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Men need not Apply

IrAn: MeetIng the MIlItAry ChAllenge

Defining the Iranian military challenge to the Gulf is “exceedingly difficult given 
the multidimensional nature of the threat, the enigmatic nature of the state, and 
the fact that Iran frequently exaggerates and obfuscates its military capabilities” 
argued Frederic Wehrey, an international policy analyst at the RAND Corporation. 
Wehrey joined Michael Eisenstadt, a senior fellow at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, to analyze the challenges of Iran’s military capabilities and inten-
tions at a CSIS Gulf Roundtable on October 11, 2007. For more information on the 
event, please click HERE. ■

A high fence surrounds a popular 
stretch of beach on Egypt’s North 
Coast. Inside, a DJ plays modern 
Arab pop while patrons dance, tan, 
exercise and shop. The all-female 
crowd is dressed to the hilt, and 
there is not a tourist in sight. All of 
the patrons are Egyptian women, 
letting their hair down—sometimes 
literally—while escaping the gaze of 
male onlookers. 

Women-only businesses are booming 
throughout the Middle East, provid-
ing not just beaches, but also cafés, 
fashion boutiques, car services, and 
financial advice to women who con-
sume in a modern way while seek-
ing to honor the region’s traditional 
separation of the sexes. There is little 
traditional about many of these busi-
nesses, which exploit a taste for the 
cutting edge among a growing num-
ber of relatively wealthy Arab women 
who want a male-free environment. 
These women not only represent an 
attractive market for many existing 
firms, they also represent a pool of 
potential customers for new female 
entrepreneurs, feeding the phenom-
enon still further.

Saudi government sources claim that 
women own 20,000 businesses in 
the country and control 21 percent 
of private investments there. Bram-
dean, a London-based firm, calcu-
lates that women’s private wealth 
in the Gulf totals $40 billion, and 
regional bankers estimate that much 
of that wealth is held in cash or low 
yielding accounts. That creates a 
huge opportunity for women-only 
investment advice and planning. The 
result is likely to be drawing even 
more women into the workforce, 
while in some cases creating a high-
er barrier between male and female 
workers. ■ -CF

Notes aNd CommeNt          
middle east

Center for Strategic and International Studies  ■  Washington, D.C. ■  November 2007

Beyond the Silk Road
By Jon B. alterman

Other than the United States and Iran, the country with the most influence over whether 
there will be another war in the Persian Gulf may be China. That’s not the conventional 
view, and it’s not one that sits well with Chinese officials and scholars. China professes to be 
neither a Gulf power nor a global power, and many Chinese disavow responsibility for con-
sequential decisions half a world away. China’s centrality to the world’s diplomacy with Iran 
is an important sign of how much the Middle East—and China’s role in it—is changing.

Up to now, China has been a member of the international coalition pressing Iran on nuclear 
issues. The United States, United Kingdom, France, Russia, Germany and China have ap-
proached Iran together, and when Iranian compliance has been lacking, they have moved 
forward on sanctions together. The government of China has publicly called on the Iranian 
government to comply with international mandates; privately, Chinese officials and schol-
ars profess little doubt that the Iranian government is seeking a nuclear weapons capability, 
and they urge international action to block Iranian ambitions.

While China is present in the international coalition confronting Iran, press accounts sug-
gest it is often a reluctant participant. Chinese officials speak quite openly about their fears: 
rushing toward sanctions will quickly exhaust alternatives to war and make armed conflict 
inevitable. Such a war would make energy prices skyrocket, starving the country of needed 
oil and imperiling China’s economic growth. It is a war China wants to avoid at all costs.

There is a narrower angle to Chinese thinking as well. Over the last five years, China and 
Iran have deepened their relationship, and each is an increasingly important partner to the 
other. For Iran, China is an appreciating asset: a permanent member of the UN Security 
Council that actively seeks trade with Iran and disavows any interest in internal political 
developments in the country. For Iran’s political leadership, a close relationship with China 
can be a bulwark against international action.

For China, Iran provides access to oil and gas reserves without competition from Western 
firms. Up to $7 billion of Iranian oil may make its way to China this year, providing vital fuel 
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links of interest

Jon Alterman wrote an op-ed in the Financial Times about the Annapolis 
meeting.

Haim Malka wrote a CSIS web commentary about the Annapolis meet-
ing.

The CSIS Commission on Smart Power released its final report.

Senator Hagel spoke as part of the CSIS Commission on Smart Power 
about US-Iran relations on November 8, 2007.

CSIS published its Global Forecast for 2008 detailing the top security chal-
lenges ahead.

for China’s galloping growth. Many Chinese complain that oil in “nice countries” such as Norway and Mexico is already spoken for, 
driving them to purchase in places such as Iran, Angola and the Sudan. Iran’s longstanding enmity with the West, combined with 
China’s steadily growing demand for oil imports, suggest that access to Iranian oil may be a strategic necessity for China.

Iran also provides markets for Chinese weapons, including fighter planes, battle tanks, anti-aircraft missiles, surface-to-surface mis-
siles and small arms. While Iran is far from China’s only market for weapons, China is a vital source for Iran, a country hard pressed 
to find other suppliers. 

For sentimental reasons, one can point to two millennia of trade between China and Iran; for eminently practical reasons, Chinese 
traders see an advantage in being contrarians toward Iran, especially as the world grows more concerned with the statements of 
President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad.

At the same time that China enjoys an advantage, however, it finds itself on the horns of a dilemma. A decade ago, China could 
content itself carrying on a business-as-usual relationship with Iran, staying just inside the letter of the law and leaving other powers 
to pay the costs of diplomacy. But as China’s economic, military, and diplomatic status have changed, its options have changed as 
well. China is a big enough player that it can help determine whether diplomatic action succeeds or fails. Even more to the point, 
China can frustrate international efforts to pressure Iran diplomatically—as the Iranians surely wish them to do. For the foreseeable 
future, the serious diplomacy on Iran will occur in the UN Security Council, where the Chinese can help shape shared outcomes, play 
for time, or block consensus. The latter outcome, and even the middle one, could lead many in the West to conclude that the only 
way to obtain results from the Iranians is through military action, and that such action would be justified because of the unaccept-
able threat of a nuclear-armed Iran.

Provoking such action is exactly what the Chinese do not want. The overall Chinese desire is to promote stability in the Gulf, import 
oil and grow the Chinese economy. The Iranian desire is somewhat different, however, given their ostracism from much of the world 
and China’s ability to foil international efforts to isolate the Islamic Republic.

Up to now, China has insisted that it does not have to make a choice. It supports the principle of international diplomatic action on 
Iran, and urges the Iranian government to comply with international demands. In practice, however, China seems to waver. When 
the war drums begin to beat in the West for coercive action against Iran, China plays for time. When the Iranian leadership seems 
bent on confrontation, China sidles over to the Western camp. Chinese policy depends on a keen assessment of each side’s inten-
tions and resolve, and it is far more dynamic than many assume.

China is not the only factor in international diplomacy on Iran, nor is it the most decisive. The Iranian and U.S. governments have a 
wide array of alternatives to pursue, and Russian diplomacy remains driven by its own calculus. China’s position is especially tenuous, 
though, because of its growing strategic reliance on Iran for energy and its existing strategic need to manage its relations with the 
United States. Chinese diplomats operating outside of Asia have rarely had to exercise so much skill to serve Chinese interests, and 
the consequence of their diplomacy has rarely carried so much weight. ■ 11/27/07
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