indicator is 

geographic position which is related to the question whether a nation has extensive land 

borders. In such a case, national wealth has to be spent to protect the land from a potential 

aggressor, which will keep the country from allocating enough resources for maritime defense. 

The second is physical confirmation, which means the climatic and geomorphological (e.g., the 

number of good natural harbors, ports near trade routes, etc.) features. The third element is 

the extent of territory, that is, the length of coastline that exposes a country to the sea and/or 

ocean. The fourth is the form of government: The nature, speed and responsiveness of 

decision-making are important factors to determine maritime strength. The next two indicators 

involve demographics: A population that is available to provide the manpower needed to 

engage in maritime activates as well as the national attitude toward these endeavors are 

considered important. The last element is government’s willingness to open the nation up to 

the sea and to subsidize a costly navy -- components that are critical to determine maritime 

strength (Hahn, 1995; Xu, 2012).  

Although Mahan regarded sea power as the guarantor to freedom of trade, he also 

stressed that “a key function of a navy was to blockade and strangle enemy sea commerce” 

(Rubel, 2012). He observed three primary benefits of sea-power: Firstly, it ensured the safety 

and sustainability of overseas trade, which, in turn, led to an increase in national wealth. 

Secondly, sea power helped to enforce political systems on both allies and enemies. Finally, 

international competition for sea dominance would eventually be most favorable to the US, 

enabling it to acquire advanced military equipment that would help sustain maritime 

dominance. As noticed, Mahan’s theory, although aimed for commercial interest as a final 

product, is firmly based on a coercive application of absolute sea control (Cropsey and Milikh, 

2012). To him, being more mobile than land-based forces, a naval unit had the advantage of 

being deployed and stationed in most places of the globe and in any time while still remaining 

largely hidden from immediate attention. 

Even in peace times, Mahan suggested a coercive application of sea power. For this he 

advised that the US should deny the competitors the right to develop their own merchant 

shipping fleet and, in case they build a deep-water navy, the United States must maintain the 
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upper hand and force the competitors to financially bankrupt themselves with ambitious but 

short-lived naval projects. He contended that naval power accrued through maritime trade, 

which in turn helps increase national wealth, must be used to further reinforce the exclusive 

command of the sea. Hence, according to him, “sea-power seemed to be the formula for great 

power status and world influence” that are mutually reinforcing (Cropsey and Milikh, 2012: Xu, 

2012).  

The US Navy under the Mahanian framework has the following primary objectives and 

functions: First and foremost, US’ naval forces guarantee the free movement of goods and 

commodities, ensuring that trade routes would be kept open and secure so that international 

trade, so vital for the globalized economy of the industrialized West would continue 

unhindered. Also, especially through its carrier arm, the US Navy can have a unique flexibility 

and power projection capability. Indeed, US carrier groups stationed in East Asia, North Africa 

and the Middle East offers the US with a level of dominance that has been unrivaled thus far. 

Finally, sea-based forces function as a political forward base, as well as an intimidating war-

power, for the state they represent (Pruit, 2000: 58-59). An aircraft battle group may serve as a 

an intimidating tool to assist foreign diplomacy. Thus, when the cross-Strait relations 

culminated into a crisis, in March 1996, then-president Clinton ordered two aircraft carrier 

battle groups to be dispatched to the region.  

Before moving to the interpretations of China’s approach to the Mahanian concept of 

sea power, it is worth to briefly mention Sir Julian Corbett, who, a hundred years after Mahan, 

revised and supplanted his view of naval power based on continental defense and absolute 

dominance of the seas. In essence, Corbett suggested more agile and smaller naval units to be 

strategically deployed to protect commercial shipping and control sea lanes in place of the 

classical Mahanian argument for a global maritime force (Rubel, 2012). Unlike Mahan, who 

stressed the importance of the domination of sea, Corbett emphasized on denying the 

opponent such control. He advocated “lower risk strategies that enabled maritime states to 

exploit advantages through the use of force multipliers like joint operations and commerce 

raiding” (Sprance, 2004: 2).  Hence, although Corbett slightly differed from Mahan with his 

approach to the maritime control by means of a balanced emphasis on land, as well as sea, 
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forces, the two theorists agreed on the function of the naval force as both the protector of the 

national trade interests and a platform for power projection to intimidate competitors. They 

both emphasized the offensive nature of the naval forces even in peace times in which they 

serve to coerce potential rivals to leave the security of their sea trade to the protection of the 

dominant state which reserves the right to act punitively if its national interests are threatened 

(Gooch, 1989).   

Many in the West, as well as in China, question whether China is a Mahanian power or 

has the intention to become one once it achieves the required financial, technological and 

logistical capabilities. Some argue strongly that turning China into a sea power in the Mahanian 

sense has become “a fixture in Chinese strategic discourses about the sea for at least a decade” 

although they see nothing unusual about this. It is seen as only natural that a great power on 

the rise would want to dominate “its nautical near abroad.” However others draw a less clear 

picture of Beijing’s maritime intentions, arguing that Chinese experts still are unable to fully 

grasp Mahan and their understanding is merely a caricature of his theory. Hence, as the 

Chinese analysts have a broader insight into the Mahanian theory, they may revise “their 

attitude toward the proper uses of sea power” (Holmes, 2013).  

Unlike the doubters, some analysts are convinced that China has a strong motivation to 

attempt to become a fully-fledged maritime power. Firstly, they argue, Chinese decision makers 

are of the opinion that the five major invasion of China by colonial powers were due to its 

inability to protect its coastal waters. Hence, a navy strong enough to defend the country 

against an invasion from the sea is a necessity. Second, with globalization, sea-based trade has 

grown in importance. China’s economic development would be in danger if it failed to become 

a major sea power to protect its economic and geopolitical interests. And finally, China’s 

disputes with most of its neighboring countries are on maritime boundaries:  Japan, South 

Korea and Taiwan have considerable naval power and are under the protection of the US Navy. 

Furthermore, countries such as Vietnam and the Philippines are building naval forces through 

foreign acquisitions, especially reinforcing their undersea warfare capabilities (Cole, 2013). 

Facing these regional developments, China will inevitably have to spend significant amounts on 

its own naval development (Wanli, 2011).  
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Some authors are also of the conviction that China has been following in the footsteps 

of those past and present maritime powers which extended their naval reach beyond their 

immediate territorial waters. They also hold that US’ recent focus on the Asia Pacific has 

stimulated China to allocate more resources to the nation’s naval forces, hence the steady 

increase in the budget of China’s PLAN (Huang, 2013). This “Mahanian fever” has been further 

reinforced, according to the analysts, due to China’s near-perfect relevance to Mahan’s six-

point classification of sea power: China’s geographic position, the extend of its territory, its 

geomorphological qualities and demographics are all positive material features of the country’s 

naval development (Xu, 2012). Nevertheless, the fifth and sixth indicators, national attitude and 

the government’s policy are not clear as one notices less consensus among the experts over the 

government’s attitude toward the building of the PLA Navy into a Mahanian force (Cropsey and 

Milikh, 2012). 

It is possible to discern in the words of the early leaders of modern China an 

acknowledgement of the country’s need to develop a viable maritime policy and a 

corresponding naval force. Although they do not seem to advocate a belligerent strategy as 

prescribed in the Mahanian writings, various Chinese leaders recognized that sea-based power 

was essential to China’s security. Dr. Sun Yat-sen believed that national strength was 

conditioned to sea power rather than land power and that “the nation with dominant sea 

power often surpasses others.” He further emphasized the strategic importance of the Pacific 

Ocean for China’s national existence. Dr. Sun believed that “the center of the Pacific is China,” 

arguing that, “the problem in the Pacific concerns the survival and fate of the Chinese nation.” 

Hence, he advocated strongly for a powerful navy, calling it as “the base for strength and 

prosperity.” He advised to “boost the shipping industry to expand the Navy, make the national 

Navy of our country keep pace with the big powers, and get into first first-class power” (Wanli, 

2011).  

From Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping to the more recent leadership of Jiang Zemin and 

Hu Jintao, Chinese leaders continued to stress the importance of maritime development, 

although without elaborating on what the nation’s exact naval strategy should be. During the 

era of Mao Zedong, China remained largely internally focused and its naval strength was at best 
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meager. In case of a naval war, Chairman Mao’s strategy was to “draw an adversary’s warships 

deep into China’ territorial waters” since China had limited capability to wage a war in the open 

seas.80 Similarly China’s maritime forces under Deng Xiapoing for the next two decades were no 

match to challenge the US’ dominance in the waters surrounding the country and therefore 

were devoid of near-coast defensive capabilities. Hence, Deng’s elaborate foreign policy 

strategy, based advocating on non-confrontation and avoiding outright claims for regional 

leadership, also remained manifest in the nation’s maritime strategy (Baker and Zhang, 2012).  

Chinese approach toward naval development went through a major transformation 

under Jiang Zemin who, by initiating a program to design China’s first air-craft carrier in the 

mid-1990s, took the first step toward the building of maritime strength capable of projecting 

power in the far seas (Cole, 2013). Then, from the 2000s on, under Hu Jintao’s leadership, China 

became more expressive in its naval ambitions. In November 2012, addressing more than 2,200 

delegates at the CPC’s 18th Congress, President Hu stated that “we should enhance our capacity 

for exploiting marine resources, resolutely safeguard China’s maritime rights and interests, and 

build China into a maritime power.” Aside from his particular emphasis on the navy’s duty to 

protect China’s maritime interests, and perhaps more importantly, Hu stressed that a strong 

national defense was imperative for China to address the “interwoven problems affecting its 

survival.”81 

Apparently, Beijing maritime strategy has not remained fixed, rather, it has changed 

over time as the country’s ability to develop new technologies and devise new concepts 

increased. Like his predecessors, President Xi Jinping, too, stressed the “unison between a 

prosperous country and strong military” (Garnaut, 2013). Although his speech still lacked the 

ambitious tone that embraced by many US presidents from Roosevelt to Kennedy and Carter, 

President Xi’s emphasis on the correlation between military power and national prosperity is 

noteworthy (Hodge and Nolan, 2007). Nevertheless, from Deng to Xi, Chinese leadership has 

traditionally emphasized the defensive nature of its naval development. Among the issues that 

were most cited by the Chinese officials as the factors that motivate the country’s naval 

80 “Control of the South China Sea A Necessity for China,” StratRisks, March 18, 2013. 
81 “China should become ‘maritime power’, Hu Jintao says,” AFP, 08 November, 2012 
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development have been China’s over “18.000 kilometers of coastline, 3 million square 

kilometers of territorial waters, and growing [economic] interests overseas.” Beijing also finds 

that the country’s regional security environment is less promising due to “the provocation of 

countries like Japan and the Philippines.” Hence it is “natural for the PLA Navy to take steps to 

narrow the gap” between the security necessities and existing capabilities. However, China has 

frequently reiterated “its commitment to peaceful development and a defensive defense 

policy.” 82 China’s navy, in this regard, contributes both national defense and international 

security. 

Still, others see the rise of China’s navy from a more alarmist standpoint, calling it “the 

most important international trend.” The threat to the United States is even more imminent 

because of China’s vast resources to devote to its naval development. Moreover, while it runs 

an aggressive naval development program, Beijing can still “wait and adopt a benign foreign 

policy for the moment because time is on its side,” thereby, reducing the likelihood of a major 

backlash from regional and international actors toward its growing sea warfare capabilities. 

However, Beijing’s maritime strategy is at least suspicious, according to the skeptics, because, 

“China's naval rise is… a luxury” and hard to explain given that, unlike Britain (an island nation) 

or the US (a virtual island nation), China is traditionally a continental state (Kaplan, 2012). 

Therefore, China is cautioned against getting trapped into the “sea power dilemma” -- the 

possibility that its naval ambitions may lead to conflicts with great powers and regional 

countries (Wanli, 2011).  

The Energy Connection: China in the Persian Gulf 

As has been studied in the previous chapters, China’s policy in the Persian Gulf has gone 

through a structural evolution over the course of the history of the PRC. What started as an 

ideology-driven anti-colonial revolutionary and anti-Soviet revisionist policy was slowly but 

steadily transformed into an energy-driven economic pragmatism. In this sense, Chinese policy 

in the region has become “a microcosm of its global policy” in which the United States and 

82 For example, “Over the past four years, the PLA Navy ships “have saved more than 60 vessels… during their 
escort missions.”  Navy's responsibilities, China Daily, December 27, 2012, (Retrieved from the Ministry of Defense 
website: http://eng.mod.gov.cn/DefenseNews/2012-12/27/content_4424257.htm).  
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China has reversed their roles (Ghafouri, 2009: 91). Whereas during the most of the second half 

of the 20th century, Beijing encouraged and supported anti-colonial struggle and sought 

solidarity with the Third World, the US preferred the status quo in the Middle East, working 

closely with the established anti-Communist governments at the cost of aligning with anti-

democratic, repressive regimes to ensure stability and protect its energy interests in countries 

such as Iran, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf monarchs. From the late 1990s, however, the US 

embarked on an ambitious democratization program in the Greater Middle East and, although 

still with the exception of some undemocratic regimes in the Persian Gulf, encouraged 

grassroots movements and popular insurrections in places such as Iran, Syria and Iraq while 

China defended the maintenance of the status quo for a gradual and internally-driven changer 

to preserve stability and protect its economic interests in the region. For this end, Beijing 

attempted to establish good relationships with all the countries regardless of the nature of their 

governments or the historical animosities (such as the one between Iran and Saudi Arabia or 

Israel and Iran) among them. Adhering to a strict non-intervention policy, China has focused on 

securing energy resources and expanding trade in the Persian Gulf, presenting itself as a 

reasonable and benign economic partner (Wakefield, 2011: 2).    

Hence, since the 1950s, China’s foreign strategy in the Persian Gulf has gone through a 

number of revisions, largely being shaped by dynamics in the region. Until the late 1970s, China 

remained committed to the revolutionary movements in the Gulf. Starting from the Bandung 

Conference in 1955, Beijing began to establish diplomatic relations with Arab countries; 

however, major powers such as Iran, Iraq and Saudi Arabia did not recognize the PRC although 

they sent delegations to the conference. China’s relations with the nationalist Nasser also 

remained tense because of his siding with the Soviets at the time of the Sino-Russian split. This 

pushed Beijing closer to Iraq which it considered as the historical leader of the Arab world (Wu, 

2011: 11). From 1978, under Deng Xiaoping’s policy of opening up and economic 

modernization, bilateral ties between China and the Persian Gulf countries began to normalize 

further. Beijing managed to establish good relations with countries across the spectrum 

irrespective of their political orientations and the nature of their relations with each other and 

with the United States (Ghafouri, 2009): 83. 
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As China jettisoned the ideological baggage of the previous two decades, its energy and 

trade interests became more pronounced. In 1982, at the 12th National Congress of the 

Communist Party, Beijing announced that its foreign policy was taking a dramatic turn, 

renouncing “the theory of international class struggle and the strategy of the international 

united front.” The old policy was replaced with a pragmatic one that put the economic interests 

of the Chinese people at the core and sought to have mutually beneficial relations with other 

nations. The principle of non-interventionism and respect for sovereignty attuned well with the 

Gulf countries and enabled China to cultivate good relationship even before bilateral diplomatic 

ties were formally established. Capitalizing on its improved relations, China began to reinforce 

its position in the region economically and diplomatically by increasing trade and investment, 

and promoting the one-China policy. The foreign policy strategy, formulated as “being based on 

Asia-Pacific region, stabilizing relations with neighboring countries, and going global,” worked 

fairly well. Slowly but steadily, China became a major economic player in the Gulf in spite of all 

the turmoil the region has gone through over the past two decades. This success was primarily 

based on a four-pronged strategy embodied in the maxim “being detached generally and 

involved appropriately”:     

“Being detached generally” meant that China (1) would reach a compromise with the 

United States on positions which Washington resolutely opposed and (2) would be 

tolerant about issues which did not threaten China’s core national interests. Being 

“involved appropriately” meant that China (1) could make use of positions which 

Washington did not oppose and (2) would strive for goals related to China’s core 

national interests (Ghafouri, 2009: 15-16).  

After the outbreak of the 1st Gulf War, Beijing shifted its attention in the Gulf from Iraq 

to Iran. Sino-Iranian relations took off in the mid-80s in the form of arms sales and cooperation 

in nuclear energy technology. However, the fast deteriorating US-Iran relations forced China to 

first stop selling high-tech weaponry and then, in 1997, entirely terminate civilian nuclear 

cooperation with Tehran. Nevertheless, China remained firmly committed to its energy trade, 

arguing that it had nothing to do with nuclear proliferation. Beijing’s energy relations with 

Tehran coincided with its growing dependency on the oil imported from the Gulf. China became 
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a net importer of crude oil in 1996 and since then Iran has remained one of the top three 

energy partners of Beijing (Ghafouri, 2009: 17). However, even when China-Iran energy 

cooperation was relatively stable over the past decade, Beijing acted very cautiously on the 

matters related to its geopolitical interests in the Gulf. In 2012, at the time the US and EU 

placed heavy sanctions on Iran’s energy and financial sectors, and the US sent aircraft carrier 

groups off the waters of the Persian Gulf, leading Tehran to threaten to close the Strait of 

Hormuz in case it was attacked, Beijing both stressed the importance of keeping the Strait open 

and warned Iran on nuclear proliferation.83 Hence, thus far, Beijing has maintained an energy 

and geopolitics-led policy toward Iran. One the one hand, it recognizes US’ security concerns 

and, on the other hand, it carries out its trade and energy relations with Iran despite of 

repeated US demands for a halt in its energy relations (Wu, 2011: 22). 

Energy has been at the forefront of China’s contemporary relationship with Persian Gulf. 

As the United States achieves greater energy independency thanks to increased indigenous 

production and declining or stable industrial consumption, China is projected to become even 

more dependent.84 China is currently the biggest energy importer from the Gulf and, according 

to estimates, by 2025 China will be importing three times more oil from the region than the US 

(Ng, 2012). This strong energy interest ties China to the chaotic Persian Gulf. The development 

of China’s navy as a blue-water force capable of projecting power is one of the important 

consequences of this new strategy. With an economic growth rate of about 9% in the past two 

decades, it is natural that China should turn to the Persian Gulf, the region with the world’s 

largest proven crude oil and natural gas reserves.85  

83 “Chinese premier stresses need to keep Hormuz open,” The Journal, January 18, 2012, 
http://www.thejournal.ie/chinese-premier-stresses-need-to-keep-hormuz-open-331469-Jan2012/; “China warns 
Iran again on nuclear aims,” Reuters, March 5, 2012, http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/03/06/us-china-iran-
nuclear-idUSTRE82505Y20120306, Keith Johnson, “US Oil Boom Spotlights China’s Persian Gulf Dependence,” June 
26, 2012, http://blogs.wsj.com/washwire/2012/06/26/u-s-oil-boom-spotlights-chinas-persian-gulf-dependence/ 
84 According to the EIA, China became the world’s largest energy consumer in 2009. In 2011, China also became 
the largest importer of Persian Gulf oil, overtaking US’ long held title. Currently, Persian Gulf oil comprises about 
26 percent of total Chinese oil consumption as compared to only 10 percent of total US oil consumption. According 
to estimations, by 2030, oil imports will account for 75 percent of total Chinese oil consumption and a large 
portion of it will come from the Gulf region. 
85 Persian Gulf contains 728 billion barrels, or 55 percent, of the world’s proven crude oil and 2,509 trillion cubic 
feet, or 41 percent, of proven global natural-gas reserves. See, US Energy Information Administration, “Persian 
Gulf Region,” www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/ cabs/PERSIAN_Gulf 
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Hence, although China’s energy relations with big oil producers in the Gulf vary, the 

security concerns remain the same as virtually all of the oil imported from the region has to go 

through critical chokepoints and sea routes (through the Strait of Hormuz, Arabian Sea, Bay of 

Bengal, Straits of Malacca, and into the South China Sea) that are under the exclusive control of 

the US (Downs, 2011: 62).86 Indeed, the US Navy enjoys an overwhelming superiority over 

these SLOCs and has the ability to disrupt and stop altogether the flow of oil from the Persian 

Gulf to the ports in China. Although one may argue that it is a distant likelihood that the US 

would block Chinese shipments from the Gulf for various reasons (such as price increases that 

would indiscriminately impact all energy-dependent economies, including the US, and question 

of sovereignty because part of the Iranian oil is shipped by companies from third countries), 

such a unique capability is by itself is a strong motivation for China to seek advanced naval 

development. 

Among China’s core national interests in the Gulf region, energy is the most pronounced 

because of its importance for China’s economic development and thus national security. 

Without a doubt, geopolitics plays a crucial role, as well, but still, this concern appears to be a 

subfield of the larger energy interests (Calabrase, 1998: 351-366). It is anticipated that as 

China’s capabilities grow, its interests in the Gulf will evolve (Yetiv and Lu, 2007: 199-218). Just 

as ideology was replaced with more subtle energy and trade interests in the 1990s, over the 

long term, energy interests, too, may be expected to be matched (although never really totally 

replaced) with China’s other interests such as not allowing a foreign power to control a whole 

region singlehandedly. At this point, however, a view of the core of the Chinese interaction with 

major Gulf powers, Iran, Iraq, and the GCC member states, will reveal that energy still 

dominates China’s policymaking in the Persian Gulf. Decades old sanctions and a lack of 

Western investment makes Iran and Sudan suitable markets for energy investment and trade.  

Similarly, the withdrawal of the US forces from Iraq and the political leaning of the 

Shi’ite majority government serve China’s energy interests. As for Saudi Arabia, Riyadh is 

already China’s largest energy partner and also a major investor in its downstream oil sector 

86 “While Chinese officials and oil executives regard Saudi Arabia as a very reliable oil supplier and Iraq as a land of 
tremendous upstream opportunities, Iran is viewed as a tempting but tough place to do business,” (Downs, 2011): 
62. 
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(although, politically, China cannot trust the Saudis because of their close engagement with the 

U.S). Finally, the rest of the GCC states have invested in China’s refinery and other 

petrochemical industries, and join offshore oil exploration (Ghafouri, 2009: 86-89). Hence, the 

underlying feature in the larger picture of China-Persian Gulf relations is energy which looms 

large in China’s naval development.  

Doctrinal and Technological Transition of the Chinese Navy 

China’s economic development has increasingly tied the country to international 

markets, rendering maritime access to and security of valuable resources a crucial aspect of its 

industrial growth. Although the share of foreign trade in China’s total economy has been 

declining thanks to its expanding domestic market to prop up consumption and indigenous 

growth, it still takes up a considerable portion of the nation’s GNP.87 Hence, the modernization 

of the Chinese navy has been increasingly geared toward other national goals that are not 

directly related to Taiwan issue -- such as energy security, SLOCs protection, humanitarian relief 

efforts and transportation of Chinese nationals in foreign territories in times of turbulence or 

war. It is seen that as the reach of China’s economic interests goes further away from the 

Chinese landmass and near waters, so does the reach of its navy. Accordingly, the PLA Navy 

(PLAN) and PLAN Air Force (PLANAF) have gone through fundamental reforms both 

conceptually and materially. The primary driving force for these comprehensive reforms is 

China’s economic interests, among which energy security taking the lead.  

Doctrinal changes lead to developments in new technologies and capabilities. Overall, in 

line with its updated maritime doctrine and growing capability, the PLAN’s strategic objectives 

now include protecting China’s territorial interests in the South and East China Seas, enforcing 

China’s sovereignty under international law over the 200-mile maritime exclusive economic 

zone (EEZ), securing the strategic sea routes and chokepoints through which most of China’s 

international trade, including its trade in energy, is carried out, providing disaster relief in 

conflict zones, including protection and evacuation of Chinese nationals in times of crisis, 

87 In 2009, China’s international trade accounted for almost 45 percent of its total economy whereas it was 67% in 
2006. Dependency on foreign trade stood at 47% of its GDP in 2012. See, “China less dependent on foreign trade in 
2012,” Xinhua, February 7, 2012.  
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ensuring anti-access area denial (A2AD) in China’s near waters against potential enemies by 

emphasizing Chinese leadership in the region as a naval power, and, in the long run, projecting 

Chinese power in the distant waters and rival the US Navy (O’Rourke, 2011: 143; O’Rourke, 

2013: 5). 

Since its establishment in 1949, the PLA Navy’s primary strategic concept has undergone 

three major revisions. Until the mid-1980s, the primary defense strategy was based on near-

seas active defense concept, which preceded the traditional coastal defense strategy (Li, 2011: 

109). The traditional near-seas coast defense strategy required that the PLAN should be 

focused on defending the Chinese coast against the enemy fleets (potentially the Soviet Pacific 

Fleet) as part of a larger war that would be fought on land. The revised strategy, on the other 

hand, covered broader sea areas and called for a more sophisticated navy which “would 

operate more independently and have its own geographical bounds of operations, a clear 

departure from the near-coast defense which regards the PLAN as a supportive service 

primarily for assisting land operations” (Li, 2011: 116) Essentially, the near-seas active defense 

strategy sought to enable China to protect its interests within the 200-mile EEZ, which was 

designated as the territories that encompass “the Yellow Sea, East China Sea, South China Sea, 

the seas around the Spratly Islands and Taiwan, the areas inside and outside the Okinawa Island 

chain as well as the northern part of the Pacific Ocean.”88 However, as China has a long coast to 

protect (~18.000km), the Navy’s ability to provide control over such a broad geography was a 

huge challenge. Thus, maritime defense mainly concentrated on the critical passages and sea 

routes with the aim of keeping a potential enemy from attempting a land invasion by way of 

these vulnerable sea ways (Li, 2011: 111). 

China’s naval strategy went through a final major revision in the mid-1990s. Especially 

from the early 2000s, growing number of Chinese authors began to voice China’s need for a 

new defense concept for the Navy which, they argued, would focus on a broader maritime 

geography (Hartnett and Vellucci, 2011: 97-98). Certain international events in the 90s, such as 

the invasion of Iraq and the NATO air campaign in Serbia, the 1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis (which 

resulted in the deployment of two US aircraft battle units to the waters near Taiwan, and the 

88 “The PLA: A Modern Navy with Chinese Characteristics,” The Office of Naval Intelligence, (August 2009): 5-6. 
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development/upgrade of the regional navies, motivated China to reconsider its maritime 

security strategy.89 Under these international conditions and the rising dependence on global 

sea trade, the PLA Navy began to gradually revise its strategic reach concept from one of the 

protection of China’s near-sea interests into the defense of both near and far seas interests. 

This new strategy was first voiced by Jiang Zeming who stated that the PLA Navy should “in the 

long run pay attention to enhancing the far-seas defense and operations capabilities,” and 

further emphasized by his successor, Hu Jintao, who said that the PLAN should “make the 

gradual transition to far-seas defense, enhancing the far-seas maneuvering operations 

capabilities” (Li, 2011: 129). 

Although the Chinese opinion on the future deployment of the PLA Navy still varies, 

there seems to be a consensus among the decision makers that China needs to increase its 

strategic maritime reach in order to (a) protect maritime resources and trade, (b) to project 

power in extensive waters (Hartnett and Vellucci, 2011: 103). Both of these objectives clearly 

call for transforming the PLAN into a force capable of high seas operations. Multiple factors play 

role in advancing such strategy. However, in the medium-to-long term, the most crucial factor 

is China’s economic security and interests. As China becomes more integrated into the global 

economy and its industrial capacity and energy consumption grow, the weight of sea trade in 

the overall economy increases.90 Therefore, it appears that, for the leadership in Beijing, a navy 

capable of protecting nation’s vital trade and energy interests is more an obligation than a 

choice because of China’s vulnerability to externally-driven disruptions to its economic 

development and national security.  

It is instructive to trace the gradual doctrinal development of China’s maritime security 

strategy in the White Papers published annually by the Chinese government. So far, 23 of such 

reports have been released. They include a wealth of information on a wide variety of issues, 

including national defense, foreign aid, relations with the neighbors as well as domestic issues 

89 Ibid., 6. 
90 Over 90% of China foreign trade is carried out by sea. See, Yang Jiemian, “Freedom and Safety of Navigation in 
the South China Sea and Its Importance to the Economic Development and Prosperity of East Asia and the World,” 
Shanghai Institute for International Studies (SIIS), (Date not indicated), 
http://www.siis.org.cn/en/zhuanti_view_en.aspx?id=10116.  
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such as family planning and disaster prevention.91 First mention of China’s marine development 

is seen in the 1998 White Paper. Under the subsection titled “The Development of China's 

Marine Programs,” the paper stresses the importance of marine modernization and protection 

as part of China’s development strategy. Nevertheless, although the paper provides a 

comprehensive analysis of China’s maritime features and natural resources, it does not 

explicitly propose a comprehensive naval policy. First mention of China’s “maritime rights and 

interests” is found in the White Paper dated 2000. However, in this paper, too, China’s national 

maritime rights are kept limited to securing borders and maritime demarcation. In the same 

paper, reference is made to the restructuring of the PLA, including the downsizing of the naval 

and air units, and of several foreign port visits paid by naval vessels. In the 2002 white paper, a 

detailed account of the PLAN is given although it does not elaborate on the country’s naval 

policy.  

The White Paper released in 2004 is important in that it makes the first mention of 

“China’s maritime security,” the expansion of “the space” and extension of “the depth for 

offshore defensive operations.”  The white paper released two years later expands on the 

concept of China’s maritime security and states that “the Navy aims at gradual extension of the 

strategic depth for offshore defensive operations and enhancing its capabilities in integrated 

maritime operations and nuclear counterattacks.” In the 2009 defense paper, an entire chapter 

is devoted to the PLA Navy and makes the first mention of “gradually develop[ing the PLA 

Navy’s] capabilities of conducting cooperation in distant waters and countering non-traditional 

security threats.” However, the report continues to stress the purely defensive nature of 

China’s military development, including the PLA Navy.  Similar to the 2009 White Paper, China’s 

National Defense 2010 also reiterates that the PLAN aims to develop, among others, “its 

capabilities in conducting operations in distant waters” and makes a detailed narration of the 

technological development, including “new types of submarines, frigates, aircraft and large 

support vessels.”  

In the white paper released in 2013, China’s maritime security and interests are stressed 

more explicitly. It states that the PLAN “develops blue-water capabilities of conducting mobile 

91 A list of white papers could be viewed here: http://english.gov.cn/official/2005-08/17/content_24165.htm.  
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operations, carrying out international cooperation, and countering non-traditional security 

threats, and enhances its capabilities of strategic deterrence and counterattack.” In this 

respect, the commissioning of China’s first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, is seen as a strategic 

milestone in providing maritime security. Furthermore, under a section titled “Safeguarding 

Maritime Rights and Interests,” the paper makes a strong reference to the conceptualization of 

China as a maritime power as well as a land power. According to the paper, China’s national 

security involves issues such as “energy and resources, strategic sea lines of communication 

(SLOCs), and Chinese nationals and legal persons overseas.”  

It is understood that China’s maritime security doctrine has been in flux, specifically, 

since the early 1990s and the contemporary viewpoint is “high-seas oriented” in essence.92 The 

underlying objective is to transform the PLA Navy into a modern force capable of far-seas 

operations. For such a plan to materialize, the Navy needs to achieve blue-water capabilities (Li, 

2011: 134). However, the primary motivation that drives such a move is less agreed upon 

(O’Rourke, 2013: 308). It is held in this analysis that China’s marine development at this stage is 

economics-oriented and it is particularly driven by the country’s energy security concerns. 

Hence, although China’s efforts to achieve anti-access area denial (A2AD) capability is largely 

designed to deter a potential enemy from threatening the Chinese mainland in case of a 

conflict (specifically a crisis in the Taiwan Strait), sea lane protection is the medium-to-long 

term objective that is made possible only through the building of a sea force capable of 

projecting power, a strategy that will eventually take no less than a decade to fully materialize. 

Ensuring the security of the SLOCs is vital for China’s economic sustainability and growth since 

any disruption to the flow of resources and goods would impact the country’s economy 

negatively. Sea route protection requires China to have a permanent maritime force that 

constantly monitors the strategic routes and chokepoints and remain on alert to respond to 

emergencies.93 

92 The 18th Party Congress Work Report has defined China as a “maritime power” for the first time, indicating that 
China would “firmly uphold its maritime rights and interests,” including protecting natural resources. For the full 
text of the speech delivered by then general secretary Hu Jintao, visit, 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/special/18cpcnc/2012-11/17/c_131981259.htm.  
93 The PLA: A Modern Navy with Chinese Characteristics, Office of Naval Intelligence, (August 2009): 10-11. 
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The modernization of the Chinese Navy indicates growing power projection capabilities. 

In addition to the developments in high-end military hardware, the establishment of a network 

of facilities along the SLOCs extending from the Chinese mainland to the Port of Sudan and the 

Gulf of Hormuz gives evidence to China’s growing naval strength and capability. Among the 

weapons programs as crucial components of the naval modernization are the development of 

“anti-ship ballistic missiles (ASBMs), anti-ship cruise missiles (ASCMs), land-attack cruise 

missiles (LACMs), surface-to-air missiles, mines, manned aircraft, unmanned aircraft, 

submarines, aircraft carriers, destroyers, frigates, patrol craft, amphibious ships, mine 

countermeasures (MCM) ships, hospital ships, and supporting [replenishment] systems” 

(O’Rourke, 2013: 3). Probably one of the most symbolic of these new acquisitions has been the 

commissioning of the aircraft CV 16, also known as the Liaoning. The carrier was accepted by 

the PLA Navy on September 25th, 2012 and has undergone several sea trials ever since, 

including take-off and landing training by high performance combat air craft, J 15 Flying Shark. 

Although the Liaoning will only serve as a training platform, the experience gathered from it will 

be instrumental in future naval task forces centered on aircraft carriers capable of going 

beyond the first island chain, provide security, and project sea power.94 Finally, an important 

component of the PLA Navy is its air wing, the PLAN Air Force. The PLANAF operates 

independently from the PLA Air Force, and is designed “to cover maritime patrol, anti-

submarine warfare (ASW), maritime strike, logistical support, and even airborne early 

warning.”95 

It is seen that the build-up of a blue water capable navy is both an obligation for the 

Chinese leadership due to its growing interests and a natural outcome of its rising national 

power. Since its establishment six decade ago, the doctrinal, as well as technological, 

development of the PLA Navy clearly suggests that a dramatic transition from near-territorial 

defense to open-seas power projection has taken place in the minds of strategy makers. It is 

now a widely held conviction that “in the new century, it is a must-taken road for the navy to go 

94 “Cradle for a stronger navy,” Beijing Review, October 10, 2012, http://www.china.org.cn/opinion/2012-
10/10/content_26743665.htm.  
95 The PLA: A Modern Navy with Chinese Characteristics, The Office of Naval Intelligence, (August 2009): 23. 
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to blue waters.”96 As a result, the Chinese Navy has embarked on a comprehensive 

modernization program that includes the acquisition of various sea platforms and begun to 

conduct open-sea training on a regular basis.97 Unavoidably, all these developments have 

created concern both in the Asia-Pacific region and beyond. Whereas some argue that an 

emboldened China may become more belligerent toward its neighbors as far as its territorial 

claims in the East and South China Seas are concerned, others hold that, once it achieves 

military and technological parity, Beijing will challenge the US and attempt to keep the US Navy 

as farther away from the near waters as possible. Alternatively, and as this research maintains, 

the driving force behind China’s naval rise is seen as economic and the major concern is the 

protection of the sea routes that oil, natural gas and other commodities are shipped. Therefore, 

even though the Chinese naval development is indisputably open-sea oriented, the driving 

motivation is not Mahanian-style sea domination to challenge both its neighbors and the 

United States, but rather protection and security of the sea lanes and critical chokepoints.   

Protection of the Sea Lanes and Chokepoints: China’s Naval Strategy 

Although China’s energy production is still dominantly coal-based and oil makes up a 

smaller percentage of its total energy consumption relative to other industrialized nations, the 

use of oil for transportation and the ongoing transition of the national industry from coal to 

other hydrocarbon resources have led to a growing dependency on crude oil and natural gas 

(Xu, 2006: 280). Since over half of China’s oil comes from foreign sources, sea lane security, 

through which about 90% of the imported crude oil is transported, has become a vital strategic 

priority for Beijing. China’s geostrategic approach to energy security draws largely on its own 

domestic political and economic structures, and the larger international context that creates 

concern among the Chinese policy makers toward the dominance of the US Navy over the key 

sea lanes. It is not simply that Beijing pursues an “economic nationalist, or China-first, agenda in 

many parts of the world” because of the make-up of its energy sector that holds the country’s 

foreign policy a hostage (Lee, 2012: 75). The reasons for such securitization are deep-seated 

96 Quoted in “China's development of blue-water navy a must: expert,” Global Times, April 16, 2013, accessed, 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/775281.shtml#.UYuq6kQ3Pu8.  
97 “Chinese navy towards deep water,” Ministry of Defense, February 1, 2013, accessed July 23, 2013, 
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/DefenseNews/2013-02/01/content_4431442.htm. 
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and include China’s minimal strategic depth in the Middle East and its naval and air power 

projection capabilities that are much weaker than those of the US (Yetiv and Lu, 2007: 200). 

Hence, although the geostrategic approach is not the only policy that Beijing engages in, it is 

clearly the most consequential one with respect to its implications for international maritime 

trade that has been almost fully reliant on the US military protection (Xu, 2006: 273-274).98 

The 7000-mile of sea lane between Shanghai and the Persian Gulf determines the 

primary direction of China’s contemporary far-seas development which reaches “beyond 

Taiwan and East Asian sovereignty issues” (Cole, 2006: 4). International shipping routes from 

China’s mainland through the Indian Ocean and several key chokepoints such as the Hormuz, 

Malacca and Taiwan Straits have become strategically critical for China as the country’s reliance 

on the sea for the transport of energy and other commodities has increased considerably over 

the years. China’s sustained economic growth and “its status as a world power” make it an 

obligation for the Chinese leadership to strategize about the country’s maritime security and 

act proactively (Cole, 2006: 3). As a result, although the Chinese mainland is secured and 

practically immune from foreign military intervention ever since it has nuclear triad (land, sea 

and air launch and delivery capability of thermonuclear weapons), the government has 

embarked on an ambitious naval modernization program that will have air craft battle groups at 

its heart and initiated the string of pearls strategy that currently includes the establishment of a 

set of bases in the Indian Ocean from China’s east coast to the Port of Gwadar in Pakistan. 

Consequently, it is understood that China’s energy-driven naval strategy is both proactive and 

geared toward the country’s growing energy dependency and the likelihood of a disruption of 

the lanes through which energy resources are carried (Cole, 2006: 5). Such a strategy may bring 

the PLA Navy on a collision course with the US Navy more frequently especially if the two 

countries’ foreign policy experience serious discord over a major international issue such as the 

ongoing Syrian Crisis. 

98 Other policies include diversification of energy sources from the Middle East to Africa and Latin America, 
building strategic petroleum reserve (SPR) capacity, increasing national and regional production and cooperation 
with neighboring countries including building pipelines with Russia, Kazakhstan and Kirgizstan, and promoting 
energy sufficiency and conversation.   
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China’s energy policy is highly securitized and the military is one of the main actors (if 

not the leading one) that plays an active role to ensure that energy flow would continue 

unhindered. It is seen that the PLA, which is essentially “assigned a role in modernizing and 

expanding China’s energy infrastructure,” has also begun to assume gradually the role of a 

protector of the sea routes by means of naval platforms and base agreements (Cole, 2006: 6). 

However, at the present time, the PLA navy is not fully capable of overseeing and controlling 

the flow of hydrocarbon resources (and other commodities, for that matter) over the Indian 

Ocean into the Chinese ports. Consequently, Beijing has adopted a policy that includes a wide 

spectrum of components, including naval modernization efforts on the one hand, and finding 

alternative routes for the transport of oil and natural gas99 and upgrading bilateral relationship 

with its resource rich Central Asian neighbors, on the other. Three primary factors determine 

Beijing’s willingness and speed to utilize the PLAN to ensure energy security. First, the level of 

modernization that the PLA achieves and the confidence of the leadership on the PLAN’s power 

projection capabilities. Second, the practical effects of the US’ renewed commitment in the 

maritime East Asia and the degree of suspicion that Beijing might have of the US intentions in 

the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Third, the structure of China’s energy sector and its level of 

participation in international energy markets (Cole, 2006: 7).100 An initial assessment of these 

three factors suggest that Chinese naval modernization will maintain its impressive pace of 

development until, in two decades or so, the PLAN achieves power parity with the now-

dominant US Navy. 

Presently, however, the Chinese strategy to build up a blue-seas capable navy is largely 

driven by the country’s economic interests, and primarily by its energy interests, which require 

the PLA to “go beyond its previous mission of safeguarding national survival interests to 

protecting national development interests” rather than by a desire to dominate and control sea 

routes and intimidate others as prescribed in the Mahanian writings (Erickson and Goldstein, 

2009: 48). In this respect, the PLAN commander, Wu Shengli, and Political Commissar Hu Yanlin 

99 Such as the oil and gas pipelines recently completed in Burma which, although they “will only slightly alleviate 
the growing need in the future for maritime based hydrocarbon transport,” enhance China’s energy security. 
Joseph Grondhold-Pedersen, “Myanmar Pipelines to Benefit China,” WSJ, May 12, 2013. 
100 Even though these are not the sole factors Beijing may have in devising its maritime strategy, its energy-related 
naval development may be said to be largely based on these major elements.  
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maintain that, “to maintain the safety of the oceanic transportation and the strategic 

passageway for energy and resources… we must build a powerful navy” (Erickson and 

Goldstein, 2009: 49). In another article published in the leading Chinese naval journal Modern 

Navy, it is held that “whoever controls the oil can also control the lifeblood of other countries’ 

economic development” and that the dominance in the Middle East means the control of the 

whole world economy (Erickson and Goldstein, 2009: 50). These writings do not suggest that 

PLAN should have a global force structure similar to that of the US Navy; rather, it should be 

deployed in line with China’s economic interests. Considering that China will continue to rely on 

the sea-lanes extending from the Persian Gulf and Gulf of Aden which carry over 80% of the 

country’s energy imports, such Chinese emphasis on SLOC security appears well-founded.    

It needs to be stressed that from a certain perspective, China’s naval development does 

indeed invoke a Mahanian approach since, according to Mahan, economic prosperity is 

maintained through the naval control of strategic locations. China, too, develops new naval 

platforms to project power in these key locations and sets up bases along the SLOCs. However, 

as has been reiterated in China’s formal writings, the Chinese intention is the “protection” of 

the country’s maritime-based economic interests rather than the control and domination of 

world’s high seas as has been practiced by the US Navy. Consequently, it could be held that 

China’s naval policy has a Mahanian flavor as it seems to have been inspired by it to a certain 

degree. However, all these ideas have been adapted to China’s indigenous circumstances and 

its model of international governance. In this regard, Beijing’s naval development is neither 

completely a copy of the common Western great power practice or of its own historical 

continent-based defense strategy. Rather, it is an amalgamation of the two with, at the present 

time, economic calculations outweighing all other considerations (Holmes, 2011). 

Implications for China-US Relations 

China’s dream for a strong nation has its roots in the long century of foreign invasions 

and colonialism which created a strong desire among the people and the leadership to bring 

the country back to its great power status that it held for most of the written history. Initially, 

China’s maritime development remained an extension of a policy that aimed to protect the 

nation against an invasion from the sea. However, over time, as China’s economy grew to be a 
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main consumer of energy resources and as the country became connected to the rest of the 

world, the policy makers in Beijing has begun to perceive China’s maritime development as a 

prerequisite for economic security. China’s growing dependency on energy resources from the 

Middle East has exposed the country to the threats of maritime insecurity because of the 

Chinese Navy’s inability to monitor and protect the sea lanes and chokepoints through which 

key commodities are imported. As a result, China’s naval modernizations has taken a radical 

turn toward a comprehensive upgrade of the Navy from a force of near-seas defense to a force 

capable of projecting and sustaining power in high seas.  

As has been argued in this chapter, the current development of the PLA Navy suggests 

that the Chinese leadership pursues an economics-driven strategy with energy security at its 

center rather than a Mahanian approach which calls for the control and absolute domination of 

the world’s sea routes. In this respect, China does not promote the adoption of a path similar to 

that of the US Navy and other navies of past great powers of the West. As is observed in China’s 

overall energy-based pragmatic diplomacy in the Middle East, China’s naval strategy has at its 

heart the country’s energy dependency on the Middle Eastern oil and natural gas. However, 

this does not suggest that Beijing will remain committed to such defensive strategy in the 

future especially in the face of the US Navy’s renewed ambitions in the Western Pacific as part 

of the US’ rebalancing policy in East Asia.  

In this study, emphasis has been placed on the conceptual development of China’s 

maritime strategy from a comparative perspective of Mahanian theory of sea power. Although 

a brief mention has been made of the material improvement in China’s power projection 

capabilities, it is obvious that further research is needed to have a fuller understanding of this 

dimension. It can be derived from this research that, in China, conceptual development 

precedes, and determines the direction of, naval modernization. As far as China’s maritime 

policy is concerned, the perception of the leadership of the country’s economic security has 

served as the leading factor to motivate a corresponding strategy. Energy security, in this 

respect, has emerged as the most important determinant that shapes China’s naval strategy. It 

is anticipated that energy will remain an important component for the foreseeable future 

although other geopolitical factors may have growing weight in policy calculations in the future. 
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However, at this point, China’s maritime development is largely driven by its economic security 

concerns and does not aim for an absolute dominance over the world’s strategic sea routes and 

chokepoints. 

Nevertheless, as already seen in the commitment of the US a greater portion of its naval 

assets in the Asia Pacific, China’s rise by default motivates the US government to preempt a 

possible overtaking. The development of the Chinese Navy, therefore, is a strong enough 

evidence for the US to become suspicious of the Chinese intentions no matter how benign it 

may look. Beijing believes that energy insecurity is a legitimate concern to invest in maritime 

technology and force projection capability, however, looking from Washington, it is none but a 

cause for alarm – hence the decision to rebalance toward East Asia. It is reasonable to think 

that the China-US strategic competition will be carried to high waters as China achieves greater 

parity with the US Over the medium term, for China, the rationale for naval development will 

continue to be economics-driven (primarily, energy-driven) whereas the US will continue to 

view China’s maritime development from the geopolitical standpoint. China’s maritime 

development, in this regard, may further intensify the strategic competition between the two 

great powers.  
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Chapter 6: Analysis: The US-China Strategic Competition in the Middle East 

Granted, energy security is a dynamic concept that involves uncertainties and risks 

because of its wider international context and multilateral nature. Looking from demand or 

supply-side perspectives, energy policy is an interaction between two or more actors. This 

interaction often includes geopolitics as well as economics. In fact, it can safely be said that 

trade in energy is inherently a geopolitical transaction no matter how big role economic and 

trade interests may play. It is geographic, first, because of the geological nature of the 

commodity itself which is found arrested in underground reserves, and second, because of the 

need to transport the energy in large amounts through maritime and/or overland routes. It is 

political since, although most of the transactions are done through international institutions 

and/or market mechanisms, energy security is exclusively a state affair. The strategic 

importance of oil and natural gas for national economic development and the unequal 

distribution of it across regions add to the risks and uncertainties. Beijing could (and certainly 

does) invest and dedicate significant national wealth and manpower on the research and 

production of advanced military technologies when they are not available on the global market 

due to sanctions or other restrictions, but, if/when lacked domestically, hydrocarbon resources 

have to be found and brought home from elsewhere as it cannot be fully substituted otherwise. 

As a net importer of crude oil and natural gas, for Beijing, energy security involves three 

interrelated layers. The first layer, which takes security in narrower sense, ensures that national 

industrial production is maintained in times of crisis/war. The second layer, which takes security 

in a broader sense, means that adequate supply of energy is ensured so that national economy 

is sustained at normal levels. The final layer requires that adequate amount of energy is 

ensured so that economic growth is sustained at a politically acceptable rate (Yu and Dai, 2012: 

108).101 In another words, like other energy-dependent countries, for Beijing, energy security 

involves economic security (ensuring fuel for industrial consumption and transportation), 

political security (domestic stability), and military/strategic security (providing fuel for the land, 

air and marine units and protecting vital interests of the country, including sea and land routes).     

101 Comparatively speaking, from the oil exporters’ perspective, the three layers of energy security involve: 1. 
Maintaining sovereignty over national resources; 2. Ensuring access to foreign markets; and 3. Ensuring the 
security of the earnings from energy exports. 
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Accordingly, the geopolitics of energy has considerable impact on contemporary great 

power interaction, the leading example of which is the China-US bilateral relations in the 

Greater Middle East. The focal point of contention between Washington and Beijing is the fact 

that the two capitals view the Middle East from radically different perspectives: Whereas China 

looks at the region largely from the lens of economics and pursues non-interventionism in the 

region’s domestic affairs, the United States views the region from geopolitical security 

perspective and promotes a mixture of realpolitik and idealpolitik. Idealism is not completely 

absent in the Chinese foreign relations; however, it is much less emphasized and never 

imposed. Also, emphasis on economic pragmatism does not necessarily mean that Beijing’s 

Middle East diplomacy is frozen in time; quite the contrary, it has been evolving as the 

country’s needs and capabilities evolve (Olimat, 2010: 308-310). Nevertheless, this research 

sheds light on the contentious nature of China-US relationship in the Middle East and 

competition for greater influence (for divergent reasons of national interest). It has been shown 

that as a rising power, China’s growing national capabilities further broaden the existing policy 

discord, which, in turn, leads to a great power competition. Nowhere other than the Asia Pacific 

could this competition be viewed as vividly as it is in the Middle East.  

It is understood that China’s energy (oil and natural gas, to be exact) security arises from 

a structural contradiction between the rising demand for clean-burning (non-coal) and safe 

(non-nuclear) resources and the significant domestic shortage. Hence, the central objective of 

the Chinese energy security policy is to address the above mentioned contradiction with the 

least possible internal and external negative consequences. Internal factors, in this regard, 

inform external factors. Internally, the government needs to provide adequate amount of 

energy at reasonable prices whereas, externally, it needs to maintain positive international 

cooperation while executing energy diplomacy based on going abroad strategy. The strategic 

goal of China’s energy security policy is to obtain adequate, stable and diversified oil and gas 

supply at a reasonable price. It follows that in no other region have China’s efforts to enable 

security in energy come under greater pressure than in the Middle East. Because of the 

complicated geopolitical situation of the region and the level of great power involvement, China 

has faced many difficulties such as separating its trade in energy from nuclear proliferation 
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concerns, the questionable human rights records of some of the resource-rich countries, 

ensuring security of the sea lanes dominated by the US and through which majority of China’s 

energy imports move, political crises and civil wars in the region, and protection of its energy-

related investments such as oil and gas development and exploitation structures (refineries, 

plants, pipelines and ports) (Lei, 2012: 58-61).  

Hence, of the three options to execute its Middle East energy policy, namely trade, oil 

diplomacy and brute force, China rules out the third option, and focuses on the second one, 

that is diplomacy, and, to a lesser degree, trade. Understood as the active involvement of the 

central government in foreign energy transactions in an effort to achieve certain national goals, 

including enhancing energy security and realizing sustainable economic growth (Chen, 2008), oil 

diplomacy for Beijing is a strategic necessity rather than an option. It is beyond dispute that, at 

the heart of China’s Middle East diplomacy lays oil. Because the Middle East is the only region 

that could provide a consistent supply of oil, China is drawn into the region and compelled to 

engage a wide spectrum of domestic and foreign actors. What is called energy security policy is 

in essence nothing but the interplay among these actors. The way Chinese policy is shaped 

suggests that Beijing interacts with the regional players mostly according to its practical needs 

rather than historical or ideological considerations. Hence, China does energy business with 

both Iran and Saudi Arabia whereas the US lacks the ability/flexibility to do so.   

It has been found in this study that China’s energy policy creates discord between 

Beijing and Washington. In this respect, some strategists and analysts in Washington levels 

numerous accusations at China. Among those accusations are rapid increase in China’s energy 

demand that pushes up world’s energy prices, its going-out strategy, (the degree of) 

participation in the global governance of energy security, its alleged mercantilist energy policy, 

and relationship with the rogue states. Through this research, answers to these questions have 

been sought. For example, as far as China’s fast growing energy demand is concerned, although 

increase in demand may play some role, geopolitics is obviously a greater factor in terms of 

price fluctuations. For example, US-led wars and sanctions in the Middle East contributed more 

to the price hikes than increase in Chinese imports. Also, looking from the supply side, factors 

such as insufficient investment in exploration and refining capacity, inefficiency, and 
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unwillingness of the OPEC to increase daily output make greater impact on energy prices than 

China’s hoarding behavior (Lei and Xuejun, 2007: 217-218).  

On the geopolitical plane, it is true that Washington remains concerned about China’s 

relationship with countries sanctioned or ostracized by the West. To defend its position, 

Washington argues that nations such as Iran, Sudan or Venezuela have questionable human 

rights record, are governed by undemocratic administrations/strongmen, and repressive. But it 

glosses over the fact that the second largest oil exporter to the US is Saudi Arabia and it enjoys 

solid relationship with Washington despite that even the slightest political and religious dissent 

is oppressed in the country and universal suffrage and multi-party elections are non-existent. 

Hence, Beijing sees that such US accusations are not sincere at the least and are often politically 

motivated. As a matter of fact, it can safely be said that China’s ties with the ME is more or less 

limited to trade (mainly in energy) and lacks the close military underpinnings that define US’ 

Middle East strategy. Indeed, , arms deals with Arabian Gulf countries helped push United 

States weapons sales in the region to a record $66.3 billion in 2011, rendering the United States 

the largest arms exporter to the region’s non-democracies.102 China’s non-democratic allies do 

not receive such benevolence.  

Indeed, China’s foreign policy towards the Middle East has remained structurally 

different from that of the United States, which has got a dominant position in the region in 

postwar era. China did not have much engagement with the Middle East during the Maoist era 

except for some unsuccessful revolutionary rhetoric that it abandoned afterwards.  Its real 

engagement with the region started from the 1990s, after the end of the Cold-War. But still, 

Beijing did not intend to challenge the US dominance in the region but has been forced to 

become more assertive over the past decade to protect its (mainly energy-related) interests 

there. 

To be sure “the age of Chinese passivity in the Middle East is over. Beijing will play an 

increasingly active role in the region with the goal of securing its own energy security” (Jin, 

2005). Yet, this does not mean that China wants intentionally to confront the United States or 

102 For details, visit http://www.thenational.ae/news/world/middle-east/us-arms-sales-hit-record-high-over-deals-
with-arabian-gulf-countries. 
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others to impose its will. Rather, despite of differences of opinion, China still takes US concerns 

seriously and tries to maintain a strategic balance as it did during the First and Second Gulf 

Wars and has been doing in the case of Iran currently. Nevertheless, even with its well-

articulated foreign policy in the Middle East, China has come under continued US pressure in 

many instances. Essentially, China has not openly challenged the US in the MENA region just as 

it also has not succumbed to each and every US requests.  

China is concerned that its energy vulnerability could be exploited by others (Chang, 

2001: 239). Currently, Beijing faces a number of challenges to its energy security in the Broader 

Middle East. Some of these problems and challenges are obviously the result of the region’s 

historical conditions whereas the others arise from a greater geopolitical context. All in all, it is 

possible to identify various factors that constrain and endanger China’s energy security in the 

Middle East:  

(a) Foreign intervention in the region. Great power politics has traditionally been a 

part of the Middle Eastern geopolitics. In the 1800s France and Britain, and in 

the 19th and 20th centuries, the United States, greatly affected the region’s 

strategic landscape. More recently, United States’ war on terrorism and the 

Arab Spring from the late 2010, continued to shape the Middle East. China, in 

this respect, has remained a secondary player, at best, with little leverage to 

pursue and protect its geopolitical and economic interests in the region. 

(b) Instability in the Broader Middle East has negatively impacted China’s energy 

prospective. For example, political upheaval in Libya cost China significant 

amount of money mainly in the form of losses in energy and construction 

related contracts.103   

(c) Ethnic and sectarian turbulences in the Middle East also have had indirect 

implications for China’s national security due to its own restive Xinjiang 

103 For more details, visit, “China says suffers "large-scale" economic losses in Libya,” Reuters, February 24, 2011, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/02/24/libya-protests-china-idAFTOE71N06L20110224.  
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region.104 Considering that Northwestern China is one of China’s two largest 

oil producing regions, political stability and peace in the Middle East as well 

as strong relationship and influence in the region’s key players is important 

for China not simply because of its energy security but also greater national 

security. 

Previous studies on energy security policy drew heavily on two primary theories: 

Classical realism and liberal institutionalism. Although these explanations have thus far 

provided valuable insights into states’ behavior in an anarchical (realpolitik) or institutionalized 

(idealpolitik) environment, they suggest little with regard to power parity and transition in 

international relations, and to the ensuing dyadic competition and tension. In this study it has 

been argued that China-US relations in the Middle East is bound to become more competitive 

because of two key developments: First, the policy discord caused by China’s energy-driven and 

the US’ security-driven strategy in the Middle East has created growing friction between the 

two countries’ respective regional policies. Second, China’s growing national power has 

increasingly enabled the country to pursue policies in the Middle East less in line with the US 

interests and its status as a dominant power. Thus, national power and policy discord act as 

mutually inclusive agents, that is, national power gives way to policy discord. Energy security, in 

this case, is a strong factor that feeds the dyadic discord between China and the US. Thus, 

China-US relations in the Middle East are bound to be more contentious in both situations: 

whether China pursues economics-led policy or moves beyond it and adopts, as it has done in 

Sudan (multi-level involvement) or in Syria (proactive engagement). 

China’s push for energy security in the Greater Middle East has been a source of conflict 

with the United States although, at the moment, it seems manageable. It is obvious that both 

sides view the other’s actions with suspicion, at best (Leverett & Bader, 2005-06: 196). For 

example, whereas the US questions the motive behind China’s relations with countries held in 

contempt by the Western international community such as Iran and Sudan, China feels 

unsecured with the degree of domination the US Navy enjoys in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. 

104 According to the various reports on the terrorist attacks in June 2013 in China’s Xinjiang, the terrorists were 
trained in Syria. For details see, “China state media blames Syria rebels for Xinjiang violence,” Reuters, Jul 1, 2013.     
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Washington fears that, over time, Chinese influence in the Middle East and North Africa might 

create a bloc independent of the US dominance and impositions; least of it being the wave of 

democratization and self-determination sweeping through the region since the late 2010. 

Beijing views the US insistence on popular representation in Iran, Sudan, Libya or Syria as 

insincere since the closest US allies in the Gulf region are dominantly monarchic and repressive. 

In this respect, the popular Arab revolts (known also as the Arab Spring) has the very 

potential to further deepen the China-US policy discord and strategic competition as has been 

seen in the cases of Libya and Syria.  In Libya, after the country fell into a bloody civil war, 

although China green-lighted a UN-imposed no-fly zone by the NATO through a vote of 

abstention, later the PRC felt to be betrayed) because, according to Beijing, the March 17, 2011 

UN-mandate (Resolution 1973) was exploited and, rather than being used to prevent the Libyan 

Air Force from bombing civilian areas with fighter jets and attack helicopters, it was used as a 

pretext to destroy any moving object on the ground (Gaddafi’s own convoy trying to flee the 

country being the victim of such an action, which resulted in the brutal execution of the Libyan 

leader in the hands of his captors) that belonged to the Libyan security forces (Paul, 2012).105 

Perhaps thanks to the lessons learned in Libya, this time in Syria, alongside with Russia, China 

has thus far cast three vetoes at the UN Security Council against UN Resolutions condemning 

Damascus and calling for punitive action against President Bashar Al-Assad,106 prompting 

former US Secretary of State Hilary Clinton to suggest that “Moscow and Beijing should pay a 

price since they are holding up progress and blockading it [in Syria].” Susan Rice, the US 

ambassador to the United Nations, called the Russian and Chinese vetoes "disgusting and 

shameful."107  

China has thus far reacted to the Arab Spring ambiguously at best, often considering it 

from an economic, and to a lesser degree, geostrategic, perspective. In the cases of Libya and 

105 In June 17, 2011, in a joint declaration signed in the Kremlin by Russian President Dmitry Medvedev and Chinese 
President Hu Jintao, it is emphasized that political solutions to the Libya crisis should be found rather than punitive 
actions against Gaddafi. “Russia and China Team Up Against NATO Libya Campaign,” Forbes, June 17, 2011.  
106 The reasons behind the Chinese action could be viewed from two perspectives. One was its non-interference 
principle and the opposition of using forces to solve disagreement; the other could be a gesture to support its 
political ally, the Russians, as the two share more in international affairs. Analysis draws from interview with 
Interviewee No. 6. Author’s e-mail correspondence with Dr. Xuanli Liao, September 27, 2013.     
107 “Clinton says Russia, China should 'pay price' over Syria,” CS Monitor, July 6, 2012. 
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Syria, for example, China’s involvement has been mentioned mostly in the context of its 

economic interests that may be disrupted as a result of regime changes in Arab capitals. For 

example, in Libya during the rebellion against Gaddafi, an official at the Libyan rebel-run oil 

firm, AGOCO, said that Russian and Chinese firms could lose out on oil contracts for failing to 

back the rebellion against Gaddafi. This prompted the deputy head of the Chinese Ministry of 

Commerce's trade department, Wen Zhongliang, to make the following statement: “We hope 

that after a return to stability in Libya, Libya will continue to protect the interests and rights of 

Chinese investors and we hope to continue investment and economic cooperation with 

Libya.”108  

In Syria, China’s economic interests are less pronounced,109 ex tempore, since Syria is 

not a major producer and exporter of oil and/or natural gas, commodities that almost 

singlehandedly tie China to the region. However, in the larger context of the Iraq, Syria and Iran 

strategic axis, the Syrian crisis involves a fragile mixture of geopolitics and economics. In 

addition to a certain degree of military relationship,110 China’s present Syria strategy is related 

to the country’s “geostrategic consideration of the energy-rich Middle East” (Brennan, 2013). 

Indeed, in the larger scheme of Middle Eastern geopolitics, China does not want to lose the few 

trusted partners out to the West through regime change. Syria, in this case, is of crucial 

importance because it holds the key to an intervention against Iran. If Syria falls in the hands of 

the opposition forces, Iran will be greatly isolated and surrounded by unfriendly nations on all 

sides. On top of all, in the words of He Wenping, director of African Studies at the Chinese 

Academy of Social Sciences, China’s reaction to the Arab Spring falls well within the traditional 

Chinese practice of non-intervention: “China opposes the use of threat or force to achieve 

regime change in other countries. This is consistent with China's long-standing diplomacy 

principle. It is also not acceptable for China to rush a [U.N.] vote without sufficient 

108 “China urges Libya to protect oil investments,” The Telegraph, 23 Aug 2011. 
109 In 2011, China became Syria’s top trading partner, with exports reaching over $2.4 billion. Still, this is small 
money compared with China’s trade elsewhere.  
110 A 2011 report by the US Congressional Research Service found that China provided Syria with $300 million 
worth of arms from 2007 to 2010. 

171 
 

                                                           



 

consultation.”111 Thus, Beijing views the Syrian situation as an issue of geopolitics that also has 

considerable economic implications in the larger regional context. 

  Another issue of policy discord, the Chinese-Iranian relations have expanded 

considerably over the last decade. According to Dr. Mohammad Marandi, who is an oft-referred 

scholar on Iran’s foreign policy and Iran-US relations, today economic and political relations 

between the two countries are much more important than they were a decade ago. China feels 

that it needs Iran because the US has political and military dominance over most of the 

countries that produce oil and gas. Hence, in the Persian Gulf, the US controls most of the 

regimes and more recently, countries which had good relations with China previously have had 

their regimes changed (e.g., Libya) or seriously threatened (e.g., Syria and Iran). For example, in 

Libya, China has been basically “kicked out of the country” and most of the country’s oil 

reserves fell in the hands of Western corporations. In Sudan, South Sudan has been separated 

from Sudan, and the government there has begun to develop good relations with the US Then, 

although not a Middle Eastern country, Venezuela is currently much weaker than it was under 

Chavez. So the future of Chinese-Venezuelan relations is not as clear as it was.112  

From a strategic point of view, Tehran obviously offers China a number of leverages in 

the region to enhance its national security even though China’s economic relations with Iran 

create a tension between Beijing and Washington). Apart from the obvious oil and natural gas 

connection, the very fact that the Iranian version of Islam is much milder than Wahhabi and 

Salafi Islam practiced in Saudi Arabia and the rest of the oil-producing GCC states is by itself an 

incentive for Beijing because the Iranian ideology does not have the Salafist/Takfiri ideology 

attached to it.113 Beijing is wary of the spread of separatist sectarianism in its Xinjiang region. 

Therefore, the more Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the others trade with China, the more influence 

they will have in China.  And the more influence they have in China means the more influence 

that Salafism/Wahhabism will have in China. This is definitely something that China is worried 

111 Jaime A. FlorCruz, “Why China didn't back U.N. plan for Syria,” CNN, February 10, 2012. 
112 Dr. Muhammad Marandi. Interview by author. Video recording. August 6, 2013. 
113 Iran ascribes the rise of sectarianism in the Middle East partly to the revival of the Takfiri ideology, which 
“generally refers to a Sunni Muslim who looks at the world in black-and-white; there are true believers and then 
there are nonbelievers, with no shades in between.” See, Baer, Robert. The Devil We Know. (New York: Crown): 
2008. 
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about because of the Uighur separatism and sectarian terrorism. Secondly, Iran is a much more 

stable country than Saudi Arabia even though Riyadh is China’s largest supplier of oil. KSA is a 

country of princes and sultans of the Al-Saud family. It is well-documented that the princes are 

very corrupt, and the King Abdullah is about 90 years old. When the King dies one might 

anticipate intensive rivalry for power within the regime, which might result in internal 

instability. To the contrary, Iran has shown itself to be much more stable as the country only 

recently had a peaceful transition of power in general elections held in June 2013. Hence, at a 

time when the whole Middle East region is unstable, the only country that is relatively more 

stable (and less under the US patronage) is Iran. Thirdly, countries like Saudi Arabia, Qatar etc. 

are firm US allies.  In case of a serious dispute between China and the US, Saudis and the rest 

will definitely side with the US against China. The Chinese, therefore, will definitely prefer to 

have a friend that is more or less independent of the US and in the Middle East only such 

country that is also home to large amount of strategic hydrocarbon resources is Iran.114 

It follows that changes in the geopolitics of energy will have broader implications for the 

international relations of major powers. In this respect, apart from the dramatic developments 

in the Middle Eastern landscape, the rate of dependency of China and the US on the Middle 

Eastern oil offers another useful blueprint to chart the path the two countries may take in the 

medium to long term. Indeed, according to the World Energy Outlook 2012 by the IEA, whereas 

US dependence on the Middle Eastern oil (along with the Europe) decreased throughout the 

previous decade, China’s dependency has increased considerably. More important than this, 

according to IEA predications, by 2035, the US will become almost completely independent 

from the Middle Eastern oil whereas China’s dependency will grow over 100%. Cumulatively, 

IEA predicts that in two decades, almost 90% of the oil from the Middle East will be exported to 

Asia. 

 

 

 

114 Analysis draws on Dr. Muhammad Marandi. Interview by author. Video recording. August 6, 2013. 
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Figure 14: Middle East Oil Export by Destination  

 

Source: International Energy Agency, 2012 

As a result, IAE estimates that China’s energy dependency on natural gas will stand at 

40% of its total consumption whereas its oil dependency will reach over 80% of its total 

consumption by 2035. Contrarily, the US will have reached self-sufficiency in natural gas before 

2035 and become a net gas exporter. US reliance on imported oil will go down dramatically. It 

must be also noted that the about 30% of this oil will come from secure non-Middle Eastern 

sources in 2035. According to IEA’s estimates, US imports from the Persian Gulf have dropped 

from 26.7% to 18% from 2005 to 2011, the lowest it has been in decades. In fact, it is held that 

although the indicators suggest that the US cannot be independent from imported oil 

altogether, it could be largely self-reliant with the remainder coming from neighboring Canada 

and Gulf of Mexico, which are accessible and reliable sources of energy.  

Figure 15: Net oil and Gas Dependency in Selected Countries 

 
Source: International Energy Agency, 2012 
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Thus, two corresponding developments have been in the making as far as international 

energy geopolitics, in general, and China-US energy strategic relationship in the Middle East, in 

particular, is concerned. On the one hand, the center of energy production has been shifting 

from the Middle East/Eastern hemisphere to North America/Western hemisphere as advanced 

technology and opening of untapped areas for exploitation allow greater rates production. 

Comparing political and economic stability in the industrialized West with the political volatility 

and economic risks in the Middle East, the focal point of energy will continue to shift westward 

so long as high production rates are sustained. On the other hand, the center of world energy 

consumption is moving from the West to East Asia due to maturation/stagnation of industrial 

growth (along with stabilization of population growth) in the West in comparison to the high-

speed industrialization and growth of the middle class in the East. These two overlapping 

developments result in two corresponding effects: First, it puts East Asia at the center of energy 

geopolitics as it relates to the Middle East. Second, East Asia-Middle East relationship weighs 

more heavily in Asia’s relationship with the West as the West’s interaction in the Middle East is 

less bound by oil and natural gas and more bound by geostrategic concerns.  

Then the more specific question is as follows: What might be the implications for US 

strategy of non-reliance on the oil imported from the Middle East? Would that translate into a 

less interventionist policy? This research has found that, rather than giving up its dominant role 

in the region, the US has become more involved in the ME as its actions are now less 

constrained with a reliance on energy resources. It is possible to observe a correlation between 

the growing US energy independence and the Arab Spring that has swept through the Middle 

East. From the perspective of the US hegemonic interests, more than crude oil and natural gas 

are now at stake in the Middle East. Apart from the protection of the sea routes of trade 

(including energy trade), the US maintains deeper relations with its historical allies in the region 

including the GCC, Turkey and Israel (buyers of US technology, military hardware and training), 

and intervene directly or indirectly in the internal affairs of the nations in dispute with the West. 

Also, the US-led alliance system is now more important for Washington because of the rise of 

China and Russia as strong contenders and rivals to the US dominance in the Middle East and 
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beyond. On this particular issue, in his written response to the author’s interview questions, Dr. 

Moniruzzaman, scholar from Malaysia, has indicated that, 

Even if the US dependency on ME petroleum decreases to the minimum in future, the 

US will still remain deeply involved in the ME politics, simply because of its super-power 

image and its self-perceived sense of global responsibility. It might happen that the ME 

will become the only region to demonstrate the super-power capability of the USA, 

especially militarily, as its influence may decline in other parts of the world due to 

emerging power-poles. So in that situation, the USA might become even more 

aggressively involved in the region.115 

In the same line with above statement, it may be argued that the US would not all of a 

sudden withdraw its forces from the Middle East simply because it is now less reliant for its 

energy acquisitions. Primarily due to its alliance with Israel and the ongoing Arab Spring, the US 

military presence in the region is not likely to be suddenly cut off completely. Even though we 

may see a gradual draw-dawn of the US forces over the medium-term, it will not be a complete 

disengagement. Thus, it may be expected that the US will attempt to protect and strengthen its 

military and political position in the region even at a time it is poised to achieve energy self-

sufficiency. The US is still going to need the region for a variety of strategic reasons. First of all, 

the US wants to maintain its dominance in the region because its rivals use the oil from the 

region. If it could control Chinese or Indian energy in its source, this would automatically 

translate into control over them. Second of all, if there is a crisis in the region and the price of 

oil goes up considerably, then, the US, even if it is independent, will also suffer since the price 

of oil in the US will go up and its economy will suffer. Therefore, the strategic importance of the 

region for the US is still high. If the Middle East does not become more important than it is now, 

it will not definitely become less important in the future.  

Then the next critical question is whether the China-US relations will become more 

competitive, cooperative, or a mixture of the two as their engagement in the Middle East 

assumes more divergent tracks. Considering the existing situation, it could be said that China-

115 Dr. M.D. Moniruzzaman. Written interview by author. August 29, 2013. 
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US relations in the Middle East involve both competition and a strategic acquiescence in which 

the two sides tolerate each other in less contentious issue areas. For example, the US has 

convinced China to vote for sanctions against Iran, which means, albeit on the surface, 

acquiescence. There seems to be acquiescence on the level of Chinese investment in the region, 

as well, because the more China invests in oil and gas throughout the region, the more oil and 

gas will be on the market, which will prevent the prices from rising suddenly and ensure that 

economic recovery in the US and Europe remains intact from energy-related price shocks.  

However, there is also competition involved in many areas of the China-US relations. 

China as a rising power is competing for influence, for economic gain in the Middle East (as in 

the rest of the world) because the region has the world’s largest oil and gas reserves. Energy 

competition between the two is fairly intense but the competition for influence and for force 

projection is also quite intense. This competition may further intensify in the future. Deep down, 

however, China may be content with the status quo in the Middle East since the US military 

pivot to Asia will not be complete (or at a greater deterrence than it already has) as long as US 

has problems in the region.116  Hence, it may be said that the China-US relations are moving 

increasingly to competition.  

It is understood that the US-China relations will become more entangled in the region 

and, as the rivalry increases, strategic acquiescence will decrease. Presently, China needs the oil 

in the region, and it will need more in the future. The US, in order to check a growing China, will 

want to control the region more. So, the more China needs oil, and the US wants to control oil, 

the greater the rivalry will become. Nevertheless, even though competition would become 

unavoidable, it may be expected to fall short of a military confrontation. Because China knows 

that the US has military superiority and the US knows that China is no Iraq or Afghanistan that it 

can go and force a regime change. Therefore, neither side will want a military conflict even 

though the possibility that the existing competition becomes more intense or conflict becomes 

more protracted does exist. One is a rising power and one is a power that does not want to lose 

116 Dr. Monochehr  Dorraj. Interview by author. Video Recording. July 15, 2013. 
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its influence. So, there is competition today and competition is likely going to become more 

intense in the future.117  

Hence, the changing dynamics of dependency between China and the US in their energy 

acquisitions from the Middle East constitutes the fundamental divergence in the policies of the 

two great powers. Here, the second dynamic in China-US relationship, that is, national power, 

comes into play. This variable answers the following question, “Just because they have different 

national strategies in the Middle East, why would necessarily be conflict and competition in the 

China- US relationship?” Obviously this will be a convincing argument if it exclusively looks at 

the relationship between a strong and a weak country (weak in terms of national power). For, 

in such a case, the strong would be able to impose its will upon the weak and force change in 

behavior. For example, even though one may argue about the existence of South Korean 

energy dependency in the Middle East,118 it would be hardly possible to talk about a South 

Korea-US policy discord and thus a strategic competition between the two countries. As the 

events have shown, although South Korea has considerable energy dependency in the Middle 

East, it seeks to (and has done so) comply with the US by cutting down on its imports from Iran; 

therefore, there has been no policy discord thus far and a competition is even less likely.119 

Policy discord, in short, requires two sides that are politically willing and able to pursue 

independent strategies even when they seem to be incompatible. When, however, there is 

power preponderance in a dyad, the strong side can convince or coerce the other side into its 

desired mode of behavior; thereby avoiding destructive competition due to a policy discord.  

Accordingly, it could be held that, in the case of South Korea, Seoul does not seek 

contentious policy against the US because its national power and capability (including GDP, 

117 On the issue, Dr. Moniruzzaman stated that “in the distant future, China is likely to become an alternative 
power-pole for the ME Muslim countries given the fact that the region becomes more democratic and less 
dictatorial. In that case the importance of American influence is likely to decline, in which case US-China relations 
may take more uneasy turn. In such a situation, the region may face greater political and military instability and 
insecurity.” Dr. M. D. Moniruzzaman. Written interview. August 29, 2013.  
118 According to EIA’s 2012 Country Analysis Brief, South Korea is highly dependent on the Middle East for its oil 
supply, with the Persian Gulf accounting for nearly 75 percent of its 2010 total oil imports. In 2012, the region 
accounted for more than 85 percent of Korea's 2011 crude oil imports.”  
119 Indeed, according to the report quoted in the previous citation, “South Korea, which imported 10 percent of its 
crude oil in 2011 from Iran, halted shipments for two months in 2012 to comply with the US imposed ban on 
Iranian imports. After showing good faith effort, South Korea was granted a waiver and began resuming imports 
from Iran.”  
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population and military capacity) has been no match to that of the US120 If, despite of its 

weaker status, the South Korean government purses a strategy that results in a policy discord, 

then punitive measures (e.g. sanctions on the Korean firms doing business with Iran) will be 

applied, forcing a change of behavior. For the purpose of this analysis, the table below 

(calculated according to International Futures [IF] Model), provides a comparison of national 

power trajectories of China, US and South Korea over the next two decades. It makes even a 

greater sense when it is analyzed together with figures from China. China is definitely more 

capable of charting its own independent foreign policy in the Middle East (so long as there is 

also political will to do so) than South Korea since South Korea’s national power is neither a 

match to that of the US or on an upward slope, suggesting an overtaking in the future.  

Figure 16: National Power Index -- Base Case  

 

Source: International Futures, Version 6. 63. 

Hence, it may be inferred that the China-US policy discord is further augmented by 

China’s growing national power and the US’s inability to accommodate it. A number of recent 

studies point out such trajectory in the China-US dyad, as well. According to the report, Global 

Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds, prepared by US National Intelligence Council in 2012, China’s 

national power has been on a fast rise and, based on the traditional, four-component (GDP, 

120 With no doubt, other geopolitical factors also play role in the Korean way of action, the most of them being the 
security umbrella the US provides for Seoul. Yet, in the final analysis, Korean reliance on the protection by the US is 
resulted by its weaker national power. 
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population size, military spending, and technology) national power forecast, it will surpass the 

US around 2030 in global power capabilities. Consequently, Beijing, as opposed to the South 

Korean example above, finds increasingly greater hard power capacity to defy Washington’s 

geostrategic interests in the Middle East as they clash with those of its own and confronts the 

United States politically, economically and, albeit to a lesser degree, militarily. Especially on the 

issue of energy where so many, including economic growth, hence, domestic stability and state 

survival, are at stake, the existing and growing policy discord and strategic competition are not 

surprising and expected to deepen in scope. 

Figure 17: Four-Component Power Forecast  

 
Source: Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds, US National Intelligence Council, 2012 

Obviously, changes in the geopolitics of energy will have implications for the 

international relations of major powers.  Especially in the Middle East, China’s unwillingness to 

accede to the US leadership will remain to be a likely point of contention and competition 

between the two powers. As China engages the Middle East in a more comprehensive way, its 

relations are becoming multi-faceted, moving from an energy-driven trade relationship to a 

strategic cooperation and partnership.  

Indeed, no other region is more important for Chinese planners’ going-out strategy than 

the Greater Middle East and, more specifically, the Persian Gulf. This is especially so after 

China’s high hopes for Central Asia and Russia have not (as yet) been fully materialized. It is also 

known by the Chinese leadership that, even with the full contribution of Russia and other 
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Central Asian republics into China’s energy mixture, the country will remain dependent on the 

Middle East, which holds 66% of the world’s proven energy reserves) owing to its breakneck 

economic growth and energy consumption.121 

One important (and unavoidable) consequence of China’s quest for energy security and 

greater economic engagement in the Middle East is the country’s dedicated military 

modernization efforts. Especially the Chinese Navy and its air wing have (Navy Air Force) been 

given priority because of their key function for force projection. It is clear that as opposed to 

the traditional view that China’s military modernization and development is carried out with 

certain traditional national security issues such as Taiwan and territorial disputes in the East 

and South China Seas in mind, in fact, China’s disposition of (maritime) force is designed so that 

its economic interests would not be challenged in the high waters.  

Currently China’s naval development is defense oriented and does not seek domination 

over international waterways. Rather than considering Beijing’s military strategy as a blueprint 

to merely secure contested territories, one may contend that China’s actions are aimed at 

annulling the need to fight over vital energy resources by asserting powerfully the country’s 

force projection capability. The Chinese strategists, in this sense, may be thinking that China 

could achieve its national security objectives by constructing a web of friendly or dependent 

states along the sea routes from the South China Sea to the Persian Gulf.122 The expectation is 

that China’s adversaries, primarily the US, realizing that they are contained or their movements 

are obfuscated by countries allied with China, will not want (and unable) to prevent China from 

accessing oil without themselves incurring a reasonable cost (Newmyer, 2009: 215-218). 

At best, Beijing does believe that the US Navy in fact provides public good for everyone 

by keeping sea lanes open and safe. China’s mistrust of US strategy in the high seas was proven 

right in 1993 when the United States interdicted a Chinese ship, the Yinhe, on the suspicion that 

121According to Institute for the Analysis of Global Security, “despite its efforts to diversify its sources, China has 
become increasingly dependent on Middle East oil. Today, 58% of China's oil imports come from the region. By 
2015, the share of Middle East oil will stand on 70%.” Central Asia’s role, in this respect will remain to be 
secondary to that of the Greater Middle East. See, “Fueling the dragon: China's race into the oil market,” IAGS, 
http://www.iags.org/china.htm.  
122 I thank Captain Tiehlin Yan of the Institute of International Relations (NCCU), for his insights on which I draw 
extensively for this analysis.  
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the ship was carrying chemical weapons precursors (Lewis & Maxon, 2010: 39). The bypassing 

of international law on the grounds of enforcing the Proliferation Security Initiative has raised 

doubts in Beijing as to the “global nature of [the] public good” that the US claims to provide 

(Harris, 2010: 174). Although it is still being widely discussed whether the Chinese misgivings 

toward the security of its maritime trade is reasonable or not, it would be naïve to assume that 

a nation as big as China would leave the security of its economic prospects to some 

interpretations and wishful-thinking (Holmes and Yoshihara 2009; Cole, 2008).  

China’s energy-driven strategy has been largely well received in the Middle East. In this 

case, Iran, a long-time foe of the US, presents a greater opportunity for Beijing than Saudi 

Arabia, a long-time friend of the US Obviously, China’s energy-driven policy has been a source 

of tension with the US, which is more visible in the examples of Sudan and Iran (Flynt and Bader, 

2006). Indeed, as Yergin notes, “If there were a serious controversy between the United States 

and China involving oil or gas, it would likely arise not because of a competition for the 

resources themselves, but rather because they had become part of larger foreign policy issues 

(such as a clash over a specific regime or over how to respond to Iran’s nuclear program)” 

(Yergin, 2006: 77). Indeed, one crucial point of policy discord China is having with the US is 

Beijing’s energy relationship with Iran. China and the US are engaged in a geopolitical struggle 

in Iran, which is centered on a competition between China’s resource dependency and the US’ 

worries over Tehran’s nuclear energy program.  

Geopolitics stresses the importance of geographical factors as determinants of foreign 

policy and power projection capabilities. Access to energy resources has traditionally involved 

geopolitics and hence took part heavily in governments’ energy policy calculations. 

Consequently, from the 90s on, Iran’s energy potential has invoked regional and global 

geopolitical considerations. Iran, in this respect, has been subject to great power politics 

throughout the 20th century. First, as a result of the great game rivalry, Iran was occupied by 

the British and Soviet forces in 1941 to prevent it from joining forces with the Axis powers. 

Having stayed in power for three years, the democratically-elected government of Musaddeq 

was overthrown in 1953 in a military coup planned by the UK and US because of Musaddeq’s 

attempt to nationalize the country’s oil and annul the concessions granted by Shah Reza to 
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Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, which later became the British Petroleum (BP). From 1979 onwards, 

the post-Revolution Iran has fallen under strict US pressure due to its regional great power 

ambitions that run counter to the US regional dominance. In summary, the nation’s modern 

history is one of a history of energy geopolitics. To escape the US sanctions, Iran has devised 

certain strategies, including opening up its upstream oil for foreign development and offering 

equity oil stakes.123 Perhaps the most important outcome of this strategy has been the 

development of the Sino-Iranian energy relations. Over the years, the two countries established 

strong energy cooperation. China’s growing consumption and the Western sanctions that keep 

the Iranian oil and natural gas out of the reach of the Western companies have facilitated this 

relationship (Speedie, 2012; Bill, 1999). 

It is often argued that competition over the Iranian energy gives Tehran “a strategic 

leverage over the US” (Balamir, 2009: 197). The backing of China, India and Russia of Iran (albeit 

in various degrees) points to a geopolitical struggle among great powers. The US containment 

strategy, in this regard, has thus far largely failed because of Iran’s energy diplomacy. Iran’s 

policy toward China (and Russia) aims at gaining a strategic leverage and creating 

disagreements within the UNSC at the cost of the US sanctions policy. Hence, “If Iran, Russia 

and China manage to deepen their cooperation in energy they would explicitly come closer to 

their search for a multi-power world system by degrading the currently all-pervading influence 

of the US” (Balamir, 2009: 199). Obviously Iran is not the only case that China and the US have 

strategic disagreement over in the Middle East. Policy discord involves other issues such as 

Beijing’s relations with the post-partition Sudan and the Syrian Crisis.  

Traditionally, China has carried out a dual diplomacy in the Middle East: On the one 

hand, it has built economic relations and signed bilateral agreements with the countries in the 

region and, on the other hand, it has remained at an arm’s distance from the complicated 

problems lingering in the region. However, as Beijing’s involvement has become more 

comprehensive, it began to face difficulties in managing such dual diplomacy. In response, 

recently, Beijing has begun to adopt greater and more meaningful engagement in the regional 

123 Dr. Abbas Manafy. Phone interview by author. March 29, 2013 
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matters, including the Libyan and Syrian Crises, the Iranian nuclear issue and maritime 

security – the protection of the sea lanes extending from the Persian Gulf and Gulf of Aden to 

the Pacific Oceans. Consequently, it is anticipated that as China gets more economic benefits in 

the region and hence becomes more involved, it will unavoidably encounter higher political 

risks and a more contentious relationship with the United States. 

Table 6: China-US Policy Discord in the Middle East 

       Major Issues of Disagreement between China and US 

• The Second Gulf War 

• Sudan Crisis 

• The Iranian nuclear program  

• Persian Gulf military build-up 

• Intervention in Syria 

• Securitization of oil (Equity oil policy and bilateral agreements) 

• US naval control over the sea routes of energy (Persian Gulf and 

Malacca Strait) and China’s maritime development 

 

As such, the findings of this research widely confirm the general hypothesis: The China 

US strategic competition in the ME is caused by a policy discord that arises from the two sides’ 

conflicting strategies. Unless efforts are made to align the divergent policies, the great power 

struggle may lead to regional and global instability.  

A China-US strategic competition caused by China’s growing national power and a 

deepening policy discord with the US would have the following regional and international 

security implications: 

a. The Cold War Eastern and Western bloc-ing in the Middle East, which have never 

really completely disappeared when the Soviet Union collapsed, might emerge once 
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again, putting the regional peace in danger due to a militarized great power rivalry. 

The Chinese/Russian joint response to the US-supported (and in some cases 

sponsored) Arab Spring has in fact crystallized the contours of such polarization 

between the East and the West. 

b. In the extreme case, alliance/bloc politics might lead to wars of proxies. Indeed, the 

current Syrian Crisis strongly suggests such a power rivalry being staged/fought 

through proxies. If this struggle spread further, the whole region would suffer 

serious security consequences. 

c. Although the US currently acts as a provider of SLOCs security and oversees the 

energy and trade routes extending from the Persian Gulf to the Malacca Strait, 

China’s naval modernization may soon elevate it to a status able to project power in 

high waters. If the policy discord persists and grows larger, waters in and around the 

Persian Gulf might see an increase of maritime rivalry between the Chinese and US 

navies. Especially a concentration of great power navies in relatively small waters 

and rotes such as the Persian Gulf or the Mediterranean (such as the current density 

of naval activity in the Eastern Mediterranean Sea largely due to the US and Russian 

navies’ presence) would increase the likelihood of a confrontation. 

d. Instability in the Middle East due to great power rivalry may result in a further 

deterioration of the energy security prospects because of production disruptions 

and price fluctuations, which would have greater negative impact both on the 

economies of resource dependent nations, including China, and on the economies of 

industrialized countries, including the United States, that are currently reeling from 

the destructive effects of the 2008 global financial crisis.  

In conclusion, it could be maintained that in its energy-driven strategy in the Middle 

East, Beijing indeed continues to adhere to the counter-proliferation policy (although not 

necessarily because it is what the US wishes it so) and tolerates the US Navy’s dominance over 

the sea routes to and from the Persian Gulf although it does not consider it as a public good but 

rather a strategic vulnerability. However, its willingness to cultivate pragmatist relations with 
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the states in the Greater Middle East also continues unabated, irrespective of US’ strategic 

reservations, largely because of its unquestioned energy dependency, at least, in the short to 

medium run. Over the longer period, it is likely that China’s geopolitical interests will begin to 

have an equal weight (along with its greater national power and capabilities), if not more, in its 

policy in the region, which, in the presence of policy discord, will certainly reinforce the existing 

power rivalry. For this very reason, many in Washington see China’s promises with respect to 

adherence to international norms, rules and regulations as unauthentic and view the future 

prospects through bleak lenses. Rather, they maintain that as China grows in power and its 

capabilities are enhanced, it will “more brazenly [challenge] US policies” (Blumenthal, 2005: 11) 

and pursue a more independent strategy.  

Some analysts attribute, somewhat misleadingly, Beijing’s concern of US presence in the 

Middle East primarily to its “encirclement of China and creating a norm of regime change 

against undemocratic states,” although, as this study finds, the China-US policy discord is a two-

way street which, on China’s part, has practically nothing to do with ideological considerations. 

To be sure, Beijing cares about having friendly regimes in the region. It seems that ideological 

baggage is particularly a US problem (Blumenthal, 2005: 12). The United States, on the other 

hand, appears to be less constrained by such immediate economic concerns, which refers to a 

radical departure from its traditional two-pronged Middle East policy that is tied to Israel on the 

one hand, and to oil, on the other. The Arab Spring, without any question, has reinforced the 

conviction in the US that the Middle East may be in need of more than checkbook diplomacy 

and this is not merely owing to an affinity toward democratic governments but to geopolitics. 

After all, military aid did not spare Egypt’s former leader Hosni Mubarak from an eventual 

demise and Washington has recently come to realize that cooperative or complicit democracies 

are preferable over unruly autocracies –especially in the Levant (e.g., Tunisia, Syria, Egypt, and 

Libya) as it seems that Arab Spring remained constrained in the Levant, falling short of 

186 
 



 

spreading across the Gulf where the US has deep relationship124 with the region’s autocracies 

(excluding Iran).125  

Hence, it is without any doubt that the Chinese and US approach toward these and 

many other issues related to the GME differ considerably. Political and strategic repercussions 

from the areas of policy discord (such as the Iranian nuclear dilemma, the Sudan crisis, the 

Syrian Issue and China’s naval development) are being felt far beyond the Middle East. More 

precisely, these issues of contention are likely going to shape the Chinese and US vision with 

regard to their bilateral relationship, the dominant role the US plays in the maintenance of the 

current global economic and political order and the overall structure of the international 

system. China’s increasing national power and capability will play a defining role in its overall 

international behavior as its interests in faraway lands become diversified, intertwined with 

national objectives and/or priorities, and multilateralized. In the case of the more specific issue 

of energy, the ability of the US to accommodate China’s strategy in the Greater Middle East 

region will impact considerably the China-US great power relations across and beyond the 

region. Obviously, energy security will remain to be one of the important, if not the most 

important, determinants for the regional and global peace.   

 

 

 

 

124 It is almost certain that a Shi’a-majority democratic government in Bahrain where 70% of the population 
belongs to the Shi’a denomination, would not easily tolerate the present US military exigency in the country, 
including the US 5th Fleet.  
125 From a geopolitical perspective, the Middle East can be divided into two sub-regions. One is the eastern area 
centered on the Gulf, including member countries of the GCC, Iran, and Iraq. And the other region is the “Levant” 
area along the Mediterranean coast surrounding Palestine and including Israel, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Arab 
countries in North Africa. In the post-World War II Middle East, the “Levant” area took on a more important 
position due to the US-Soviet contest for hegemony and the Arab-Israeli conflicts. After the Gulf War, the US 
adopted a diplomatic strategy to control Iran and Iraq while promoting peace in the West, and the two sub-regions 
in the Middle East started to strike a balance from a geopolitical view. After the Iraq war, especially when the 
Iranian nuclear issue became increasingly outstanding, this balance was broken and the Gulf region became more 
important.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This research sought answers to one major and a number of narrow study questions. If 

it needs to offer concise answers to the questions posed in the opening pages of this research: 

Main research question: What is the impact of energy security on China-US relations in 

the GME? 

Energy security concerns have defined China’s contemporary relations in the Middle 

East. Because of certain geopolitical factors, China has thus far had to confront the 

United States on various levels (security, trade, human rights etc.) and areas (Iran, 

Sudan, Syria etc.) in the region. In this respect, China’s energy strategy has led to a 

strategic competition with the US in the Middle East in which Beijing’s economics-led 

policy clashed with the US’ security-led policy. Unlike the expectations of the US, China 

did not move toward marketization of its energy policy over time; rather, for various 

reasons, it maintained high-politics approach to energy. The US dominance in the 

Middle East, in the meantime, has continued to put China’s vital interests in danger. 

Consequently, the impact mentioned in the question has remained largely negative. 

Looking into the future, given the geostrategic developments in the Middle East as well 

as the ongoing power shift, the China-US relations in the Middle East are expected to 

remain contentious, if not altogether conflictual. 

Four major sub questions have been derived from the primary question: 

1. What internal and external dynamics shape China’s energy policy in the Middle East?  

In essence, the internal dynamics of China’s energy security policy include economic 

sustainability and industrial development. The external dynamics are the provision of 

sea lanes and overland security, the US naval dominance in the Middle East, political 

stability in the source countries/areas, geopolitical considerations such as alliance-

making and regional economic and security blocs, resource nationalism in energy 

exporting countries, etc. 
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2. How do China’s energy security policy in the Middle East impact on US-China relations? 

The impact, as demonstrated, is negative because of the existing discord resulting from 

China’s economics-driven (soft-handed) energy policy which clashes with US’ security-

driven (hard-handed) policy. 

3. What are the consequences of the policy discord? 

The immediate consequence of the China-US policy discord is a strategic rivalry for 

interest protection and greater influence in the Middle East. This, in turn, results in the 

deterioration of the regional and global security environment. The Iranian nuclear crisis 

is a case in point. If the policy discord continues and further deepens, the existing cold 

rivalry might lead to a hot confrontation. In Syria, an early signs of such a confrontation 

are clearly seen, although the war is fought through proxies.  

4. What would be the implications of China-US strategic rivalry in the Middle East for 

regional stability and peace? 

Without a doubt, the primary implication of China-US strategic rivalry in the Middle East 

would be a general deterioration of security in the ME and a Cold-War style 

confrontation. Many in the region certainly finds that the emerging China-Russia axis 

might in fact balance the dominant presence of the US and keep it from unilateral action 

unlike what happened in Iraq or Libya. In this respect, the emergence of a bi-polar 

structure is considered a promising trend. But it may also be a precarious trend because 

the response of the existing dominant power, the US, to the idea of being balanced out 

is unclear. As seen in the case of Syria, Washington may be forced to a less militaristic 

posture. But, the Syrian case could simply be an exemption. Also, the crisis is far from 

being resolved as yet. Hence, in a nutshell, ideally, China-US rivalry is not to be desired 

in the Middle East although unilateral hegemony is equally unwanted. A rivalry that 

leads to a polarization in the region would be even less desired. However, if consensus is 

reached between China and the US (in a form that the US would be willing to 

accommodate the rising contenders), then bi-polarization could be avoided through 

multilateralization and multipolarization.  

189 
 



 

It is often the case that governments give out contradicting signals when it comes to the 

issues related to their core national interests to lessen the degree of predictability. Energy 

security is one of such issues (that relates directly to national security); hence the importance 

to keep the big picture in sight even when one concentrates on and analyzes the policy in a 

detailed and critical manner. This study has strived to maintain such an approach: It looked in 

detail at a number of policies and cases with regards to China’s energy security strategy and the 

China-US relationship in the Middle East. At the same time, it also attempted to offer a 

theoretical framework to make sense of the developments taking place on the ground from a 

broader perspective by articulating the causal relationship between variables. For this purpose, 

this study offered national power and policy discord as explanatory variables, drawing largely 

on concepts offered by various power shift models. It has maintained that energy security and 

the China-US strategic competition in the Middle East is part of a bigger trend currently in 

effect within the China-US dyad. Hence, it is argued that China’s policy behavior and China-US 

relationship cannot be fully understood if the larger framework of power shift between China 

and the US is not kept in sight. In doing so, it is hoped that this research is not side-tracked by 

contesting and conflicting statements and policies of international actors that often take policy 

analysts by surprise or render their analyses short-lived and quickly irrelevant.  

According to the International Energy Agency’s (IEA) oil market report, China consumed 

near to 9.6 million b/d of oil in 2012 although it produced only 44% of that consumption while 

the rest was imported. Over half of this oil came from the Greater Middle East region. As for 

the future consumption, the BP Energy Outlook 2030 estimates that China’s dependency on the 

oil from the Middle East and North Africa will grow to 80% of its total import in less than two 

decades. Domestic consumption in China, on the other hand, will grow by 7 million b/d to 17 

million b/d in 2030, surpassing the US in 2029. The US demand for oil, in the same period, is 

projected to fall by 2 million b/d to 16.5 million b/d while the North American region will go 

through an “energy renaissance” that involves both oil and natural gas.126 According to EIA’s 

126 The US Energy Information Administration has published its estimation in October 2013 that the United States 
will be the world's top producer of petroleum and natural gas hydrocarbons in 2013, surpassing Russia in the 
production of natural gas and Saudi Arabia, of crude oil. For the United States and Russia, total petroleum and 
natural gas hydrocarbon production, in energy content terms, is almost evenly split between petroleum and 

190 
 

                                                           



 

latest report on world energy outlook, China's steady growth in oil demand has led it to become 

the world's largest net oil importer, exceeding the United States in September 2013 for the first 

time in history.127 However, on yearly basis, US will continue to hold the title as the largest 

importer, although this may change as early as 2017. Hence, China’s dependency on the 

hydrocarbon resources is obvious and the importance of the Middle East in this picture is 

beyond dispute. Although alternative energy resources, renewables, increased efficiency 

standards and source diversification will contribute China’s energy mix and usage, taken alone, 

they will not be sufficient to meet the increase in the rate of domestic consumption. Indeed, 

the major driver for consumption will continue to be the increasingly affluent middle class who 

will use more electricity and rely on private transportation.  

In the same period China has grown dependent on foreign hydrocarbon resources, the 

country also experienced a dramatic rise in national power (clearly a huge difference from the 

1950s and 1960s when China was both weak and experienced energy insecurity), leading a 

number of studies to project an eventual overtaking of the US by China as the most powerful 

nation in the world first in economic and then military realms. The increasingly obvious nature 

of China-US transitional relations is also reflected in their interaction in the Middle East. Energy 

security, in this respect, has become one of the important aspects that tie China to the region 

just as it tied the United States in the 1930s when Franklin Roosevelt realized the strategic 

importance of the Middle East for the US national security and established a strategic 

partnership with Saudi Arabia. As is voiced in the power transition theory, achieving parity with 

the US in various key areas and overtaking it in others, China has boosted its national power 

considerably, which started to reflect in the nation’s more active and independent foreign 

policy in the Middle East, as in elsewhere, although China still has maintained its policy of non-

interventionism, harmonious relationship, and respect for sovereignty. As a matter of fact, 

China’s concept of non-interventionism in others’ domestic affairs has in many cases put it 

squarely against the United States.  

natural gas. Saudi Arabia's production, on the other hand, heavily favors petroleum. In 2012, the country was 
second to Saudi Arabia in oil production and to Russia in natural gas production.  
127 See the report here, htps://www.google.com.tw/?gws_rd=cr&ei=I4DHUpSUA42flQWd24H4Dg#q=china+has+ 
become+largets+oil+importer 
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In its essence, China’s energy (oil and natural gas) security can be summed up as a set of 

strategies to reduce vulnerability to being subject to the power of others. Undeniably a 

dependent nation, China has since 1990s set out to reinforce its energy security which involves, 

among others, signing bilateral contracts with energy rich countries, encouraging and 

supporting NOCs to explore new fields and buy stakes in/form partnerships with foreign 

suppliers, diversifying energy sources by seeking exploration and acquisition in Central Asia and 

Latin America, guiding PLAN’s development with a purpose of SLOCs security and force 

projection, maintaining friendly relations with countries often ostracized/sanctioned by the 

West, and gradually becoming more proactive and getting involved in the Middle Eastern  

geopolitical affairs (perhaps more so than other regions such as Latin America) as they relate to 

China’s core national interests. It has been found out in this research that a bulk of these 

strategies leads to friction and competition between China and the United States (as well as the 

power blocs represented by the two) as the two countries’ vision of regional and global order 

differs considerably.  

In a sense the China-US policy discord in the GME is a powerful manifestation of 

Beijing’s growing national capability. Such competition may be inimical to regional and global 

peace if the two sides are unable to overcome their differences; primarily, the incongruence 

between China’s (dominantly) economics-driven (led by China’s need for hydrocarbon 

resources due to lack of adequate indigenous supply) and the US’ security-driven policy in the 

Middle East. However, such peaceful solution to the fundamental differences would require 

strong political will because, historically, power transitions often resulted in destructive 

competition and wars (e.g., Germany vs. the Great Britain) unless the rising power fully 

embraced the existing system and the declining power acceded without much resistance to the 

idea of a hand over of the super power status to the challenger (e.g., the Great Britain vs. the 

United States). History reserves examples to the both outcomes, although the former outcome 

seems to be recurred more often than the latter. The China-US relationship in the Middle East, 

in this respect, is a useful and critical blueprint to understand the nature of the existing power 

shift between the two (as well as extrapolate into future). Without any doubt, energy plays a 

key role in this equation.  
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In a nutshell, it could be understood from the analysis provided in this study that China’s 

historical experience, its conceptualization of international order and energy regime guides 

Beijing to interpret current events related to energy (as well as others) differently from the 

mainstream perspective of the United States. In this sense, it fits neither realist nor liberal 

institutional perspectives entirely. In another saying, Chinese policy neither explicitly challenges 

US dominance (by attempting to change the geopolitical landscape in the Middle East to shape 

it to better suit its interests), nor does it embed itself firmly into the international institutional 

framework and sacrifices its national interests in an attempt to follow verbatim the US security 

agenda. Rather, on the one hand, China does not share the same concerns with the US when it 

comes to its energy-driven relations in the Greater Middle East. On the other hand, it 

recognizes certain international norms such as non-proliferation and non-intervention as 

principles to guide the nation’s foreign policy. Energy policy is one of the few areas (perhaps 

preceded only by the most pronounced one-China policy and non-interventionism) that Beijing 

is unwilling to make concessions on the international realm. The geopolitical implications of 

China’s energy security policy in the Middle East further complicate the issue. Accordingly, it 

can be said that there is indeed a China-US strategic competition in the Middle East with energy 

being a major component. This relationship, at the moment, is a combination of contention and 

strategic acquiescence, either of which becoming prominent depending on the conjecture.    

Furthermore, the events of the past three years in the region, widely known as the Arab 

Spring, has undoubtedly pulled Beijing, the rising state with considerable national power, more 

closely to the Middle Eastern geopolitics. For example, in the cases of Libya and Syria, China 

and the US experienced deep policy discord. Hence, unless China and the US find a working 

mechanism to sort out the existing fundamental differences (which also requires the 

involvement of the major state actors such as Russia and the European Union member states, 

and organizations such as the SCO and the Arab League), more competitive relationship is 

unavoidable in the Middle East in the years to come. The implications of a power struggle 

between the two powers/blocs (a preview of such systemic competition is now seen Syria) for 

the region and beyond would be catastrophic. Such a rivalry would endanger the regional and 

global peace by: 

193 
 



 

1. Encouraging the sides to seek expansive zones of influence to undermine the 

adversary’s standing and gain greater strategic foothold. Proxy wars such as the one 

fought between the USSR and US in Afghanistan during the Cold War would become 

unavoidable in the China-US dyad. Because of each side’s obvious capability to prop 

up their respective zones of influence by means of political, economic or military 

instruments, the struggle would prove to be both violent and protracted.  

2. Seriously hampering the extraction and transportation of energy resources in the 

region. Such a setback would have drastic consequences for the region because of 

the Middle East’s overreliance on resource economy (extraction, refinery and 

transportation) for the financial sustainability of many countries. This would, in turn, 

impact global economy negatively as it would result in uncertainty, price increases 

and fluctuations.  

3. Leading to the collapse of the social welfare programs throughout the energy-rich 

Middle Easter states which have come to subsidize heavily the basic commodities 

and goods consumed by their citizens to buy and ensure their consent for the 

regime survival. This, in turn, would pave the way for social upheavals, youth 

radicalization and insurgency, regime repression, and an overall deterioration of the 

regional stability.  

4. Opening the way for uncontrolled arms race not only by the major actors, but also 

by the minor (and often instable) partners of these leading states. The arms 

acquisition program of the GCC states such as Saudi Arabia and Bahrain is a case in 

point. The energy nexus in US-Saudi military relations cannot be overlooked. Such a 

trend, for instance, might as well persuade China to arm Iran with sophisticated 

weaponry as a counterbalance to the US influence in the Persian Gulf. In such a case, 

the primary motive for Beijing would certainly be the strategic China-Iran oil 

connection.   

It is understood that, in order to ensure a more comprehensive regional peace and 

stability, China and the United States need to avoid a confrontation in the Middle East. For this 
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end, they are obliged to bring their divergent energy and geopolitical interests in a better 

alignment. However, the answer to the question of how likely such an alignment would be is a 

matter of historical precedent and a careful analysis of the current developments, both of 

which this study has attempted to offer. Indeed, as was maintained in this research, in the 

greater context of a power transition, the China-US relationship cannot solely be understood 

under the framework of a policy discord in the ME although it provides a useful blueprint to get 

a deeper understanding of the region’s geopolitical dynamics and to predict its future prospects. 

Hence, it is argued that as the power disparity between Beijing and Washington narrows, their 

interaction in the Middle East gets more competitive and conflictual -- as exemplified in the 

cases of Iran, Sudan, Syria, etc. Energy still seems to stand at the heart of the Chinese policy in 

the Middle East; however, other geopolitical concerns have also claimed a larger space recently, 

which is explained by China’s growing national power and capability.  

To conclude, currently, China-US relationship in the Middle East is a mixture of strategic 

acquiescence and competition.128 The future, on the other hand, is likely to hold a more 

conflictual interaction. Energy (and other economics-related interests) remains the core of the 

Chinese strategy in the region whereas ideology is almost completely removed from the 

country’s considerations of the region. However, other geopolitical concerns such as the 

security of the sea lanes, the dominance of the US military and the overall US hegemony in the 

region, and the survival concerns of the regimes that are traditionally closer to the global south 

(led by China and Russia) under the US pressure bring Beijing to the Middle East as a more 

normal great power, pushing it to slowly but surely revise and upgrade its traditional 

economics-led diplomacy. Consequently, energy-driven policy discord and China’s growing 

national capabilities cause continuous friction in the China-US relations. Two contemporary 

examples to this are Iran and Syria. The emerging bi-polarity in the Broader Middle East (as 

opposed to the three-decade of unilateral hegemony of the US that started with the end of the 

Russo-Afghan War) may keep the region in a state of perennial crisis. Obviously, if the power 

128 This point has also been reiterated by the interviewee from the UK, “China is still avoiding direct challenge to 
the US policy in the Middle East, but has become more prepared to show its dissatisfaction whenever in need; but 
they do share one thing in common: to ensure peace and stability of the region if possible. If the sides are 
prepared to make compromises, they may have limited cooperation, but the current relationship is more a mixture 
of cooperation and competition.” Author’s e-mail correspondence with Dr. Xuanli Liao, September 27, 2013. 
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shift model is the yardstick to gauge future trends, this is a precarious moment for the region as 

the likelihood of a proxy (or, although less likely, direct) war between the major powers/blocs is 

the highest. The protracted nature of the Syrian civil war is a case in point. It seems that great 

power struggle in the Middle East involving energy and geopolitical security will continue for 

the foreseeable future and China-US relations will remain contentious, if not altogether 

conflictual.  

This research has presented a detailed theoretical and analytical framework on the 

energy – geopolitics nexus by investigating the China-US relations in the Greater Middle East.  

To this end, it looked at the case from the theoretical perspectives of certain realist traditions. 

Future research may approach the subject matter from other theoretical perspectives such as 

hegemonic stability, balance of power, institutionalism and constructivism in order to further 

enrich the scholarship on energy security.  

More practically, future scholarship is called for on Taiwan-Middle East energy relations, 

an area which has been understudied thus far. The fact is that, in terms of percentage, Taiwan 

is no less dependent on the Middle East and on the maritime routes for its oil acquisition than 

China, Japan or South Korea. Therefore, a comprehensive critical study on Taiwan-Middle East 

energy relationship will have both theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, the 

research may reveal interesting insights given Taiwan’s unique status; practically, such a study 

may assist the policy makers and the general public by presenting them a more holistic and 

realistic picture of Taiwan’s energy dependency. Once such a basis is set up, deeper research 

may look at the issue from other (economic, social and political) perspectives. Overall, a 

Taiwan-Middle East study would open up new areas of research for the Taiwan scholarship and 

bring in a greater understanding of a region that has fallen out of the scrutiny of the Taiwan’s 

epistemic community.  

Finally, there is also a lack of scholarship on region-level study on energy security in East 

Asia. Hence, a research on Northeast Asia-Middle East energy relationship would help draw a 

regional energy security framework for future cooperation between the two global centers of 

world energy production and consumption. Indeed, it should come naturally that the two tips 

of the Asian landmass cooperate and hence scholarship on the issue abound. However, this has 
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not been the case as yet. The present study, in this respect, hopes to be a major attempt to 

provide one of such bases. The research potential on the East and West Asia energy 

relationship is simply too promising to ignore.        

This study has attempted to show the causality between national power, policy discord 

and great power rivalry. In the particular case of China-US relationship in the Middle East, 

China’s growing national power and policy discord arising from divergent strategies in the 

region lead to a strategic competition. Hence, this research has found that China-US relations in 

the Middle East involve competition and strategic acquiescence whereas cooperation in a 

meaningful sense is missing. It has been demonstrated convincingly that energy security is a 

major component in contemporary China-US relations although one may find other equally 

visible areas of contention. It has also been found that great power competition in the Middle 

East often results in destructive implications for the lesser powers, endangering regional 

security overall, as is currently seen in Syria. However, it is understood that a rapprochement 

between China (and Russia and Iran) and the US (and GCC and EU) is unlikely especially after 

the Arab Spring has dramatically distorted the status quo. Middle East will continue to stand at 

the crossroads of energy and great power politics for the decades to come.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

197 
 



 

Bibliography 

Books and Articles:  

Al-Sudairi, Mohammed Turki. “Sino-Saudi Relations: An Economic History,” Gulf Research 

Center (GRC), August 2012. 

Alessi, Christopher and Stephanie Hanson, “Expanding China-Africa Oil Ties,” Council on Foreign 

Relations, February 8, 2012. 

Alterman, John B. and John W. Garver, The Vital Triangle: China, the United States, and the 

Middle East, CSIS, 2008. 

Asia-Pacific Energy Research Center (APERC). “A Quest for Energy Security in the 21st Century,” 

Institute of Energy Economics, 2007, Japan.  

Baker, Rodger and Zhixing Zhang, “The Paradox of China's Naval Strategy,” Stratfor, July 17, 

2012. 

Bausso, Ron. “International Energy Agency to offer China room in strategic talks,” Reuters, April 

4, 2013. 

Beng, Phar Kim and Vic Y.W. Li. “China’s Energy Dependence on the Middle East: Boon or Bane 

for Asian Security?” The China and Eurasia Forum Quarterly 3, no. 3, (2005): 19-26. 

Bielecki, Janusz. “Energy Security: Is the Wolf at the Door?” The Quarterly Review of Economics 

and Finance 42, (2002): 235–250. 

Bill, A. James “Iran and the United States: A Clash of Hegemonies,” Middle East Report 212, (Fall 

1999): 44-46. 

Blanchard, Ben. “Eyeing oil, Hu congratulates South Sudan,” Reuters, July 11, 2011. 

Blank, Stephen. “Russia’s Energy Deals with East Asia: Who Wins?” The Diplomat, July 03, 2013. 

Bubalo, Anthony and Mark P. Thrilwell. “Energy Insecurity: China, India, and Middle East Oil,” 

Lowy Institute Issue Brief, (December 2004): 1-20. 

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce. “Pride of Place: The Origins of German Hegemony,” World Politics 

43, (1990): 28-52. 

198 
 



 

Calabrese, John, “China and the Persian Gulf: Energy and Security,” The Middle East Journal 52, 

3, (Summer, 1998): 351-366. 

CATO, “US Policy in the Middle East,” CATO Handbook for Policymakers, 2008. 

Chan, Gerald, Pak K. Lee, and Lai-ha Chan. China Engages Global Governance: A New World 

Order in the Making? (Routledge: New York, NY): 2012. 

Chan, Steve. “Exploring Puzzles in Power-Transition Theory: Implications for Sino-American 

Relations,” Security Studies 13, No. 3, (Spring 2004): 103-141. 

__________. “Is There a Power Transition between the US and China? The Different Faces of 

National Power,” Asian Survey 45, No. 5, (2005): 126-154. 

__________. China, the US, and the Power-Transition Theory: A Critique, (London: Routledge): 

2008. 

Chang, Felix K. “Chinese Energy and Asian Security,” Orbis, (Spring, 2001): 211-240. 

Chang, Frank. “Who Defines the International Community?” The Diplomat, September 12, 2012. 

Chang, Parris H. “China's Policy Toward Iran And The Middle East,” JINSA, November 24, 2009.  

Chen, Shaofeng. “Motivations behind China’s Foreign Oil Quest: A Perspective from the Chinese 

Government and the Oil Companies,” Journal of Chinese Political Science 13, No. 1 

(2008): 600-625.. 

Chen, James. “The Emergence of China in the Middle East,” Institute of National Strategic 

Studies (INSS) (December, 2011): 1-8. 

Chow, Edward. “Central Asia’s Pipelines: Field of Dreams and Reality,” in Pipeline Politics in 

Asia: The Intersection of Demand, Energy Markets, and Supply Routes, NBR Special 

Report 23, September 2010.   

Cole, D. Bernard. “Chinese Naval Modernization and Energy Security,” A paper prepared for the 

Institute for National Strategic Studies National Defense University 2006 Pacific 

Symposium Washington, D.C. June 20, 2006. 

___________. “The Future Chinese Carrier Force,” US Naval Institute News (USNI), May 8, 2013. 

199 
 



 

___________. “The energy factor in Chinese maritime strategy,” in Gabriel Collins, Andrew 

Erickson, Lyle Goldstein and William Murray (eds) China’s Energy Strategy: the Impact 

on China’s Maritime Policies (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2008). 

Constantin, Christian. “China’s Conception of Energy Security: Sources and International 

Impacts,” University of British Colombia, Working Paper No. 43, (March 2005): 1-41. 

Cropsey, Seth and Arthur Milikh. “Mahan’s Naval Strategy: China Learned It. Will America 

Forget It?” World Affairs Journal, March/April 2012. 

Currier L. Carrie and Monachehr Dorraj. Lubricated with Oil: Iran-China Relations in a Changing 

World, Middle East Policy Council Journal, 15, No. 2, (January 2013): 66–80. 

Currier, Carrie Liu and Manochehr Dorraj, China's Energy Relations with the Developing World, 

The Continuum International Publishing Group, New York, 2011. 

Cuthbert, Randall. “North Korea: The Potential Application of Multi-Track Diplomacy to Conflict 

Resolution and Peace Building,” The Institute for Multi-track Diplomacy Occasional 

Paper 16, April 2005. 

Dalacoura, Katerina. “US Democracy Promotion in the Arab World since 11 September 2001: a 

Critique,” International Affairs 81, 5, (2005): 963-979. 

Danilovic, Vesna. “Balance of Power and Power Shifts: Global Interests at Stake,” in When the 

Stakes Are High: Deterrence and Conflict among Major Powers (University of Michigan 

Press, Ann Arbor): 2003. 

Degang, Sun & Yahia Zoubir. “From Hard Military Bases to Soft Military Presence: US Military 

Deployment in Iraq Reassessed,” Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) 

6, no. 3, (2012): 85-106. 

Deyermond, Ruth. “MatrioshkaHegemony? Multi-Levelled Hegemonic Competition and Security 

in Post-Soviet Central Asia,” Review of International Studies 35, (2009), 151–173. 

De Soysa, I., J. R. O’Neal and D. Lalman. “Testing Power Transition Theory USing Alternative 

Measures of National Capabilities,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, No. 4, (1997): 

509-528. 

200 
 



 

Dixon, Peter and Mark Simmons, “The Role of Track-Two Initiatives in Sudanese Peace 

Processes,” Concordis International, 2006. 

Downing, Brian M. “US, China in Sudan Great Game.” Asia Times, Nov 15, 2011. 

Downs, Erica and Maloney, Suzanne, “Getting China to Sanction Iran: The Chinese-Iranian Oil 

Connection,” Foreign Affairs 90 No. 2 (March-April 2011): 15-21. 

Downs, Erica “Cooperating with China on Iran,” The German Marshal Fund of the United States 

Policy Brief, 2012. 

_________. How Oil Fuels Sino-US Fires. Business Week, September 4, 2006.  

Dueck, Colin and Takeyh, Ray. Iran's Nuclear Challenge, Political Science Quarterly 122, No. 2, 

(2007): 189-205. 

Dziadosz, Alexander. “Special Report: South Sudan's Chinese oil puzzle,” Reuters, Nov 14, 2012. 

Efird, Brian; Kugler, Jacek; Genna and Gaspare M. Claremont. “From War to Integration: 

Generalizing the Dynamics of Power Transition,” Working paper series // Claremont 

Institute for Economic Policy Studies, No. 2002-3. 

Elder, Linda and Richard Paul.The Miniature Guide to Critical Thinking: Concepts and Tools, The 

Foundation for Critical Thinking: CA, 2004. 

Erickson, Andrew and Lyle Goldstein. “Gunboats for Beijing’s New Grand Canals? Probing the 

Intersection of Beijing’s Naval and Oil Security Policies,” Naval War College Review 62, 2 

(Spring 2009): 43-76. 

Feigenbaum, Evan A. “China's Military Posture and the New Economic Geopolitics,” Prepared in 

conjunction with an energy study sponsored by the Center for International Political 

Economy and the James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy, 2004. 

Fisher, Eva. “Completion of the ESPO oil pipeline connects Siberia to the Pacific Ocean,” Centre 

for Eastern Studies, 2013. 

Fradk, Hillel. 2005. “The ‘Greater’ Middle East: The New Geopolitical Environment and Its 

Implications for Obama Administration Policies,” Hudson Institute (Date not indicated). 

201 
 



 

Friedberg, Aaron L. The Future of US-China Relations: Is Conflict Inevitable? International 

Security 30, 2, (2005): 7-45. 

Friedman, Edward. “Power Transition Theory: A Challenge to the Peaceful Rise of World Power 

China,” in China’s Rise – Threat or Opportunity?” ed. Herbert S. Yee, (Routledge: London 

& New York): 2011. 

_________. “How Economic Superpower China Could Transform Africa,” Journal of Chinese 

Political Science 14, No. 1, (2008): 1-20.  

Garnaut, John. “Xi’s War Drums,” Foreign Policy, May/June 2013. 

Garver, W. John. China and Iran: Ancient Partners in a Post-Imperial World (Seattle, WA: 

University of Washington Press):2006. 

_________.“Is China Playing a Dual Game in Iran?” The Washington Quarterly 34, 1: 76. 

Ghafouri, Mahmoud, “China’s Policy in the Persian Gulf,” Middle East Policy 16, no. 2, (Summer 

2009). 

Glaser, Charles. “Will China's Rise Lead to War? Why Realism Does Not Mean Pessimism?” 

Foreign Affairs, March/April 2011. 

Glaser, Bonnie S and Medeiros Evan S. “The Changing Ecology of Foreign Policy-Making in 

China: The Ascension and Demise of the Theory of ‘Peaceful Rise,’” The China Quarterly 

190, (2007): 291-310.  

Gilpin, Robert. War and Change in International Relations, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press): 1981. 

Goldstein, Avery. “Power Transitions, Institutions, and China’s Rise in East Asia: Theoretical 

Expectations and Evidence,” The Journal of Strategic Studies 30, No. 4-5, (October 2007): 

639-682. 

Gooch, John. “Maritime Command: Mahan and Corbett,” in Seapower and Strategy, eds. Colin S. 

Gray and Roger W. Barnett (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press): 1989. 

202 
 



 

Gordon, Steward. When Asia was the World: Traveling Merchants, Scholars, Warriors, and 

Monks Who Created the "Riches of the "East," (Da Capo Press): 2007. 

Gou, Sizhi. “The Business Development of China’s National Oil Companies: The Government to 

Business Relationship in China,” Prepared in Conjunction with an Energy Study the 

James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy and Japan Petroleum Energy Center, Rice 

University, March 2007. 

Hajjar, Sami G. “US Military Presence in the Gulf: Challenges and Prospects,” The Strategic 

Studies Institute, March 2002.  

Harold, Scott and Alireza Nader. “China and Iran: Economic, Political, and Military Relations,” 

RAND Corporation, 2012. 

Harris, Stuart. “Global and Regional Orders and the Changing Geopolitics of Energy,” Australian 

Journal of International Affairs 64, No. 2, April 2010. 

Hartnett, M. Daniel and Frederic Vellucci, “Toward a Maritime Security Strategy: An Analysis of 

Chinese Views Since the Early 1990s,” In The Chinese Navy: Expanding Capabilities, 

Evolving Roles, ed. Philip C. Saunders, et al., National Defense University Press for the 

Center for Study of Chinese Military Affairs Institute for National Strategic Studies, 

Washington D.C., (2011): 97-98 

Hanre, John. “Tail of the Ox or Head of the Rooster” Chinese Security 4, No. 2, Spring 2008. 

Hazbun, Waleed. “US Policy and the Geopolitics of Insecurity in the Arab World,” Geopolitics 15 

(2010): 239–262. 

Hilali, A. Z., “China and the Middle East: The Quest for Influence,” Journal of Third World 

Studies, 20, 1 (Spring 2003). 

Hodge C. Carl and Cathal J. Nolan eds., US Presidents and Foreign Policy: From 1789 to the 

Present, (California: ABC Clio): 2007. 

Holmes, R. James. “What Makes China “Mahanian?” The Diplomat, November 18, 2011. 

203 
 



 

Holmes, James and Toshi Yoshihara, “A Chinese Turn to Mahan?” China Brief 9, No. 13, June 24, 

2009. 

Holmes, James and Toshi Yoshihara, “China’s naval ambitions in the Indian Ocean,” in Gabriel 

Collins, Andrew Erickson, Lyle Goldstein and William Murray (eds), China’s energy 

strategy: the impact on China’s maritime policies (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2008). 

Huang, Cary. “As China's navy grows, end of Deng's dictum of keeping a low profile?” South 

China Morning Post, 04 January, 2013. 

Huwaidin, M. B. China's Relations with Arabia and the Gulf (London: Routledge-Curzon): 2002. 

International Crisis Group. The Iran Nuclear Issue: The View from Beijing.’ International Crisis 

Group Asia Briefing 100, (February 2010). 

Jaffe, Amy Myers and Ronald Soligo. “Militarization of Energy: Geopolitical Threats to the 

Global Energy System,” Prepared in Conjunction with An Energy Study Sponsored by The 

James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy and the Institute of Energy Economics, Japan, 

May 2008. 

Jaffe, Amy Myers and Steven W. Lewis. “Beijing’s Oil Diplomacy,” Survival 44, no. 1, (Spring 

2002): 115–134. 

Jervis, Robert. “Understanding the Bush Doctrine,” Political Science Quarterly 118, No. 3 (2003): 

365-388. 

Jiang, Julie and Jonathan Sinton. “Overseas Investments by Chinese National Oil Companies: 

Assessing the Drivers and Impacts,” IEA Information Paper, 2011. 

Johnston, Alastair Lain. “Is China a Status Quo Power?” International Security 27, No. 4, (Spring 

2003): 5-56. 

Kaplan, D. Robert. The Geography of Chinese Power: How Far Can Beijing Reach on Land and at 

Sea?” Foreign Affairs, May/June 2010. 

_________. “China's Naval Rise, Stratfor, June 27, 2012 

204 
 



 

Kasting, Nori and Brandon Fite. US and Iran Strategic Competition: The Impact of China and 

Russia. Center for Strategic and International Studies, (November 2012): 1-37. 

Kemenade, Willem Van. “Iran’s Relations with China and the West: Cooperation and 

Confrontation in Asia.” Netherlands Institute of International Relations, (November 

2009). 

Kennedy, M. Paul. The Rise and Fall of British Naval Mastery, 2nd ed. (Amherst, NY: Humanity 

Books): 2006. 

Keohane, Joseph. After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy, 

New Jersey: Princeton University Press): 1984.  

Kent, Ann E. Beyond Compliance: China, International Organizations, and Global Security 

(Singapore: NUS Press): 2009. 

Komiss, William and LaVar Huntzinger. “The Economic Implications of Disruptions to Maritime 

Oil Chokepoints,” CNA Analysis, 2011. 

Kruyt, Bert, D. P. vanVuuren, H. J. M. deVries and H. Groenenberg. “Indicators for Energy 

Security,” Energy Policy 37, (2009): 2166–2181. 

Kugler, Jacek and Douglas Lemke. Parity and War, (The University of Michigan Press: Ann 

Arbor): 1996. 

Kugler, Jacek and Kenneth Organski. “The Power Transition: A Retrospective and Prospective 

Evaluation,” in Handbook of War Studies I, ed. Manus Midlarsky, (Routledge: New York): 

1989. 

Kumar, Rupesinghe. “Multi-Track Diplomacy: and the Sustainable Route to Conflict Resolution,” 

Culture, Resources and Conflicts 19, No. 3, (Fall 1995). 

Lahrici, Kamilia. “Arab uprisings bring opportunities to China,” Your Middle East, August 14, 

2013.  

Lai, David. The United States and China in Power Transition, US Army War College Strategic 

Studies Institute, 2011. 

205 
 



 

Lai, Hongyi Harry. “China’s Oil Diplomacy: Is It a Global Security Threat?” Third World Quarterly, 

28, No. 3, (2007): 519-537. 

Lebow, Richard Ned and Benjamin Valentino. “Lost in Transition: A Critical Analysis of Power 

Transition Theory,” International Relations 23, (2009): 389-410. 

Lee, Henry and Dan Shalmon. "Searching for Oil: China's Oil Initiatives in the Middle East." 

Discussion Paper, Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, John F. Kennedy 

School of Government, Harvard University, January 2007. 

Lee, John. “China’s Geostrategic Search for Oil,” The Washington Quarterly 35, 3, (2012): 75-92. 

Lee, Pak K. “China’s Quest for Oil Security: Oil (Wars) in the Pipeline?” The Pacific Review 18, No. 

2, (2005): 265-301. 

Legro, Jeffrey W.  “What China will Want: The Future Intentions of a Rising Power,” Perspectives 

on Politics 53, (2007): 515-534. 

Lei, Wu. “The Oil Politics & Geopolitical Risks with China “Going out” Strategy toward the 

Greater Middle East,” Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) 6, No. 3, 

(2012): 58- 84.  

Lei, Wu and Liu Xuejun. “China or the United States: Which Threatens Energy Security?” OPEC 

Review, 2007. 

Lemke, Douglas. “The Continuation of History: Power Transition Theory and the End of the Cold 

War,” Journal of Peace Research 34, No. 1 (February, 1997): 23-36. 

Leung, Guy C.K. “China’s Energy Security: Perception and Reality,” Energy Policy 39, (2011): 

1330–1337. 

_________. “China’s oil use, 1990–2008,” Energy Policy 38, (2010): 932–944. 

Leverett, Flynt and Jeffrey Bader. “Managing China-US Energy Competition in the Middle East,” 

The Washington Quarterly 29, No: 1, (Winter 2006): 187-201. 

Lewis, Jeffrey and Philip Maxon. “The Proliferation Security Initiative,” Maritime Security (2010): 

35-43. 

206 
 



 

Lewis, Stewen W. “Energy Security: Implications for US-China-Middle East Relations,” Rice 

University, 2005. 

_________. “China and Energy Security in Asia,” Paper prepared for the 2008 Northeast Asia 

Energy Outlook Seminar, Korea Economic Institute Policy Forum, Washington, DC, May 6, 

2008. 

Li, Xiaofei. “Chinese Political Transition Makes Change Possible in Energy Approach,” Oil & Gas 

Journal, February 2013. 

Li, Xin. “The Partition of Sudan and Its Impact on China’s Oil Interests,” Contemporary 

International Relations 21, No. 6 (Nov.-Dec. 2011). 

Li, Nan. “The Evolution of China’s Naval Strategy and Capabilities: From “Near Coast” and “Near 

Seas” to “Far Seas,” In The Chinese Navy: Expanding Capabilities, Evolving Roles, ed. 

Philip C. Saunders, et al., National Defense University Press for the Center for Study of 

Chinese Military Affairs Institute for National Strategic Studies, Washington D.C., 2011. 

Lieberthal, Kenneth and Mikkal Herberg, “China’s Search for Energy Security: Implications for 

US Policy,” NBR Analysis 17, No. 1, (April 2006). 

Lin, Christina Y. “China, Iran and North Korea Alliance,” Middle East Review of International 

Affairs (March, 2010). 

Ma, Lirong. “China’s Cultural and Public Diplomacy to Countries in the Middle East,” Journal of 

Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) 4, No. 2, (2010): 32-43. 

Ma, Linwei, Feng Fu, Zheng Li and Pei Liu. “Oil Development in China: Current Status and Future 

Trends,” Energy Policy 45, (2012): 43-53. 

Ma, Hengyun, Les Oxleyb, John Gibsonc. “China's Energy Situation in the New Millennium,” 

Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 13, no. 8, (October 2009): 1781–1799. 

Machar, Riek. “South Sudan: A History of Political Domination – A Case of Self-Determination,” 

University of Pennsylvania – African Studies Center, 1995. 

Mearsheimer, John. “China’s Unpeaceful Rise,” Current History 105, 2006. 

207 
 



 

_________. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton): 2001. 

Mbanje, Bowden and Mahuku, Darlington. Selective Nuclear Development in the International 

System: The Case of Iran. International Journal of Humanities and Social Science 2, no. 2, 

(January, 2012): 203-211. 

Medani, Khalid Mustafa “Strife and Secession in Sudan,” Journal of Democracy 22, No. 3, (2011): 

135-149. 

Medeiros, Evan S. Reluctant Restraint: The Evolution of China’s Nonproliferation Policies and 

Practices, 1980-2004, (Stanford University Press): 2007. 

Melissen, Jan. The New Public Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations. (Palgrave 

Macmillan): 2007. 

Midlarsky, Manus. I. Handbook of War Studies 1. (Routledge, NY): 1989. 

Mitchell, John V. “A New Political Economy of Oil,” The Quarterly Review of Economics and 

Finance 42, (2002). 

Modelski, George. Long Cycles in World Politics, (Seattle:  University of Washington Press): 1987. 

Moore, John I. Continuing Energy Crisis in America (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press): 1975. 

Morgenthau, Hans and Kenneth Thompson, and David Clinton. Politics among Nations: The 

Struggle for Power and Peace. McGraw-Hill Humanities/Social Sciences/Languages, 

(1993). 

Natsios, Andrew S. and Michael Abramowitz, “Sudan’s Secession Crisis: the South Part from the 

North without War?” Foreign Affairs 90, No. 1, (2011). 

Nerurkar, Neelesh. “US Oil Imports and Exports Specialist in Energy Policy,” Congressional 

Research Service, April 4, 2012.  

Ng, Grace. “China Inching Towards Bigger Role in Persian Gulf,” Straits Times Indonesia, January 

28, 2012. 

Newmyer, Jacqueline. “Oil, Arms, and Influence: The Indirect Strategy Behind Chinese Military 

Modernization” Orbis, (Spring, 2009): 205-219. 

208 
 



 

Noël, Pierre. “The New US Middle East Policy and Energy Security Challenges,” Politique 

Etrangère 2 (2006): 1-9. 

Notter, James and Louise Diamond, “Building Peace and Transforming Conflict: Multi-Track 

Diplomacy in Practice,” The Institute for Multi-track Diplomacy Occasional Paper, No. 7, 

(October 1996). 

Nye, Joseph Jr. Understanding international conflict: An introduction to theory and history, 

(Shanghai: Shanghai People Press): 2005. 

OECD, Economic Surveys: China, March, 2013. 

Olimat, Muhamad S. “The Political Economy of the Sino-Middle Eastern Relations,” Journal of 

Chinese Political Science/Association of Chinese Political Studies 15, (2008): 307–335. 

_________. China and the Middle East: From Silk Road to Arab Spring. (Routledge, London and 

New York): 2013.   

Organski, Kenneth. World Politics, (Alfred A. Knopf, New York): 1958. 

Organski, Kenneth and Jacek Kugler. The War Ledger. (The University of Chicago Press, 

Chicago): 1980. 

O’Rourke, Ronald. “PLAN Force Structure: Submarines, Ships, and Aircraft,” In The Chinese Navy: 

Expanding Capabilities, Evolving Roles, ed. Philip C. Saunders, et al., National Defense 

University Press for the Center for Study of Chinese Military Affairs Institute for National 

Strategic Studies, Washington D.C., 2011.  

_________. “China Naval Modernization: Implications for US Navy Capabilities—Background 

and Issues for Congress,” Congressional Research Service, April 2013. 

Ottaway, Marina and Mai El-Sadany, “Sudan: From Conflict to Conflict,” Carnegie Paper, May 

2012. 

Pham, J. Peter. “China’s ‘Surge’ in the Middle East and Its Implications for US Interests,” 

American Foreign Policy Interests 31, (2009): 177-193. 

209 
 



 

Poneman, Daniel. Nuclear Power in the Developing World. (London: George Allen & Unwin): 

1982. 

Pruitt, John. “The Influence of Sea Power in the 21st Century,” Working Paper, Security Studies 

Program, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, (August 2000). 

Qian, Xuewen. “China’s Energy Cooperation with Middle East Oil-producing Countries,” Journal 

of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) 4, No. 3, (2010): 65-80.  

Radtke, Kurt W. “China and the Greater Middle East: Globalization No Longer Equals 

Westernization,” Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 6, (2007). 

Reardon, Robert J. Containing Iran: Strategies for Addressing the Iranian Nuclear Challenge. 

RAND Corporation, (2012). 

Rubel, C. Robert. “Is China the real Mahanian maritime power of the 21st century?” 

Information Dissemination, (June 12, 2012). 

Rubin, Barry. “China’s Middle East Strategy,” Middle East Review of International Affairs 

(MERIA) 3, No. 1, (March 1999): 345-353. 

Sovacool, Benjamin K. “Evaluating Energy Security in the Asia Pacific: Towards a More 

Comprehensive Approach,” Energy Policy 39, (2011). 

Scobell, Andrew and Andrew J. Nathan. “China’s Overstretched Military,” The Washington 

Quarterly 35, 4, (2012): 158-148. 

Shaffer, Brenda. “Energy Politics,” (University of Pennsylvania State): 2009. 

Shambaugh, David. Coping with a Conflicted China. Washington Quarterly 34, no. 1, (2011): 7–

27. 

Shen, Dingly. Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions Test China’s Wisdom. The Washington Quarterly 29, 2, 

(2006): 55–66. 

Shinn, David. “China’s Growing Role in Africa: Implications for US Policy,” Hearing before the 

Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, November 1, 2011. 

210 
 



 

Singh, Mandip. “China's Strategic Petroleum Reserves: A Reality Check,” IDSA (Institute for 

Defence Studies and Analyses) Issue Brief, May 21, 2012. 

Soysa, Indra D., John R. O’Neal, and Yong Hee Park. “Testing Power Transition Theory Using 

Alternative Measures of National Capabilities,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, No. 

4, (1997): 509-528. 

Sparks, Donald L. Review. “India and China’s growing economic involvement in sub-Saharan 

Africa,” Journal of African Studies and Development 3, No. 4, (April 2011). 

Speed, Philip Andrews; Xuanli Liao and Roland Dannreuther. The Strategic Implications of 

China’s Energy Needs. (Routledge): 2002. 

_________. “Searching for Energy Security: The Political Ramifications of China’s International 

Energy Policy” China Environment Series, (2002b): 13-28. 

Speedie, David C., “US-Iran Relations Exiting the Cul de Sac,” Carnegie Council for Ethics in 

International Relations, July 2012. 

Sprance, R. William. “The Russo-Japanese War: The Emergence of Japanese Imperial Power,” 

Journal of Military and Strategic Studies 6, No. 3, (Winter 2004): 1-24. 

Tammen, Ronald, L. et all. Power Transitions: Strategies for the 21st Century (NY: Chatham 

House Publishers of Seven Bridges Press):2000. 

Tang, James. “With the Grain or Against the Grain? Energy Security and Chinese Foreign Policy 

in the Hu Jintao Era,” The Brookings Institution Center for Northeast Asian Policy Studies 

(October 2006). 

Traub, James. “The Accidental Peacemaker,” Foreign Policy (May 4, 2012). 

Ullman, Richard H. “Redefining Security,” International Security 8, No. 1, (Summer, 1983): 162-

177. 

Vivoda, Vlado. “Diversification of oil import sources and energy security: A key strategy or an 

elusive objective?” Energy Policy 37 (2009): 4615–4623. 

211 
 



 

Wakefield, Bryce. “Introduction,” in  China in the Persian Gulf, eds. Bryce Wakefield and Susan L. 

Levenstein, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C., 2011. 

Waldron, Arthur. “The rise of China: Military and Political Implications,” Review of International 

Studies 31, (2005): 715-733. 

Wallerstein, Immanuel. The Modern World System: Mercantilism and the Consolidation of the 

European World Economy, (Now York: Academic Press): 1980. 

Walt, Stephen. “China’s New Strategy,” Foreign Policy Magazine, April 2010. 

Wanli, Yu. “Re-thinking China’s “Sea Power” Strategy in Modern Times,” China-US Focus, 

February 14, 2011. 

Wendt, Alexander. Social Theory of International Politics,(Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press): 1999. 

_________. “Collective Identity Formation and the International State,” American Political 

Science Review 88, No. 2, (June 1994): 384-396. 

Willrich, Mason. Energy and world politics, (New York: The Free Press): 1975. 

Woodward, Peter. “Towards Two Sudans,” Survival: Global Politics and Strategy 52, No. 3, 

(2011): 5-10. 

Wu, Bingbing. “Strategy and Politics in the Gulf as seen from China,” in  China in the Persian 

Gulf, eds. Bryce Wakefield and Susan L. Levenstein, Woodrow Wilson International 

Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C., 2011. 

Yao, Kuangyi. “Development of Sino-Arab Relations and the Evolution of China’s Middle East 

Policy in the New Era,” Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) 1, No. 1, 

(2007): 3- 19. 

Yang, Yao. “Chasing Resources: A New Form of Colonialism?” East Asia Forum Quarterly 4, No. 2 

(April-June 2012): 4-44.  

Yee, Herbert S. China’s Rise-Threat or Opportunity? (London: Routledge): 2011. 

212 
 



 

Yu, Jianhua and Yichen Dai. “Energy Politics and Security Concepts from Multidimensional 

Perspectives,” Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) 6, No. 4, (2012): 

91-120. 

Xia, Liping. “China: A Responsible Great Power,” Journal of Contemporary China 10, No. 26, 

(2001): 17-25. 

Xu, Duo.“China’s Cruise towards Sea Power,” e-ir, April 17, 2012. 

Xu, Qinhua. “China’s Energy Diplomacy and its Implications for Global Energy Security,” FES 

Briefing Paper 13, (August 2007). 

Xu, Xiaojie. “China and the Middle East: Cross-investment in the energy sector,” Middle East 

Policy 7. 3 (Jun 2000): 122-136. 

Xu, Yi-chong. “China's energy security,” Australian Journal of International Affairs 60, 2, (2006). 

Yan, Xuetong. “The Rise of China and its Power Status.” Chinese Journal of International Politics 

1, no. 1, (2006): 5-33. 

Yergin, Daniel, “Energy security in the 1990s,” Foreign Affairs 67 (1), 1988, 110–132. 

__________. “Ensuring Energy Security,” Foreign Affairs 85 No. 2, 2006. 

Yetiv, Steve; Lu, Chunlong, “China, Global Energy, and the Middle East,” The Middle East Journal 

61, 2, (Spring 2007): 199-218. 

Yhome, K. Anthony. “The geopolitics of China’s new energy route,” East Asia Forum, June 19th, 

2013 

Zhang, Jian. “China’s Energy Security: Prospects, Challenges, and Opportunities,” The Brookins 

Institution Center for Northeast Asian Policy Studies, 2011. 

Zahirinejad, Mahnaz and Vrushal Ghoble. “Energy Factor in China-Iran Relations,” Journal of 

Peace Studies 17, no, 2&3, April-September, 2010. 

Zha, Daojiong. “China’s Energy Security and Its International Relations,” The China and Eurasia 

Forum Quarterly, Volume 3, No. 3, (November 2005): 39-54. 

213 
 



 

_________. “China’s Energy Security: Domestic and International Issues,” Survival 48 No. 1 

(Spring 2006): 179–190. 

Zhang, Xiaodong. “China's Interests in the Middle East: Present and Future,” Middle East Policy 

6, 3, (Feb 1999). 

Zhao, Hongtu. “China’s Energy Interest and Security in the Middle East” in China’s Growing Role 

in the Middle East: Implications for the Region and Beyond, The Nixon Center and Gulf 

Research Center, 2011. 

_________. “China’s Overseas Energy Investment: Myth and Reality,” Contemporary 

International Relations 19, No. 1 Jan./Feb. 2007.  

Zhenqiang, Pan. Iran’s New Election and Its Implications to the Regional Security. Shanghai 

Institute for Strategic Studies, July 29, 2005.  

Zhu, Zhiqun. US-China Relations in the 21st Century: Power Transition and Peace. Routledge, 

London, 2006. 

__________. China’s New Diplomacy: Rationale, Strategies and Significance, Ashgate Publishing 

Limited: England, 2010. 

Newspapers, Reports, Online Resources and Others: 

ABB, “China Efficiency Report,” January 2011. 

Al-Khouri, Riad.“China moves for Iraq's black stuff: Beijing set to be Baghdad’s largest oil 

producer and purchaser,” Executive, March 01, 2013. 

Anderlini, Jamil and Gwen Robinson. “China-Myanmar pipeline to open in May,” Financial 

Times, January 2013.  

Arango, Tim and Clifford Krauss. “China Is Reaping Biggest Benefits of Iraq Oil Boom,” The New 

York Times, June 2, 2013. 

Associated Press. China denounces US sanctions against companies, Associated Press. February 

12, 2013. 

214 
 



 

Auken, Bill Van. Military Buildup in Persian Gulf: US escalates military threat against Iran. Global 

Research. 4 July 2012. Retrieved June 3, 2013, from http://www.globalresearch.ca/ 

military-buildup-in-persian-gulf-us-escalates-military-threat-against-iran/31757. 

Benjamin, R. Milton. Administration Will List 63 Countries Subject to Nuclear Export 

Restrictions, Nuclear Files, (9 September, 1982). Retrieved June 2, 2013, from 

http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-issues/nuclear-weapons/issues/proliferation/ 

iran/A%20brief%20history%20of%20US-Iranian%20nuclear%20negotiations.pdf. 

Brennan, Hugo. “China's Syria Connection.” The National Interest, August 9, 2013, Retrieved 

August 30, 2013.  

Bridge, Robert. Creating a Multi-Polar World: Beijing, Moscow Make Case against Unilateralism. 

Global Research, 24 March 2010. Retrieved June 2, 2013, from 

http://www.globalresearch.ca/creating-a-multi-polar-world-beijing-moscow-make-case-

against-unilateralism/18315. 

Burr, William. A Brief History of US-Iranian Nuclear Negotiations. Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists, 2009. Retrieved June 2, 2013, http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-

issues/nuclear-weapons/issues/proliferation/iran/A%20brief%20history%20of%20US-

Iranian%20nuclear%20negotiations.pdf. 

“Central Asia Pipeline to Secure Gas for China,” CSC, July 02, 2008, Retrieved, August 12, 2013, 

http://www.chinastakes.com/2008/7/central-asia-pipeline-to-secure-gas-for-china.html  

Central Intelligence Agency. Middle East-South Asia: Nuclear Handbook, May 1988.Accessed 

June 2, 2013, from http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/documentconversions 

/89801/DOC_0000375197.pdf 

“A Closer Look at China’s Oil Demand Prospects,” Centre for Global Energy Studies (CGES), 

September, 2010.Retrieved July 29, 2013.  

Chubin, Shahram. Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 

Washington, D.C., 2006. 

215 
 

http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-issues/nuclear-weapons/issues/proliferation/%20iran/A%20brief%20history%20of%20U.S.-Iranian%20nuclear%20negotiations.pdf
http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-issues/nuclear-weapons/issues/proliferation/%20iran/A%20brief%20history%20of%20U.S.-Iranian%20nuclear%20negotiations.pdf
http://www.globalresearch.ca/creating-a-multi-polar-world-beijing-moscow-make-case-against-unilateralism/18315
http://www.globalresearch.ca/creating-a-multi-polar-world-beijing-moscow-make-case-against-unilateralism/18315
http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-issues/nuclear-weapons/issues/proliferation/iran/A%20brief%20history%20of%20U.S.-Iranian%20nuclear%20negotiations.pdf
http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-issues/nuclear-weapons/issues/proliferation/iran/A%20brief%20history%20of%20U.S.-Iranian%20nuclear%20negotiations.pdf
http://www.nuclearfiles.org/menu/key-issues/nuclear-weapons/issues/proliferation/iran/A%20brief%20history%20of%20U.S.-Iranian%20nuclear%20negotiations.pdf
http://www.chinastakes.com/2008/7/central-asia-pipeline-to-secure-gas-for-china.html
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/documentconversions%20/89801/DOC_0000375197.pdf
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/documentconversions%20/89801/DOC_0000375197.pdf


 

Clapper, R. James. Director of National Intelligence, Worldwide Threat Assessment to the 

Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, (January, 2012). 

Crooks, Ed and Fifield, Anna. US oil imports to fall to 25-year low. Financial Times, January 8, 

2013. 

Digital National Security Archive. US Supplied Nuclear material to Iran, 29 January, 1980. 

Retrieved June 2, 2013, from http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com. 

Dreyfuss, Robert. In Multilateral Talks with Iran, Israel Is Increasingly Isolated. The Nation, April 

8, 2013.  

Duo, Xu.“China’s Cruise towards Sea Power,” e-ir, April 17, 2012. Retrieved October 23, 2013, 

from www.e-ir.info/2012/04/17/ chinas-cruise-towards-sea-power  

Eland, Ivan. No War for Oil: US Dependency and the Middle East. Independent Institute, 

December 21, 2011.Retrieved May 21, 2013. 

Energy Information Administration (a). World Oil Transit Chokepoints, 2012.Retrieved May 1, 

2013, from http://www.eia.gov/countries/regions-topics.cfm?fips=wotc&trk=p3. 

Energy Information Administration (b). Sudan and South Sudan Country Analysis Brief, March 

19, 2012, http://www.eia.gov/countries/cab.cfm?fips=SU 

Energy Information Administration (c). The Strait of Hormuz is the world's most important oil 

transit chokepoint, January 4, 2012. Retrieved May 1, 2013, from 

http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=4430. 

Energy Information Administration (d). Country Brief: China. Last Updated, September 2012; 

Revised, April 2013, Retrieved, August 5, 2013, 

http://www.eia.gov/countries/cab.cfm?fips=CH. 

Energy Information Administration (e). “How dependent are we on foreign oil,” May 10, 2013. 

Retrieved, August 5, 2013, 

http://www.eia.gov/energy_in_brief/article/foreign_oil_dependence.cfm. 

216 
 

http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com/
http://www.e-ir.info/2012/04/17/%20chinas-cruise-towards-sea-power
http://www.eia.gov/countries/regions-topics.cfm?fips=wotc&trk=p3
http://www.eia.gov/countries/cab.cfm?fips=SU
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=4430
http://www.eia.gov/countries/cab.cfm?fips=CH
http://www.eia.gov/energy_in_brief/article/foreign_oil_dependence.cfm


 

Energy Information Administration (f). “US expected to be largest producer of petroleum and 

natural gas hydrocarbons in 2013,” October 4, 2013. Retrieved, October 3, 2013, from 

http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=13251&src=email.  

“The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040,” Exon Mobil, Retrieved July 30, 

http://www.exxonmobil.com/Corporate/energy_outlook.aspx. 

“Fueling the Dragon: China’s Investment in the Global Oil and Gas Market,” Ernst and Young 

Global Oil and Gas Center, 2011. 

Hahn II, George. “Mahan's influence on naval strategy has yet to ebb,” The Baltimore Sun, 

August 23, 1995. 

“Israel to push China on Iran issue,” Global Times, February 22, 2010.  

“International Energy Agency (a). “World Energy Outlook,” 2011.  

International Energy Agency (b). North America leads shift in global energy balance, IEA says in 

latest World Energy Outlook, 12 November, 2012.  

International Energy Agency (c).“ World Energy Outlook 2012” (Paris: OECD/IEA, 2012). 

International energy Agency (d). Country Analysis Briefs: Iran, February 2012. 

International energy Agency (e).Country Analysis Briefs: China, September 2012 (Revised April 

2013). 

International Energy Agency. Oil Market Report, 12 September 2013. 

Jones, M. Gordon. Discussion of Pakistan's Nuclear Program. Confidential Letter, Digital 

National Security Archive, 1 April, 1975.Retrieved June 2, 2013, from 

www.nsarchive.chadwyck.com. 

Kan, A. Shirley. China and the Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction and Missiles: Policy 

Issues. Congressional Research Service, March 30, 2012. 

Katzman, Kenneth. Iran: US Concerns and Policy Responses, Congressional Research Service, 

September, 2012: 6.  

Kerr, Paul K. Iran’s Nuclear Program: Status. US Congressional Research Service, October, 2012.  

217 
 

http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=13251&src=email
http://www.exxonmobil.com/Corporate/energy_outlook.aspx
http://www.nsarchive.chadwyck.com/


 

Krauss, Clifford. Oil Price Would Skyrocket if Iran Closed the Strait of Hormuz. The New York 

Times, January 4, 2012.  

Laghmari, Jihen. “China Looks to Boost Sino-Arab Trade to $300 Billion by 2014,” Bloomberg, 

May 31, 2012.   

Leverett, Flyntt and  Hillary Mann Leverett. The Real Reason America Can't Make a Nuclear Deal 

with Iran. Huffington Post, April 2013. 

Mackenzie, Peter. Closer Look at China-Iran Relations: Roundtable Report. CNA China Studies, 

September, 2012. 

Mazzetti, Mark. US Says Iran Ended Atomic Arms Work. The New York Times, December 3, 

2007. 

Mine, Yoshiki. “US-China Relations and Sudan.” The Canon Institute for Global Studies, 2011. 

Retrieved August 15, 2013. 

Nuclear Threat Initiative. Iran: Nuclear Chronology, 2011. Retrieved June 2, 2013, from 

http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/iran/. 

OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries), World Oil Outlook 2010, Vienna, Austria: 

OPEC Secretariat, 2010. 

Postel, Danny. Iran, the Left and the Non-Aligned Movement: A Guide for the Perplexed. 

Huffington Post, September, 2012. 

Raghavan, Sundarsan and Andrew Higgins, “China in a tug of war between two Sudans,” 

Washington Post, March 23, 2012 

Ramazani, K. Rouhollah. The Dilemma of US-Iran Relations. UVA Magazine, 2012 Retrieved April 

23, 2013, from 

http://uvamagazine.org/firstperson/article/thedilemmaofUSiranrelations. 

Rapoza, Kenneth. “China Wants More Oil,” Forbes, February 2013.  

“China and India – Growth Drivers for Global Oil Demand,” SAFAN, 2011. Retrieved July 25, 

2013, http://www.petromin.safan.com/mag/psepoct11/r08.pdf.  

218 
 

http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/iran/
http://uvamagazine.org/firstperson/article/thedilemmaofu.s.iranrelations
http://www.petromin.safan.com/mag/psepoct11/r08.pdf


 

Sanger, David E. “Obama Order Sped up Wave of Cyber-attacks Against Iran,” New York Times,  

June 1, 2012. 

Shinn, David H. “China’s Deft Sudan Diplomacy,” The Diplomat, September 19, 2012. 

Stea, Carla. Third Russian-Chinese Veto Blocks the Road to World War III. Global Research, 

August 2012. Retrieved July 1, 2013, from http://www.globalresearch.ca/third-russian-

chinese-veto-blocks-the-road-to-world-war-iii/32165. 

 Solomon, Jay. China, Russia Resist Sanctions Against Iran.  The Wall Street Journal, November 

17, 2011. 

US Arms Sales to Iran. MERIP Reports, 51, (October 1976): 15-18. 

US to Produce More Oil Than It Imports by October 2013, Center for Global Energy Studies 

(CGES), August 2013. 

Wines, Michael. “China Leader Warns Iran Not to Make Nuclear Arms.” The New York Times, 

January 20, 2012. Mariar Wuoi, “China’s role in North-South Sudan relations,” Sudan 

Tribune, 8 January 2012. 

Ying, Lin. China defends Iran oil trade despite US push. Global Times, January 12, 2012. 

Zhao, Shelly. “The Geopolitics of China-African Oil,” April 13, 2011.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

219 
 

http://www.globalresearch.ca/third-russian-chinese-veto-blocks-the-road-to-world-war-iii/32165
http://www.globalresearch.ca/third-russian-chinese-veto-blocks-the-road-to-world-war-iii/32165


 

Appendix 1: Data Type and Sources 

Variable Data Type/Measurement Source 

China’s ME policy 

 Qualitative 

Policies Interview, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Department of State, 

Various public/private 

strategic research and 

analysis institutions 

US’ ME policy 

 Qualitative 

Policies Interview, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Department of State, 

and other public/private 

strategic research and policy 

institutions such as RAND and 

Brookings Institution 

Oil dependency (China) 

 Quantitative 

 Qualitative 

Volume, Reserves-to-

production ratio 

IEA, EIA, Asian Development 

Bank (ADB), National Bureau 

of Statistics (NBS), China’s 

White Paper on Energy Policy, 

OECD, Department of Energy, 

Ministry of Commerce, OPEC 

Oil dependency (US) 

 Quantitative 

Volume, Reserves-to-

production ratio 

IEA, EIA, Department of 

Energy, JODI (Joint 

Organizations Data Initiative), 

UNSTATS, OECD, OPEC 
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National power (China) 

 Quantitative 

 Qualitative 

GDP, Population, Military 

spending, Political 

capacity/Productivity 

NBS (China), ADB, World 

Bank, IMF, OECD, JODI (Joint 

Organizations Data Initiative), 

UNSTATS, Ministry of 

Commerce, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, and other 

state agencies 

Policy Discord 

 Qualitative 

Policies 

 

Interview, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Department of State, 

and other strategic and policy 

research institutions  

US-China strategic 

competition 

 Qualitative 

Policies Interview, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Department of State, 

and other strategic research 

institutions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

221 
 



 

Appendix 2: Abbreviations  
 "mb/d" – millions of barrels per day  

 “b/d” – barrels per day 

 "kb/d" – thousands of barrels per day 

 "m/bbls" – millions of barrels 

 "m/boe" – millions of barrels of oil equivalent  

 "k/boe" – thousands of barrels of oil equivalent 

 "Bcf/d" – billions of cubic feet per day 

 "MMBtu" – millions of British thermal units 

 "y-o-y" – year-on-year 
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Appendix 3: List of Interviewees 

1. Manochehr Dorraj, PhD. Manochehr Dorraj received his Ph.D. from the University of Texas at 
Austin. His areas of expertise are in International Relations and Comparative Politics in general 
and Developing Nations, Middle East and North Africa in particular. Professor Dorraj has been 
the recipient of several awards for his research, teaching and mentoring at TCU. He is the author, 
coauthor, editor or coeditor of 6 books and more than 50 articles and book chapters. References 
to his work and the translation of his publications have appeared in Spanish, French, German, 
Russian, Japanese, Chinese, Turkish, Arabic and Persian languages.  

2. Seyed Mohammad Marandi, PhD. Seyed Mohammad Marandi is a graduate of the University of 
Tehran and Birmingham University. Currently he is professor of North American Studies and 
dean of the Faculty of World Studies at the University of Tehran. Marandi has appeared as a 
political commentator on international news networks such as CNN, BBC, Al Jazeera, and Press 
TV. 

3. Abbas Manafy, PhD. Department Chair and Professor of Political Science New Mexico Highlands 
University. Author of “The Kurdish Political Structure.” Professor Manafy has written extensively 
about US Foreign Policy, US-Middle East Relations, Critical Theory and Class Politics. He is fluent 
in Persian, Turkish, and English and can write and read in Arabic and Kurdish. 

4. Md. Moniruzzaman, PhD. Associate professor, Department of Political Science, IIUM, Malaysia. 
His research interests include Comparative Politics, International Political Economy and 
Development Studies. 

5. Xuanli Liao, PhD. Janet Xuanli Liao is a Lecturer on International Relations and Energy security 
Studies, at the Centre for Energy, Petroleum and Mineral Law and Policy (CEPMLP) of the 
University of Dundee. She obtained a PhD in International Relations from the University of Hong 
Kong. She also held B.A. and M.A. in History from Peking University, China, and studied M.A. in 
International Relations at the International University of Japan. 

Her current research interests include think tanks and China’s foreign policy decision-making, 
China’s energy diplomacy (including China-Central Asia-Russia, China and Middle East, etc.), the 
relationship between Chinese NOCs and the government, Sino-Japanese political/energy 
relations (including the East China Sea dispute), China’s climate change policy, and climate 
change governance. 
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