
China’s Middle 
East Model

By Jon B. Alterman

s the Chinese economy grows and the country’s 
thirst for energy grows apace, China sees no alter-
native to deepening its Middle East ties. China’s 
strategy, though, is to build relations with indi-
vidual countries rather than with the region as 
a whole. China seeks very different things from 
each of its regional partners, and it seeks to pre-
serve its regional interests by keeping its bilateral 
relationships distinct. In their totality, they chal-

lenge the U.S. approach to the region.

China has five principal partners in the Middle East. The first is Saudi Ara-
bia. The Kingdom is China’s largest trading partner in West Asia, and China 
is Saudi Arabia’s largest trading partner worldwide. Chinese construction 
firms have been playing a growing role in developing Saudi infrastructure; 
meanwhile, Saudi Arabia has been especially eager to build refineries and 
petrochemical production facilities in China that are specially tailored to 
use Saudi grades of crude oil. Saudi Arabia seems to be developing China 
as a hedge against a decline in Western oil consumption, and also a hedge 
against Western discomfort with authoritarianism within Saudi Arabia. 

China’s Arabian Peninsula ties extend beyond Saudi Arabia. China is also 
the United Arab Emirates’ largest trading partner, and Dubai Port is a vital 
global shipping and logistics hub for Chinese goods. More than 200,000 
Chinese nationals live in the UAE, which is emerging as an entrepot for 
Chinese traders seeking proximity to overseas markets. The UAE sees a 
leading role for itself in China’s Belt and Road Initiative, building on what 
is already a robust trading relationship. China has proclaimed “compre-
hensive strategic partnerships” with both oil-producing heavyweights, giv-
ing at least verbal acknowledgment of the importance that China ascribes 
to two of the closest U.S. partners in the region, and vice-versa.

In the last five years, as China has grown increasingly concerned with tran-
sit through the Suez Canal, China has invested billions of dollars in Egypt. 
Chinese firms are helping construct Egypt’s new administrative capital in 
the desert outside of Cairo, and they are developing a Red Sea port and 
industrial zone in Ain Sukhna. President Sisi has made at least six trips to 
Beijing since taking office in 2014, compared to just two trips to Washing-
ton.

Egyptian psychologist Asma Abdulazim warns 
that young Egyptian women are facing a dire 
threat. Television hosts are telling them, “love 
yourself,” and the result is clear: A corrosive 
brand of individualism is spreading throughout 
the country that encourages women to rebel, 
destroys their lives, tears apart families, and 
undermines all of Egyptian society.

A number of Egyptian talk shows targeted at 
women have sprung up in recent years. They 
examine traditional gender roles and debate 
challenges many Egyptian women face. The 
topics range from serious to frivolous, from how 
to gain a fiancé’s respect to fashion.

While the shows seek to generate excitement, 
they are careful to avoid revolutionary 
rhetoric or to broach sensitive issues. Guests 
defending the status quo generally outnumber 
controversial panelists. For example, when 
panelists on one episode of “Women Talk” 
debated whether women can live without men, 
the majority safely concluded that they cannot.

Even so, state censorship looms. In March, 
male viewers’ complaints prompted Egyptian 
regulators to force “To Hell with Men” off the air 
for incitement, with men noted as the victims. 
State-owned newspapers complain that 
television should be strengthening women’s 
roles as wife and mother.

The Sisi government proudly touts the record 
number of Egyptian women in public office. Yet 
at the same time, it is asserting firm control over 
public debate on women’s issues and cracking 
down on activists who highlight the high rates 
of domestic violence and street harassment in 
Egypt. The government seems to be sending 
a message that it has matters well in hand, 
and the last thing it needs is women raising 
grievances.   

BAD LOVE

Jon Alterman testified before the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on the 
Middle East, North Africa, and International Terrorism on “Chinese and Russian 
Influence in the Middle East.” In his written testimony, he discussed China’s 
ambivalent role in the Middle East, as it tries to collect benefits while limiting 
its exposure to the region. Despite its growing economic interests, China has no 
desire to displace the United States from the region. China is more than willing 
to have the United States incur security and diplomacy costs in the region while 
it reaps the benefits. As the United States considers its strategy and role in the 
region, understanding China’s position is critical. A 90-second video on the 
subject can be found HERE. 
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https://www.elzmannews.com/198517
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z7K7lSUfvNk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NILTjwNPdM0
https://www.masrawy.com/arts/zoom/details/2019/3/27/1539956/-%D8%A3%D9%88%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%82-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%BA%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%B4%D9%84%D9%87%D9%88%D8%A8-%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%AF-%D8%A5%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%81-%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%A7-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A3%D9%86%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%AF%D8%AE%D9%88%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1
https://www.wsj.com/articles/egypt-cracks-down-on-women-who-decry-sexual-harassment-1536148800
https://www.wsj.com/articles/egypt-cracks-down-on-women-who-decry-sexual-harassment-1536148800
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinese-and-russian-influence-middle-east
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oP8ZmSTYkH4


IN CASE YOU MISSED IT
Jon Alterman and Senator Tammy 
Duckworth discussed the current U.S. 
strategy in Iraq at CSIS, 5/6/19.

Brian Hook and Jon Alterman spoke 
about the Trump administration’s Iran 
policy one year after the U.S. withdrawal 
from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA), 5/9/19.

Jon Alterman discussed how China is the 
real winner as U.S.-Iran tensions rise in 
Defense One, 5/15/2019.

Jon Alterman released a Q&A on 
escalating  U.S.-Iran tensions, 5/16/19.

Ambassador Zalman Shoval and Jon 
Alterman discussed the ambassador’s 
career in Israeli politics and diplomacy at 
CSIS, 5/21/19.

IN THE MEDIA
“What is significant about the Brotherhood 
everywhere is their stress on participation 
in electoral politics,” Alterman told Wall 
Street Journal. “And they do so in countries 
with very different records of allowing 
electoral politics to exist.” 4/30/19.

“In the view of many Emirati officials, the 
threat from Iran is serious and enduring. 
If it takes a little bit of pain to get to a 
more secure place, they’re willing to 
make that investment.” Jon Alterman in 
Reuters, 5/17/19. 
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The fourth country is Israel. After the United States put a definitive end to Israeli co-
operation with Beijing on military technology with U.S. roots, Israel built its strategic 
importance to China through deep commercial relationships in advanced technol-
ogy and government-to-government cooperation in the security and counterterror-
ism fields. It is remarkable just how quickly these ties have developed. According 
to Thompson Reuters, Chinese investment in Israel increased tenfold between 2016 
and 2017, totaling more than $16 billion. Chinese firms are deeply engaged in Israeli 
infrastructure, building tunnels for light rail, expanding port facilities in Ashdod and 
Haifa, and striking agreements to operate the ports for 25 years.

The fifth country, and China’s contrarian hedge in the Middle East, is Iran. Iran serves 
a number of purposes for China: It is an energy producer hostile to the United States 
in a region of U.S. allies, and it is a terrestrial power at the opposite end of Asia that 
helps China establish trade routes that the U.S. Navy cannot disrupt. Because Iran is, 
from a Chinese perspective, out of step with the rest of the Middle East, a relationship 
with Iran helps insulate China from U.S. efforts to squeeze it. Economically, Iran is a 
distressed asset in a region of overpriced opportunities, appealing to the mercantilist 
strain in Chinese foreign policy.

But perhaps most importantly, Iran serves China’s strategic interests. It draws down 
the U.S. military presence in the Western Pacific and commits assets to the western 
Indian Ocean. In the Trump administration in particular, U.S. conflict with Iran splits 
the United States from its allies and helps create a more bilaterally organized interna-
tional system in which China is superior to every country but one—and in which the 
degree of U.S. primacy over its adversaries is significantly diminished.

China’s Middle East strategy, then, is not so much a single regional strategy as a port-
folio of investments. China’s national ambitions in each country are narrowly focused 
on economic ties, and state-owned enterprises closely follow governmental priori-
ties. The United States has seemingly comprehensive plans in almost every country 
but few resources, and a business community that follows profits wherever they can 
be found. 

The biggest difference between the two approaches is what they promise. China 
promises broad-scale economic development without social upheaval. The United 
States promises a more thoroughgoing reform of society, delivering both develop-
ment and resilience. 

The U.S. approach has delivered results in South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Germany, and 
elsewhere, but much of the groundwork was laid in the Cold War environment of the 
1950s and 1960s. More recent examples are harder to find. Tens of billions of dollars 
and decades of effort have not made Egypt wealthy, for example, and the world is full 
of instances where U.S. development efforts failed to meet their goals.

The task facing the United States is to persuade countries of the superiority of its 
more holistic approach to development. That is partly about demonstrating the posi-
tive outcomes of U.S. efforts, and partly about highlighting the shortfalls of the Chi-
nese approach. 

One part of the Chinese approach that is worth emulating, though, is its combination 
of focus and seriousness. China has serious goals and serious plans to reach them. 
The United States often seems wedded to a baseline of activities that reflect what it 
has done rather than what it should do. A rethinking of U.S. priorities, objectives, and 
policy instruments in the Middle East is long overdue.   5/23/2019
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