Middle Eastern Instability and U.S.-China Competition: Implications for

the Global Balance of Power and the Indo-Pacific
Introduction

In the contemporary arena of international politics, the competition between
the United States and China plays a primary role. Rivalry between the two
manifests in various aspects and arenas of global affairs, despite the fact that

the two powers are geographically distant (Lu, 2024).
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Figure 1: Geographic Distance between the United States and China
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On one hand, the U.S. is a country geographically advantaged, as it is
bordered by two vast oceans that separate it from other continents, “while
bordering largely friendly states” (Hassler & Rollins, 2019). On the other hand,
China shares borders with 14 "problematic" countries, as Robert D. Kaplan

characterises them (Kaplan, 2012, p. 356), while at the same time it is



bounded by the Yellow Sea and the South China Sea, facing countries such

as Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines (Chan & Franke, 2019).

Today, the competition between the two powers is evident from the Indo-
Pacific to Latin America; furthermore, regarding issues such as Atrtificial
Intelligence and trade, as well as the general perception of the international

system, their perspectives and narratives diverge (Perthes, 2021).

The recent escalation in the Middle East, primarily centred on the conflict
between lIsrael and Iran, does not constitute a regional dispute, as its
repercussions affect the entire international chessboard. This event acts as a
catalyst in the U.S.-China competition, at a time where Washington is
promoting the "Pivot to Asia" strategy and Beijing is attempting to strengthen

its autonomy as much as possible.

This report analyses the two distinct approaches and strategies of the two
competitors in the Middle East region, as well as their positions regarding the
conflict between Israel and Iran. Following the aforementioned analysis, the
broader implications for the Indo-Pacific region are evaluated, examining the
impact on maritime corridors (chokepoints) and the supply chain, as well as
the extent to which the emerging security gaps lead to strategic opportunities

for China.

Ultimately, the central research question of this study is: "How does the
escalation of instability in the Middle East affect the global balance of power
between the U.S. and China, and what are the secondary implications for

stability in the Indo-Pacific?".
1. Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative approach. The analysis draws on existing
literature, encompassing scholarly journals, academic texts, official

government documents, as well as analyses from think tanks.

Furthermore, rather than employing structured case studies, the analysis

draws on selected empirical examples, such as developments in the Strait of



Hormuz, Sino-lranian agreements, and U.S. regional practices, in order to
illustrate broader strategic patterns and support the comparative assessment.
Finally, the research employs the comparative method. To form a
comprehensive picture of the differing strategic approaches of the two
powers, a comparison of their policies and the tools of influence at their
disposal is undertaken. The objective is to highlight how these distinct
approaches affect both the situation in the Middle East and their impact on the

Indo-Pacific region.
2. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical component of the analysis is based on both classical
geopolitics and the ideological dimension of the competition between the
United States and China.

From a geopolitical perspective, the analysis draws primarily on Nicholas
Spykman’s Rimland theory. According to this theory, the Middle East and the
Indo-Pacific do not constitute two disconnected regions, but rather two
interconnected parts of the Rimland (Nicholas John Spykman, 1969). Control
over these areas, including the maritime routes passing through them and the
vital chokepoints, plays a significant role in securing global hegemony.
Consequently, the strengthening of China's presence in the Middle East is
analysed by several researchers as an attempt to surpass the naval role of
the U.S. in the Pacific (Popescu, 2017).
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Figure 2: Spykman’s Rimland

Source: Mitchell (2020), Comparative Strategy

In addition to the geopolitical dimension, emphasis is placed on the
ideological dimension of the U.S.-China rivalry (Stephanie Christine Winkler &
Bjorn Jerdén, 2023). According to the theory of Constructivism, international
reality is determined by norms, ideas, and social constructions created by
actors (Heywood, 2015) . Thus, according to official sources, the United
States supports a Liberal International Order in which they serve as the
guarantors of security and democracy (Vinjamuri et al., 2025). Conversely,
China advocates for non-interference in the internal affairs of third states, as
well as cooperation with any actor regardless of their regime (Jie, 2020).
Furthermore, the study examines the extent to which a gap exists between

official rhetoric and the practices that are ultimately implemented

3. Analysis
3.1. China’s Strategic Approach to the Middle East

China’s grand strategy reveals that its foreign policy operates through a
sophisticated tri-tier hierarchy of engagement with its partners: “strategic,”
“cooperative,” and “friendly” (Bhole, 2023). These tiers reflect Beijing’s varying
strategies, priorities, and perceptions regarding different international actors.
These diplomatic manoeuvres are defined as “partnerships” rather than formal

“alliances,” a distinction that allows China to avoid direct entanglement in
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conflicts involving the interests of its allies. Notably, key regional states, such
as Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), are positioned at

the highest level, the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (Fulton, 2019).

For decades, particularly following the end of the Cold War, Beijing viewed the
Middle East as a “chaotic region, a graveyard where empires are buried,” as
noted by Professor Li Shaoxian (Simsek, 2020). However, this perception has
shifted, especially since 2013, as the region acquired pivotal importance for
China.

Beijing’s priorities and strategy in the Middle East are now anchored in five
fundamental principles: absolute respect for national sovereignty and
territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference in internal
affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence (The State
Council , 2016). In 2016, President Xi Jinping outlined the “1+2+3”
cooperation model, establishing a clear hierarchy: energy cooperation as the
primary pillar, infrastructure construction for trade and investment
enhancement as the second, and high-technology and new energy

cooperation as the third (Matamis, 2024).

Driven by its rapid economic expansion, China’s demand for energy imports
from diverse providers has intensified to ensure national energy security.
Currently, the Middle East accounts for over 50% of China’s total energy
imports (Downs, 2026).
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Source: Author’s own elaboration based on Downs, E. (2026), Center on
Global Energy Policy, Columbia University SIPA

Beyond energy, the region is vital for the completion of the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), serving as a bridge between the Chinese economy and the
markets of Europe and Africa (McBride et al., 2023). Through investments in
strategic maritime hubs such as the Port of Dugm in Oman and Jask in Iran,
China asserts its role in critical trade corridors (Nedopil, 2024). By utilising the
BRI as a geopolitical tool, specifically a network of infrastructure along
Eurasia’s southern coast, Beijing is actively implementing Nicholas

Spykman’s Rimland theory (Karpathiotaki et al., 2021).

China’s strategy of non-interference and mutual benefit has produced notable
diplomatic outcomes, most notably the 2023 rapprochement between Saudi
Arabia and Iran (International Crisis Group , 2024), and the 2021 25-year
Strategic Accord with Tehran (Rashid, 2022). Iran plays a vital role in China’s
vision, serving both as a primary energy provider and as a strategic nexus
between the Indo-Pacific and the Persian Gulf. Consequently, the 25-year
agreement is not merely a diplomatic gesture but a structural tool for Iran’s full

integration into the BRI.

To realise the “1+2+3” model and secure its investments, China requires

regional stability. Frequently, Beijing’s official stance of neutrality is
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characterised as a “free rider” strategy (KENNEDY, 2015), as it benefits from
the security environment provided by the United States to conduct its
commercial activities undisturbed (Aluf, 2024). In times of acute crisis, such
as the current escalation, Beijing capitalises on its non-interference policy to
act as an “honest broker,” maintaining close ties with Tehran while preserving

investment interests in Tel Aviv.

Ultimately, China’s objective extends beyond the geographical confines of the
Middle East. The region functions as an energy lever to consolidate China’s
role in its own periphery, the Indo-Pacific, and as a counterweight to U.S.
influence (He & Li, 2020). Finally, China’s urgent need for alternative routes
and uninterrupted trade flows is driven by the “Malacca Dilemma”, the
existential fear of a maritime blockade at the Strait of Malacca, which remains

a vital chokepoint for Chinese survival (Lane, 2025).
3.2. The United States’ Strategic Approach to the Middle East

For years following the end of the Cold War, U.S. foreign policy was guided by
the logic of a liberal world order, evolving from “liberal internationalism” to
what Professor John Mearsheimer describes as “liberal hegemony”
(Mearsheimer, 2018). This involved a systemic effort to integrate other major
powers, such as Russia and China, into a liberal reality through their
membership in international organisations. However, in recent years, it has
become evident that the United States often employs liberal rhetoric to
legitimise its global hegemony (Acharya, 2020). This shift has resulted in
significant “credibility gaps,” which are particularly manifest in the contrast
between U.S. rhetoric regarding human rights in the Ukrainian conflict and its
stance on the war in Gaza and, more recently, Iran (Asala Mayaleh et al.,
2024).

Historically, the Middle East served as a catalyst for validating American
primacy, first through the control of energy flows and subsequently through
the support of the petrodollar (Zazai & Jamili, 2025). Although the U.S. has

now achieved energy autonomy and no longer depends on the region for its



own energy needs, its role as a security guarantor makes a full
disengagement difficult. To maintain its hegemony and regional balance,
Washington maintains a military presence in over 12 countries in the region,

with eight permanent major bases (Gouasmia & Elaggoune, 2025).

With the rise and economic expansion of China in the Indo-Pacific, the centre
of gravity of U.S. foreign policy has shifted. As early as 2011, under the
Obama administration, the U.S. realised after the wars in Irag and
Afghanistan that the future of the global economy lies in the Indo-Pacific
rather than the Atlantic or the Middle East (Zafar, 2022). Consequently, the
“Pivot to Asia” was announced, aiming to reorient foreign policy towards East
Asia and gradually reallocate resources and personnel away from the Middle
East (McBride, 2026).

During the first Trump administration (2017-2021), the Abraham Accords
were signed in 2020 by the UAE, lIsrael, and Bahrain, aiming at the
normalisation of relations, the formal recognition of Israel by Arab states, and
cooperation across various sectors (Kurd, 2023). Within the framework of
these agreements, the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC)
was announced at the 2023 G20 Summit (Rizzi, 2024). The IMEC aims to
connect India with Europe via the Arabian Peninsula while simultaneously

serving as a strategic counterweight to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

In the current strategic climate, the U.S. has largely abandoned the rhetoric of
the liberal international order in favour of a rigorous cost-benefit logic
characterised by intense diplomatic and economic pressure—a form of
transactional realism (Flint, 2025). A core feature of this policy is the logic of
Containment and Decoupling, which is firmly rooted in Nicholas Spykman’s
Rimland theory (for, 2019). By identifying China as its primary competitor in
the modern international system, the U.S. goal is to prevent Chinese
dominance over the Indo-Pacific periphery and the wider Rimland (Wyne,
2020).



The fear of Chinese control over ports and maritime routes along Eurasia’s
southern coast drives the U.S. to strengthen its alliances (such as QUAD and
AUKUS) and promote the vision of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) (Tan,
2020). This logic is reflected in the U.S. stance towards Iran, which serves as
China’s primary partner in the Middle East in terms of both energy and trade,
particularly due to the Strait of Hormuz (Saleh & Zakiyeh Yazdanshenas,
2023). Continuous sanctions, economic exclusion, and the ongoing
confrontation with Iran serve a fundamental purpose: the decoupling of China

from its primary gateway into the Middle East.

3.3. The Indo-Pacific as a Strategic Theatre of U.S.-China

Competition

The Indo-Pacific is defined as the vast maritime space encompassing the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. A relatively recent term, it was introduced by
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in 2007 to underscore the strategic
convergence between Japan and India, in partnership with the U.S. and
Australia, aimed at ensuring maritime security and trade stability (Wirth &
Jenne, 2022). Notably, Russia and China reject this terminology preferring the
traditional "Asia-Pacific." The region is of paramount importance, as
approximately 80% of global trade transits through its waters, crossing key
Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs) such as the South China Sea, the
Taiwan Strait, and the Strait of Malacca (Heiduk & Wacker, 2020).
Furthermore, the Indo-Pacific hosts critical supply chain components,

including rare earth elements and semiconductors.

The Middle East and the Indo-Pacific represent the western flank and nearly
the entire eastern stretch of the Rimland, respectively. A profound
interdependence exists between the two; major Indo-Pacific powers, such as
China and Japan, are fundamentally reliant on Middle Eastern energy exports
(Ajami, 2019). Simultaneously, this maritime arc contains three of the world’s
most vital chokepoints for global economic viability: the Straits of Hormuz and
Bab el-Mandeb in the Middle East, and the Strait of Malacca in the Indo-
Pacific (Shepard & Pratson, 2020). Consequently, any instability in the Middle
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East translates into immediate geopolitical pressure on the Indo-Pacific, with
the security of maritime routes serving as the primary strategic stake
(Verschuur et al.,, 2025). The region's geopolitical significance is further
underscored by its role as yet another theatre of competition between the two

superpowers.

The recent conflict in the Middle East has highlighted a stark economic
asymmetry. While the United States allocates immense budgetary resources
to guarantee maritime security and contain Chinese expansion, Beijing
maintains functional diplomatic channels with Iran (Mishra, 2026). This allows
Chinese vessels to navigate these straits with relative safety, while U.S. allies
—including Japan, South Korea, and European nations—confront prohibitive
freight costs and insurance premiums (The Institute for Economics & Peace,
2026).

This systemic rivalry underscores the critical importance of connectivity
networks, whether maritime or terrestrial. China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) seeks to institutionalise this connectivity to secure trade and energy
flows under Beijing’s aegis. Conversely, the IMEC serves as Washington’s
strategic counter-response, establishing a network that originates in India—
acting as a regional counterweight to China—and extends to Europe (Singh et
al., 2024). Ultimately, the confrontation with Iranian influence highlights the
urgent necessity to secure balanced, resilient, and continuous commercial

networks.
3.4. Implications for the Balance of Power and Indo-Pacific Stability

The preceding analysis demonstrates that developments in the Middle East
must be understood within the broader context of U.S.-China strategic
competition. China’s approach emphasises economic engagement, diplomatic
flexibility, and limited security exposure, allowing it to expand its regional
influence while avoiding the costs of direct military involvement (Sajadi &

Ahmad, 2025). In contrast, the United States remains deeply embedded as a
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security guarantor, bearing significant economic and military burdens in

maintaining regional stability (Mordechai Chaziza, 2024).

This asymmetry contributes to a gradual shift in the balance of power. While
China benefits from access to critical energy resources and strategic corridors
at relatively low cost, the United States faces increasing constraints on its
strategic flexibility and resource allocation (Sela & Friedman, 2025). At the
same time, China’s reliance on a security environment largely sustained by

the United States highlights structural limitations in its approach.

These dynamics extend into the Indo-Pacific, where disruptions in energy
flows, rising transportation costs, and pressures on maritime security directly
affect regional stability and alliance cohesion. Despite these challenges, the
United States continues to maintain significant military capabilities and
alliance networks. Ultimately, instability in the Middle East acts as a force
multiplier in the U.S.-China rivalry, shaping both the balance of power and the

broader security environment of the Indo-Pacific.
4. Conclusions

The analysis shows that the Middle East and the Indo-Pacific are no longer
separate theatres, but intrinsically linked components of a global geopolitical
chessboard. Consequently, escalation in the Middle East profoundly impacts

the U.S.-China rivalry across both regions.

The crisis in the Middle East has emerged as a strategic opportunity for
Beijing. By positioning itself as a "broker of stability" and a neutral mediator,
China enhances its diplomatic capital. Conversely, the United States suffers
from both economic and military attrition, as it remains unable to fully
decouple strategically from Middle Eastern entanglements to focus entirely on

the Pacific.

The confrontation with Iran introduces severe economic insecurity for U.S.
allies, disrupting both supply chains and energy flows. While Western-aligned

states face heightened risks and prohibitive costs, China operates with
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significantly lower exposure. This inability of Washington to function as an
effective security guarantor at a sustainable cost undermines its broader
objectives of deterrence and decoupling. It creates a "credibility gap" among
allies, who increasingly fear that American security guarantees may carry an

unbearable economic price.

In this context, the U.S. approach can also be understood as part of a broader
effort to constrain China’s access to critical energy flows and strategic
corridors. By maintaining pressure on key actors such as Iran and ensuring
influence over vital chokepoints, particularly the Strait of Hormuz, Washington
seeks to limit China’s ability to secure uninterrupted energy supplies and

expand its trade connectivity with Europe and Africa.

Instability in the region inevitably delays Western-led initiatives such as the
IMEC, while simultaneously creating openings for the expansion of the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI). If Beijing can guarantee secure and sustainable
energy and trade corridors between the Middle East and the Indo-Pacific, it
possesses the potential to fundamentally reshape the geopolitical reality of

the region.

As the global order continues to evolve, the competition between the two
superpowers remains in a state of constant flux. The rescheduling of the
summit between President Xi and President Trump, along with the agenda of
their forthcoming discussions, will serve as the next critical arena of this
systemic rivalry. The outcome of these high-level diplomatic engagements will

determine the new parameters of global power in a post-liberal era.
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