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Editor’s Note

This edition of the Peace and Security Review appears in a tumultuous time of
contemporary history marked by the ‘return of geopolitics’ and old fashioned
power play. The annexation of Crimea by Russia, the indiscriminate bombing
by the Israelis on Gaza in search of their own ‘security’, the rise of Islamic State
in Iraq and Levant (ISIL), the Arab Spring and the changing geopolitical
landscape of the Middle East affecting the Iran-U.S. rapprochement, the
increasingly assertive strategy by China towards some of her neighbours
raising doubts about her ‘peaceful rise’, the desire for dominance in the Indian
Ocean region by a number of emerging powers, etc signifies that the most
vexing geopolitical questions are yet to be settled. Indeed, geopolitics and the
emerging security paradigms have been the ‘show stoppers’ of current time
and deservingly features as the central theme in the articles in this edition of
the Peace and Security Review. 

Posing the enduring question: “Will the Rise of China Remain Peaceful?”
Group Captain Mohammad Zahidul Islam Khan makes a convincing
argument in the first article explaining the regional and geopolitical context.
The intriguing discussion contrasting the traits of ‘revisionist’ vs ‘status quo’
power serves the reader as an important theoretical construct to analyze not
just China but any rising state. Highlighting the liberal-authoritarian dilemma
faced by of China, the author argues that, at the ideational level, the practices
and decisions of Chinese leadership reflect exactly the mutually inclusive
nature of the opposite. However, the author contends that China’s spectrum
of differentiated relationship with her neighbours, level of integration with the
international system, trend of past military confrontation, and the geopolitical
interests evidences that China’s peaceful rise is possible with the exception of
Taiwan issue.  Indeed, for China, the issue of Taiwan is viewed as ‘nation
building’ and any concession on Taiwan risk unacceptable political risk for the
Chinese leadership – making it the only case where China may not hesitate
using military force.

The second article by Professor Muhammad Ruhul Amin titled “Iran-U.S.

Rapprochement and the Emerging Security Paradigm of Middle East” in



essence deals with the enduring quest for a security structure that will ensure

the peace and stability of the Middle East.  Tracing the historic rise and fall of

US-Iran relationship, the author charts the most recent events including the

phone call by US president Obama to the Iranian President Rouhani following

his incarnation in June 2013 -- the beginning of the rapprochement era.

However, the author paints a pessimistic picture of the current US-Iran

rapprochement by drawing relevance from the dominance of realist paradigm

in American foreign policy as opposed to Wilsonian idealism. According to

Professor Amin, the question of Israel’s security, U.S. domestic political

compulsions and the anthropological and social psychology of the Iranian

people who are unlikely to budge by ‘America’s idealistic chit-chat’ remains

the main obstacles for the rapprochement to succeed. The author argues that

the unprecedented elevation of Israel’s military strengths has been solely

responsible for the regional instability in the Middle East and suggests that a

deterrent strategy achieved through a nuclear balance of power between Israel

and Iran can ensure peace and stability to the Middle East and wider

international community. Author’s contention that any step to destabilize the

flourishing environment of the balance of power between the great powers of

Middle East including Iran and Israel will not bring any good result for the

international community is worth noting.

In the third article, Noor Mohammad Sarker, offers a smart understanding on

the Middle East, its geopolitical significance and the implications of Arab

Spring on the geopolitics of the region. Illustrating various illuminating facts,

figures and strategic importance of the Middle East, the author makes a detail

account of the Arab Spring that began with the self-immolation of a street

vendor in December 2010 in Tunisia and subsequently spread to Libya, Egypt,

Yemen, and (arguably) Syria. Contrasting the 1989 people’s uprising in the

Central and the Easter Europe with that of the Arab Spring, the author, in

essence establishes the centrality of geopolitics in international relations as he

contends: “Geopolitically, the movement (i.e. Arab Spring) favoured the

contingency of western influence over the region, along with the safeguarding

of Israel’s security.” Indeed, the failure to consolidate an expected level of

democratic reforms through the Arab Spring in key regional powers like Egypt

and Syria has resulted in achieving minor structural transformation, leaving

the wider geopolitical landscape of the Middle East undaunted, if not more

complicated. Much of which is evident in the continued crisis in the Middle

East and the race for regional rebalancing of power by the dominant actors like

Saudi Arabia and Iran along the sectarian fault line. The blend of descriptive

and theoretical analysis, together with its lucid expression makes the article

suitable for both casual and serious reader.     
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The final article by Sarwar Jahan Chowdhury, examines the (potential) danger
of the small states in the Indian Ocean region amidst the changing geo-political
scenario and the rebalancing of power in the region.  Highlighting the
geopolitical significance of the Indian Ocean, the author, in essence, recognizes
that the US unipolarity remains crucial for the small states in the region as it
allows them the freedom of movement and access to explore the resources in
the vast Indian Ocean and its associated seas/bays. Reviewing the naval
military power of US, China and India in particular, the paper also underlines
that the challenge to US (military) dominance in the region is markedly
insignificant and the power transition is ‘gradual’ -- that may intern ensure a
steady shift of power in due course, if at all. 

Intriguingly, the articles in this edition of Peace and Security Review relate in
some way or the other with the U.S. – once the “empire by invitation”, and the
crowded geopolitical neighbourhood in which it has to operate today where
shifts in power routinely provoke counterbalancing and rebalancing. In such
a dynamic geopolitical context, the quest however remains in building a world,
to borrow from President John F. Kennedy, “where the weak are safe and the
strong are just.” 

The authors of all the articles of this issue deserve our sincere appreciations for
enlightening us through their thought provoking ideas to better comprehend
the changing geopolitical landscape of our time. We deeply appreciate the
support lent to us by our international editorial board and the handful of
reviewers, whose expertise and intellectual acumen has clearly paid off,
culminating in the accomplishment of this issue. As always, our esteemed
readers and subscribers remains our source of inspirations for their valuable
feedback and suggestions that we continue to welcome to enrich our endeavour
of knowledge creation. 

Major General ANM Muniruzzaman, ndc, psc (Retd.)

Editor

Major General ANM Muniruzzaman, ndc, psc (Retd.) Editor’s Note vii
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Will The Rise of China Remain Peaceful?

Mohammad Zahidul Islam Khan*

Abstract

As China continues her ‘peaceful rise’, all arguments surrounding the potential
risks of military confrontation in the region revolves around whether China will
emerge as a status quo or revisionist power. The economic benefits and conflict
potentials posed by a rising China arguably affects its neighbours in a
differentiated manner resulting diverse understanding and actions creating a
unique regional and global security dynamics. Expanding the status quo vs.
revisionist power argument, this paper takes account of China’s cooperating
behaviour at the international and regional level and its track record of using
military force to understand whether the rise of China will remain peaceful or
not. Highlighting China’s spectrum of differentiated relationship with her
neighbours from unilateral bellicosity to multilateralism, the paper contends that,
with the exception of Taiwan issue, there are not many compulsions and
incentives for military confrontation as China continues to rise in the world as a
status quo power.

Introduction

The seemingly never-ending debate about the implications of a rising China
captivates scholars and policy makers alike dividing them essentially in two
broad streams: one portraying the rise of China as a ‘status quo‘ power (Taylor,
2007; Kang, 2007; Chan 2008; 2004; Shambaugh 2005; Johnston 2003) while the
others see it as a ‘revisionist’ state1 (Buzan, 2010, Kagan 2009; Kleine-Ahlbrandt
and Small 2008). The ideological and cultural incompatibility2 of China with

* Mohammad Zahidul Islam Khan is a Group Captain in Bangladesh Air Force and a
Chevening scholar. Email: zahid8244@yahoo.com.
1 Much of this debate is couched in realist or quasi-realist term extending the power transition
theory. The power transition theory contends that the ‘differential rate of growth’ between
the dominant nation and the challenger can destabilizes all members and precipitates world
wars. See Organski  Kugler, 1980; Buzan and Wæver, 2003, Lemke and Tammen, 2003, Chan
2008, 2004a, 2004c.
2 The ideological factors are rooted in China’s practice of one party communist system in an
era of democracy while the cultural incompatibility was succinctly put by Huntington (1993):
the “unholy alliance between Islamic and Confucian civilizations” is the most fundamental
threat to the West.



the Western value system together with the geopolitical and geoeconomic
factors have prompted some to conclude that “China cannot rise peacefully”
(Mearsheimer. 2010, p.382). Amidst China’s ascendant status and future role
in world politics, the reunification of Taiwan remains her casus belli; China
views the reunification as a ‘nation building’ efforts; any concession by the
Chinese leadership on Taiwan issue risks being labelled as “qianguzuiren” (i.e.

‘wrongdoer who would be condemned for a thousand generations’), (Kang,
2007, p. 80; Buzan and Wæver, 2003). Conversely, the ‘socializing’ effects of
ARF, resulting in the Declaration of the Conduct of Parties (DOC) involving
the South China Sea issue between China and the ASEAN is arguably on a
more peaceful multilateral track (Kang, 2007; Calica, 2013; Sarith, 2013). Again,
the relationship with Japan heightened by historical animosity, nationalistic
fervour, US-Japan naval exercises, declaration of an Air Defence Identification
Zone (ADIZ) by China and the resulting tension in East China sea, knots
China’s security dilemma not only with the ‘Off-shore balancer’3 but also their
host countries in a multidimensional way (Chan, 2008; Ateba 2002). In such a
compelling context, this paper examines the likelihood of military
confrontation between China and her neighbours as it continues to rise to great
power status.  The paper first expand the ‘status quo’ vs. ‘revisionist’ power
argument contrasting China’s cooperating behaviour and military
modernization to validate the ‘peaceful rise’ and what it means to the countries
in the region. Second, the paper examines China’s differentiated relationship
with her neighbours highlighting the spectrum from unilateral bellicosity to
multilateralism to identify scenarios under which China might consider using
its military might. Finally, the paper contends that, with the exception of Taiwan
issue, there are not many compulsions and incentives for military confrontation
as China rise in the world as a status quo power.

Status Quo Vs Revisionist

A rising state’s identity relative to the international society could be described
as ‘status quo’ ‘detached’ or ‘revisionist’.4 Identifying a state as a ‘revisionist’
or ‘status quo’ power is often consequential. China is no more detached (i.e.
indifferent) from the international community. Over the last three decades,
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3 As, Ateba (2002) opines, ‘PRC’s security remains hostage to the behaviour of potential
adversaries and unreliable neighbours hosting foreign troops or with alliances with the
remaining superpower.’ (p.11). In his recent visit to Japan, US President Barak Obama
reassured Japan that the disputed uninhabited islands in the East China Sea claimed by both
Tokyo and Beijing “fall within the scope” of a US-Japanese security treaty, implying the US
could step in militarily in the event of a clash over the territory (Mullen and  Liptak, 2014)
4 Qin (2009) offers these three categories correlating them with factors that can hold societies
together namely, coercion (forced conformity of behaviour), calculation (instrumental self-
interest), or belief (ideational acceptance).



China has struggled over the threshold of membership of international society
and has evolved from a revisionist to a detached and now a status quo power
(Qin, 2010, p.153, Johnston, 2003). From a Chinese perspective, Qin (2009)
outlines three degrees of identification of a status quo state: A state may be
coerced to identify itself with the international society; a state’s integration with
the international society may be driven by its own calculated self interest; or a
state’s ideational identification (i.e. identity, culture, legitimacy) may convince
her for complete internalization of the international social system and norms
without any need for coercion or drive of interests. In essence, a ‘status quo’
power aims to “maintain the distribution of power as it exists at a particular
moment in history” (Morgenthau, 1978, p.46).  The concept is partly viewed in
terms of intentions, not just capabilities. A status quo power accommodates and
operates within the norms of the primary international institutes. Such primary
institutions of international society5 includes fundamental, value-oriented, and
constitutive of actors, including sovereignty, territoriality, diplomacy, great
power management, nationalism, the market, equality of people, and
environmental stewardship. Buzan (2010) suggests that a status quo power
accepts the international society and institutions at the ideational level. China
may be dissatisfied on certain aspects of the primary institutions’ functions and
authority, but it is not willing or capable of re-writing the primary international
institutes and norms. Indeed, China’s diplomacy in the past three decades has
more or less maintained a ‘no-enemy assumption’ navigating along the ‘middle
course’, even in crisis situation (Qin, 2010, p.147)

A ‘revisionist’ power, on the other hand, expresses a general dissatisfaction

and wants to rewrite the rules by which relations among nations work. To
secure her rightful place in the international society, a revisionist state may
resort to measures that may in turn trigger military confrontation.6 Not
surprisingly thus, military modernization is an integral part of all states with
revisionist intension.7 Offensive realists believes that any rising state by default
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5 Differentiating between international system (as interacting parts) and international society
(as self-conscious and in part self-regulating) Buzan (1999) contends that an “international
system can exist without a society, but the converse is not true” (p.331). Also See Buzan (2004)
pp.167, 187 and 241. Describing Buzan’s account of international society as “Vanguardist,
Syncretist, and Layered” euro-centric conceptualization, Qin (2010) outlines the ‘process
approach’ to explain international society and argues that (international) “human society”
is born out of an open process of dynamic and complex social relations where “rules, regimes,
and institutions are not established to govern or restrain the behaviour of individual actors
in society, but to harmonize relations among members of society”. (See p.138).
6 Contrasting this view, Chan (2004a) cites that the replacement of the UK by the US as the
world’s sole super power confirms that ‘peaceful rise’ is possible (p.14).  Also see Organski
and Kugler, 1980, pp. 19–20. 
7 A ‘revisionist’ will “employ military force to change the status quo and extend their values”.
(Schweller,1994;p.105)



is a revisionist power, as they are compelled to maximize their power in order
to achieve security under an anarchic international system (Mearsheimer
2001,p.29). Cooperation only last as long as status quo is unchanged; the desire
for re-drafting the rules is inherent. Defensive realists limit such general
characterization and suggest: only those rising state that want to change the rules
as the power distribution changes can be labeled as revisionist.8 Buzan (2010)
further classifies revisionist state as ‘revolutionary’, ‘orthodox’ and ‘reformist’
(pp.17-18). According to Buzan, revolutionary revisionist challenges the
underlying normative content of existing system to become the new custodian
of international society. Its main discord with the international society is on
ideational ground as it seeks to overthrow both the status order and the form of
international society. An orthodox revisionist shows a general acceptance of
ideational content and institutional structure, but remains discontent with its
own status within the international society. China does accept many of the main
institutions of international society and operates within the international
principles.  However, China’s assertive role and ambiguous stance on some

international institutions together with her concern for great power status
convinces some to classify her in this category. Finally, a reformist revisionist

accepts the ideational basis of the international society but aims to reform
others and if possible change its status in the international system through a
combination of calculated and involved moves. China’s acceptance of a
pluralist society, mutual coexistence, free market etc and her resistance to more
politically liberal institutions, democracy, human rights etc eludes to put her
in this category. 

Assessing whether or not a rising state has a revisionist or status quo
intention, however, is not a straightforward issue. First, intentions remain in
the minds of decision makers and cannot be empirically verified. Intentions
can change as state’s power increases; dissatisfied rising power has all the
incentives to hide its revisionist intent. Second, it also begs the question: what
constitutes the ‘international community’ to judge the revisionists intent of a
state? The international community and its principles – the benchmarks to
measure revisionist or status quo intentions remain highly contested and
dynamic. Much of this contestation arises from the underpinning that the
international community and its principles are often synonymous with the
dominant power and the dominant power is always satisfied with the
international order. A rising state’s integration into the global community and
its subscription to the shared standards can vary over time. The assertion that
the dominant power is necessarily oriented toward the status quo
automatically relegates all other states as revisionist. Navigating through such
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8 See Organski and Kugler (1980) p.23.



complexities, the most common benchmark used to judge whether a power is
status quo or revisionist involves examining (i) her level of cooperation in the
international society, (ii) nature and direction of alliance building in the system
and (iii) pace of military modernization.9 A brief comparison of China’s status
quo vs revisionist traits based on these three benchmarks are placed as annex
A to this paper.  

If we consider the United Nations as the best approximation of the
‘international society’ then the voting patterns of the states, particularly the
pattern of exercising veto power by the permanent members of the Security
Council can shed some lights about states’ intention. Typically the Security
Council resolutions are products of intense negotiation, compromises and
reflective of the majority. In essence, a veto is a reflection when a minority
overrides the wishes of a majority; thus, it could be a key indicator of judging
state’s positioning relative to the international community. In last three decades
(1984-2014), China exercised veto power only in eight occasions in the Security
Council as opposed to 42 times by the US and 12 times by the Russian
Federation (see table 2). More revealing is the fact that only in two occasions
(resolutions on Central America and Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia) China
was the only vetoing nation. Such voting pattern firmly places China with the
majority of the international community. 

Mohammad Zahidul Islam Khan Will The Rise of China Peaceful? 5

9 In the quest for operationalizing the ‘status quo’ and ‘revisionist’ concept, Kim (1991),
highlights the alliance building while Werner and Kugler (1996) and Schweller (1994)  adds
rapid increase in military spending as an indicator that a state is dissatisfied (pp.86-88 and
p.105).



Table 1. Summary of Vetoes in the United Nations Security
Council: 1984- 2014

* In 1984 Russian Federation was listed as USSR. 

Source: Author’s compilation from Official UN website (Dag Hammarskjöld

Library).
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Kastner and Saunders (2011) in their empirical study based on the travel
data of senior Chinese leadership and foreign policy priorities, foreign direct
investment initiatives etc, also concluded China as a status quo power. Their
study based on President Hu Jintao and Jiang Zemin’s  travel abroad shows
that both were avoiding visiting countries that are antagonistic to the United
States and were somewhat less likely to visit countries that were the target of
US sanctions.10 They also found no evidence that China is attaching a
disproportionate priority on relations with US allies in the region. All these
patterns are consistent with the characterization of China as a status quo power.
However, at the ideational level, the issue is more complicated as the practices
and decisions of Chinese leadership reflects exactly the mutually inclusive
nature of the opposites; for example in economic front, China has embraced
market economy, became member of WTO and has been almost irreversibly
integrated into the US dominated global system compelling her international
behaviour increasingly bounded and shaped by global institutions. On the
other hand China’s political system based on one party communist agenda in
a era of democracy, increasingly assertive posture on issues like Taiwan, South
China Sea, declaration of ADIZ, Tibet, Xinjian, etc depicts a ‘non-compatible’
and ‘dissatisfied’ picture. 

Spectrum of Regional Cooperation: From Unilateral Bellicosity
to Multilateralism?

Contrasting her chequered history of use of force from 1950-95 (see table 2),
China, today is more ‘socialized’ and cooperative, perhaps with a notion of
‘pull back the bow but do not let loose the arrow’. Coming out of the
uncertainty and ‘creeping assertiveness’ of 1980‘s, China’s relationship with
her neighbours has arguably settled into a mix of unilateral bellicosity (over
Taiwan issue) and an increasing comfort in multilateralism. Such changes can
be linked to two fundamental drivers: First, the 2nd generation leaders11 the
Chinese Communist Party (CPC) transformed China’s security concerns from
the areas of high politico-military dimensions to the economic security as a core
issue. The emphasis on economic security was sustained and expanded by
subsequent generations of CPC leadership (Qin 2009) to include other non-
traditional security threats such as environmental security, global terrorism,
proliferation of nuclear and chemical weapons, cyber security etc. Such changes

Mohammad Zahidul Islam Khan Will The Rise of China Peaceful? 7

10 Despite some ambiguities during the Hu/Wen period the overall pattern that emerges from
the study is most consistent with the characterization of China as a status quo power. See
Kastner and Saunders (2011) pp.173-175
11 The first generation of CPC leadership refers to the period of 1949-1976 with Mao Zedong
at its core, 2nd generation 1976 – 1992 (with Deng Xiaoping at its core), 3rd generation 1992-
2003 (Jiang Zemin at the core), 4th generation 2003-2012 (Hu Jintao) and 5th generation 2012
– on ward (Wen Xiabao). 



attributed to China’s positive identification and orientation with the regional
and international society. As a result, East Asian states have seen more peace
and stability than at any time since the Opium Wars.

Table 2. Major Incidents of Use of Force by China: 1950
Onwards

Source: Author’s Compilation from Burles and Shulsky (1999) Storey (1999),

Whiting (2001), Buzan and Wæver (2003) and Holslag (2011).
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Second, China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) opened
a new era of economic cooperation and integration into the global economic
system.12 Since China’s accession to WTO the ASEAN countries have increased
their exports to China by 390 percent and expanded their share in China’s total
imports from 6 percent to 9 percent (Ianchovichina et al, 2004, p.58). Several
countries now enjoy a trade surplus with China. China also joined numerous
regional and international institutions, playing an increasingly visible role in
global and regional economy (Johnston 2003, Aaron, 1993/94). China has been
lauded for playing positive role following the South Asian financial crisis and
also for sharing the sub-region’s emphasis on sovereignty and mutual non-
interference. China has sought to build stable relationships with other major
powers (Goldstein 2005; Zhang and Tang 2005) while reassuring neighbors
about its peaceful intentions (Zheng 2005;Kang 2007). Despite the current
impasse, China had dramatically improved tense relations with Vietnam and
has worked to resolve many longstanding territorial disputes along its land
borders with India (Shambaugh 2005, Taylor 2007). Chinese participation and
conforming to the international non-proliferation, reducing exports of arms
and sensitive technologies abroad (Medeiros 2007) closer integration with
global economy13 (Lardy 2002) paints a picture of a cooperative China. Thus, not
surprisingly, most of China’s neighbours have ‘accommodated’ the rising China
rejecting the conventional wisdom of balancing (tightly defined as preparations
for the use of force) or bandwagoning (“carrying favour” via alliances and close
cooperation with the rising state) as they see more advantage than danger in
China’s rise, in making the region more stable. (Kang, 2007, pp. 52–55)

The creation of ARF in 1994 facilitated the process of ‘socializing’ China.14

The limitation of ASEAN was partially overcome by ARF as it allowed
addressing security issues involving all actors. Despite questionable and often
rather anomalous results, several ministerial level committees of ARF, provides
China and her neighbours a useful multilateral platform to generate and
sustain a network of dialogues to diffuse and control regional tensions.15 In a

Mohammad Zahidul Islam Khan Will The Rise of China Peaceful? 9

12 Deng Xiaoping’s oft cited quote: “there are elements of market economy in socialism and
elements of planned economy in capitalism” (Xiaoping, 1993, p.373) proved transformational
for China’s market reform and subsequent entry into the WTO. Also see Ianchovichina et al,
2004, pp.57-78) for the impact of China’s accession to WTO.
13 It is argued that China’s development has a symbiotic relationship with world peace.

(Zheng, 2005; Gungwu, 2008; Sunders, 2006; Chan 2004b; Qin 2010). 
14 Some argue that ARF came into being as US ended its long standing opposition to
multilateral security ceding to its economic priorities in the region. (Buzan and Wæver,
2003,p.158;  Leifer, 1996, p.55)
15 The ARF Senior Officials’ Meeting are held in each year in May or June. Two ARF Inter-
Sessional Support Group (ISG) meetings and four Inter-Sessional Meetings (ISM) are also
held annually on Confidence Building Measures, Preventive Diplomacy and focus areas like



bid to counterweight China’s increasing penetration into Myanmar, ‘strategic
encirclement’ of India, deployment of intelligence equipment around Indian
Ocean, ARF has been successful in drawing all major parties into a shared inter-
regional security cooperation. China also ratified the 2010 third protocol
amending the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) in Southeast Asia that
calls for settling disputes through regional process. China’s role as a BRICS
member state and its closer economic cooperation is an important catalyst in
defusing potential tensions with her big neighbours: India and Russia. This
however, does not preclude the likelihood of ‘hedging and engaging’ between
China and India. China has become an observer of South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and seemingly playing a balancing act in South
Asia. While it continues its plan of strategic encirclement of India by engaging
Pakistan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Maldives with development
assistance, greater economic ties (Krishnan, 2013) building naval ports etc, it
has also set a target to boost bilateral trade with India to $100 billion by 2015
(Karim, 2010). Given such willingness of China to multilateralism and
mechanism in place, the possible flashpoints for military confrontation are
indeed numbered.  

Military Modernization: A Threat to Status Quo?

Although China’s military modernization in recent times is quite significant,
its military capabilities does not quite match with that of US.16 Leveraging her
impressing economic growth, China has undertaken a rapid military
modernization program.17 Chinese navy doubles in size every 7 years
enhancing its coastal ‘sea-denial’ capacities (Edward, 2010, Karim, 2012).
China’s pursuit for “anti access/area denial” (A2/AD) capabilities18 aims to limit
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Counter-Terrorism and Transnational Crime, Disaster Relief, Maritime Security, and Non-
Proliferation and Disarmament. Second track institutions, such as the Council for Security
Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) and the ASEAN Institutes of Strategic and
International Studies (ASEAN ISIS), also generates ideas and inputs for ARF (“first track”)
consideration. Current participants of ARF includes: Australia, Bangladesh, Brunei
Darussalam, Cambodia, Canada, China, South Korea, EU, India, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR,
Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar, New Zealand, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Philippines,
North Korea, Russia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Timor-Leste, United States and Viet
Nam.
16 China defence spending increased from $30 billion in 2000 to nearly $129 billion in 2011.
The US’s defence budget still exceeds China’s budget by 4.5 times. However if China
continues its trend, her military budget would overtake the US’s in 2035 (SIPRI, 2012). 
17 In terms of percentage of GDP, China’s military expenditure has remained little over 2
percent while the US military spending is approximately 4.7 percent (SIPRI, 2012). 
18 A2/AD concept focuses on using targeted ground attack and anti-ship ballistic missiles,
developing a fleet of more modernized submarines and cyber and anti-satellite weapons to
exterminate hostile military bases from afar.



US military power projection in the region. In August 2005, China conducted
major Sino-Russian joint military exercises in the vicinity of China’s Shandong
Peninsula. Russia continues to transfer substantial quantities of advanced
weaponry to China, including Su-30MKK fighter aircraft, ‘Sovremenny’-class
destroyers, ‘Kilo’-class diesel submarines, and SA-10/15/20 surface-to-air
missiles. Articulating China’s security concerns, her National Defence Policy
(NDP) describes the regional security as “becoming more intricate and
volatile.”  Terming the South China sea issue as a “pressure points” dragging
on “without solution in sight”’ China’s NDP (2010) underscores that China is
in a “critical phase” and facing heavy “demands in safeguarding national
security.” All these narratives register her concerns and possibly unmet
aspirations. However, the stated “goals and tasks” of Chinese military remains
internally focused such as Opposing and containing the separatist forces for
“Taiwan independence”, cracking down on separatist forces for East Turkistan
and Tibet independence etc (NDP, 2010,p.5). 

The scale and pace of Chinese military modernization, when matched with

her stated goals and tasks does challenge the ‘peaceful rise’ theory. Successive

Australian Defence white papers (2010, 2009) note that China’s military

modernization “appears to be beyond the scope of what would be required for

a conflict over Taiwan” (2009, p. 42) and has the potential “to give its

neighbours cause for concern” (2010, p.34). Some argue China’s military

modernization as a consequence of security dilemma, a “trouble within trouble

without” syndrome rather than a desire to challenge the existing order (Kastner

and Saunders, 2011, p.164; Whiting, 2001, p.185, Fravel, 2005). These views,

however, are not divorced from the political and economic underpinning that

characterizes China as the “biggest and most important case of liberal-

authoritarian dilemma”. Illustrating this dilemma, Buzan and Weaver (2003

p.147) characterized China’s market communism as an “oxymoron”, predicting

its historical life will be short. Again Yue (2008 p.431) argues that China’s

integration in the global economy has defined its economic success in “growth

terms” and cautions that China’s “technologyless industrialization” will

inevitably exacerbate making her economic growth hard to sustain. This may

heighten domestic tensions and increased likelihood of conflicts. Managing

and reconciling the contradiction between ‘market communism’ under a non-

democratic one party political system with its destabilizing potentials has

consequences for China, her neighbours and world as a whole. 

Be that as it may, the economic underpinning together with the domestic
liberal-authoritarian dilemma is perhaps the strongest undercurrent in making
China a status quo power - reducing the likelihood of military confrontation
with its neighbours with the exception of Taiwan. China may be a ‘dissatisfied’
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power but given the domestic compulsions, the political will to challenge the
international order remains a far cry. Despite China’s (apparent) intention to
restrain US in the region by deflecting the current world order to multi-polarity,
her neo-liberalist economic development model with its deepening
dependence on global system continues to draw legitimacy for an authoritarian
regime at home reassuring that the ‘rise’ of China will remain peaceful (Yue,
2008; Gungwu, 2008). 

Taiwan Issue: Casus belli?

The infamous leak of a secret report from China’s State Councils Policy
Research Centre in 1997, periodic military posturing including the kamikaze
style collision incident between a PLAAF fighter aircraft and US P3 Orion in
2001 and securitization of word,19 manifests Beijing’s continued political will to
risk the use of force on Taiwan issue (Li, 1997, Whiting 2001). However, the
cross-strait economic integration has been encouraging in recent years. Based
on the WTO principles, a Cross-Straits Economic Cooperation Framework
Agreement was signed in 2010 to gradually reduce/eliminate barriers to trade
and investment for each other. Following China’s accession to WTO, the export
from mainland to Taiwan grew fivefold totalling around 25-30 billion USD in
2009.20 Despite such mutual dependency and extensive investment in
manufacturing sector by the Taiwanese businessmen in mainland China,
Beijing has repeatedly warned that any movement towards independence
would be treated as a casus belli (Buzan and Wæver, 2003). For China, the
domestic political and military underpinning makes the cross strait issue
distinct from the others.  First, Taiwan is an identity issue par excellence for
China. China sees the island as part of its traditional territories and considers
ultimate reunification of Taiwan as a ‘destiny‘ ‘ amidst ‘great rejuvenation of
the Chinese nation’ (NDP 2010). Second, politically any concession on Taiwan
would be risky for the ruling Communist Party challenging its legitimacy with
disastrous consequence and possibly triggering secessionist movement in other
parts like Tibet, Uyghur. The re-unification of Taiwan symbolizes China’s
efforts to restore her greatness flowing the ‘century of shame’ and any
leadership who compromises risks being condemned by Chinese history.
Third, diplomatically, China has remained very sensitive and consistent in
isolating Taiwan including its participation in the regional security regimes. In
1995 Taiwanese President Lee Teng-hui’s ‘private’ visit to US triggered large
scale military exercise by China in Taiwan Strait prompting deployment of two
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19 For a detail account of China’s ‘cross-strait’ military exercises and its implication see
Whiting 2001, pp.121-130. Also Buzan and Wæver (2003), pp.149-152 for excellent analysis
of China’s securitization of words on Taiwan issue. 
20 For a detail account of China-Taiwan economic relations see Rosen and Wang (2011) pp.4-
22 and Taiwan Statistical Data Book (2011). 



aircraft carriers by US. Again, in 1999, crisis erupted when President Lee, in an
interview with German radio characterized China-Taiwan relationship as
‘state-to-state’ prompting swift warning from Beijing. More recently, President
Ma Ying-jeou have called the relations with Beijing as ‘special between two
areas within one state’. China’s diplomatic efforts resulted in Taiwan’s
membership in international organizations in all kinds of names like China
(Taipei), China (Taiwan), Taipei China, Chinese Taipei Taiwan- Republic of
China, etc. Taiwan’s bid for ARF membership was supposedly blocked due
reservation from China, while ‘rough’ states like North Korea was admitted in. 

Notwithstanding China’s overwhelming importance attached to the
eventual reunification of Taiwan, Beijing’s current strategic posture appears to
be aimed more on preventing Taiwan drifting further toward independence as
opposed to coercing or compelling reunification (Taylor, 2007 p.36). Such
strategic posture of China on a core issue for at least a decade now arguably
fits China more as a status quo power. Most states in the region also agree that
the status of Taiwan is for China to decide (Kang, 2007). However, the Taiwan
Relation Act enacted in 1979 between US and Taiwan remains a thorny issue.
According to this Act, any effort to determine the future of Taiwan by other
than peaceful means, including by boycotts or embargoes, would be regarded
as a threat to the peace and security of the Western Pacific area and of grave
concern to the US.21 It also obliges US to provide Taiwan with arms of ‘defensive’
nature. Notwithstanding a possible direct/indirect confrontation, China’s
periodic military posturing along the Taiwan Strait,22 signals her ‘most serious
warning’ to alert those who thought they could ‘break Taiwan away from
China’ with the support of foreign forces (Garver, 1997; Ateba, 2002 ). Thus
political, diplomatic, military and identity dimensions makes the Taiwan issue
the most probable area to use force if needed. 

Japan - China Tensions

Apart from the historical animosity, exacerbated by Shinzo Abe’s Liberal
Democratic Party leadership’s repeated visit to the Yasukuni Shrine, 23 the
flashpoint between Japans and China revolves around a cluster of three islands
and two big rocks called Senkakus/Diaoyus Island and associated territorial
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21 See Taiwan Relationship Act (Public Law 96-8) section 2(b) (4). 
22 In Nov 1997, a ten-day simulated exercises of an invasion of Dongshan Island near southern
Fujian involving more than 160,000 participants, 200 landing craft, and 100 other ships was
reportedly the largest combination of ground, naval, and air units in PLA history. It was
overseen by the then CCP Chairman Jiang Zemin(Whiting, 2001, p.121)
23 For China and South Korea, a visit to Yasukuni shrine symbolizes Japan’s lack of repentance
for the brutal expansion during WWII. In April 2013, the visit by Japanese PM and a group
of 168 lawmakers took place when 8 Chinese patrol ships reportedly had entered waters near
the disputed islands, the largest number of ships at one time since the dispute started. See
Fackler (2013b).



water and air space - a keystone for nationalist in both countries. Japan seized
the island in 1895 and tension has been rising recently as increasing number of
Chinese and Japanese ships and planes are frequenting the area (Pomfret, 2013,
Fackler, 2013a). PLA navy reportedly made a more active intervention in the
dispute in February 2013 when one of its frigates aimed its radar on a Japanese
naval vessel (Moss, 2013). 

In November 2013, China also declared an East China Sea ADIZ24 that
greatly overlaps the Japanese ADIZ established in 1969 (Figure 1). This drew
sharp reaction, particularly from US and Japan. Chinese ADIZ declaration
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24 Chinese Ambassador to Vanuatu, Xie Bohua (2013) stresses that China’s declaration of the
ADIZ  is a natural claim within the norms of international law to ensure flight safety over
East China sea and not necessarily a territorial claim.  



requires all aircraft flying in this area to submit flight plan, report positions,
maintain positive identification through radio/transponder and logo displaying
nationality/aircraft registration number and follow the instructions of the
Chinese administrative organs (Xinhua, 2013, The Economist, 2013). China also
warns adopting ‘defensive emergency measures’ to respond to aircraft that do
not cooperate in the identification or refuse to follow the instructions. Rejecting
the Chinese ADIZ claim, USAF flew its B-52 bombers in the disputed area
within a few days. China’s move of declaring the ADIZ is also regarded as a
symbolic payback for Japan’s action of buying some of the island in September
2013 and to add pressure on Japanese government set to unveil its first post
World War II national security strategy. While it is perhaps too early to make
a definitive determination about the impact of the Chinese ADIZ over South
China Sea, any miscalculation by the parties involved has the potential to make
this situation worse (White 2013). 

Despite strong nationalist undercurrent of China- Japan tension, the
economic dimension cannot be overruled. For Japan, a military confrontation
with China would mean battering the lucrative Chinese market and chocking
the life of the economy which is brought to life recently by a $117 billion
stimulus package. With a nascent recovery in business and a 21.3 percent
increase in exports to China in October 2013, escalating the tension would need
serious thinking. On China’s part, it would risk depriving up to 5 million
Chinese workers of their jobs as the country looks to double the per capita
income by 2020 (Moss, 2013). Thus, the extent of economic interdependence
between the two countries dictates that any open hostility would amount to
engaging in a sort of ‘mutually assured destruction.’ Indeed, the economic
interdependence, interlocking structure of the globalized environment,
unsettled domestic politics, extent of possible US involvement and its military
implications, China’s multilateralism in the region and policy of avoiding
military confrontation during economic development remains crucial
considerations to avoid military options.25 Thus, China’s relationship with
Japan and ability to avoid confrontation will be key not only for the prospects
of her peaceful rise but also to construct a peaceful Asian society.

Tension in South China Sea 

China’s relationship with neighbours over Spratly Islands in South China Sea
with overlapping claims (Figure 2) is arguably on a more multilateral track -
thanks to the ARF’s socialization efforts.26 Despite initial resistance to keep the
issue out of ARF agenda, China agreed to the DOC that lay down the

Mohammad Zahidul Islam Khan Will The Rise of China Peaceful? 15

25 See Moss (2013) for ‘7 reasons why China and Japan won’t go to war’. Also see Buzan (2010,
p.35), White (2012) and The Economist (2013) for why a China-Japan war is likely.
26 After the fall of Soviet Union, when Vietnam withdrew her troops from Laos (1988) and
Cambodia (1989), ASEAN and ARF emerged as the best multilateral platform to deal with
China. It also effectively ended the bipolarized conflict in South Asia. See  for details Buzan
and Wæver, (2003), p.155.



framework for peaceful  settlement of the disputes in 2002 (Sarith, 2013). In
2012, DOC was re-inforced by adopting a six point joint statement reaffirming
its importance, though Philippines continued for her demand for the much
needed Code of Conduct (Calica, 2013). 

Map. Occupational Status, Spratly Islands, South China Sea.

Source: US Depatment of Staes, Office of the Geographer

Some views the Chinese occupation of South China Sea in 1995 as part of a
dual strategy of negotiation and occupation, influenced by domestic political
factors (Storey, 1999).  Though the progress of conflict resolution through
regional security regime is slow, the multilateral track, together with the
cultivation of ideas such as ‘cooperative security’, shared rhetoric of
desecuritization,27 reinforced by the promotion of norms regarding peaceful
settlement, regular multilateral dialogue at different levels and adherence to
non-proliferation, arms control agreements does make the likelihood of
military confrontation on the South China sea a distant possibility.
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27 Such most recent desecuritized rhetoric on South China Sea issue came from the Chinese
Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi highlighting the importance of abiding by the DOC. (Xinhua,
2012)



Concluding Remarks

Predicting the military consequence of a rising China with certainty is
problematic. Notwithstanding her (perceived) regional and global ambitions,
continuing the ‘peaceful rise’ casts a heavy mantle of responsibility on China –
not just to safeguard her own vital national interests, but also reassuring and
assisting  her neighbours. China‘s deep integration with the global and regional
system and institutions, preference to multilateralism suggests that she is
unlikely to challenge the existing order and initiate conflict. A fortuitous
combination of economic, geo-politics and internal liberal-authoritarian
dilemma has placed China on a trajectory which generates its own security
compulsions and affects her neighbours in a differentiated manner. While most
neighbours of China do not unequivocally welcome her in all areas, some have
accommodated the ‘peaceful rise’ and are willing to defer judgment about
China’s future role. The possibility of any military confrontation by China will
perhaps depend on the calculation of political and economic cost. China’s
economic and social progress is inherently tied with regional stability. Judging
by this standard, the possibility of military confrontation by a rising China with
her neighbours becomes highly unlikely except Taiwan as it is regarded an
identity issue and the political cost of ceding Taiwan bears disastrous domestic
consequence. Even if China successfully manages and reconciles her liberal-
authoritarian dilemma, the re-unification of Taiwan will remain central to her
concerns and fulcrum of all politics, making it the only issue where China is
unlikely to hesitate to use force.  
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Annex: Status Quo Vs Revisionist Traits of China
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Abstract

This present work argues that the regional peace and security of Middle East is
largely related to the patterns of U.S.- Iran relations. Twists and turns in Iran-
U.S. relations have been determining factors for understanding the fundamental
structure of international security. The Middle East security has been seriously
damaged as the relationship between the two countries has been strained since
Islamic Revolution of 1979. The author holds that an innovative security
paradigm seems to be emerging with the growing détente between the U.S. and
Iran in the recent months. The article has discussed various schools of thoughts
on the future of U.S.-Iran rapprochement and its implications for the emerging
security structure of the region which has, for long, been marked by political
conflicts, economic chaos and social instability. The author has critically raised
the threadbare debate which is going on among academic circles regarding
whether or not the recent apparent thaw between Iran-U.S. relations will soon
evaporate into solid chill. Posing pessimistic about the future of the recent
apparent rapprochement, the author purports to explain certain prerequisites
for the survival of the recently-flourished U.S.-Iran normalization and to devise
a viable security model for a new Middle East to be growing out of the changed
context of the realities in the contemporary international relations.  The author
argues that a deterrent strategy may contribute to the balance of power among
the regional countries which can ensure peace and stability of Middle East. He
warns that any step to destabilize the flourishing environment of the balance of
power between the great powers of Middle East including Iran and Israel will
not bring any good result for the international community.   

Introduction

Twists and turns in Iran-U.S. relations have been determining factors for
understanding the fundamental structure of international security. After about
three decades and a half, some remarkable events are now-a-days taking place
in Iran-U.S. bilateral relations leading to a historic rapprochement between the
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two countries. Optimists about the contemporary international system are
chanting thaws of American relations with the countries that have, for long,
been put on flaming oven by the omnipotent superpower. A threadbare debate
is going on among academic circles regarding whether or not the recent
apparent thaw between Iran-U.S. relations will soon evaporate into solid chill.
The fastest growing realities of the changing dynamics of their relationships
are very likely to give birth to the structure of an emerging paradigm of the
Middle East regional security and stability.

Iran-U.S. Rapprochement: the Debate

The Iran-U.S. honeymoon era began with the restoration and consolidation of
the rule of Shah in Iran after CIA staged a military coup and ousted
Mohammad Mosaddeq, the democratic Prime Minister of Iran. However, their
honeymoon soon came to an end following the Islamic Revolution in which
the Shah regime collapsed. A number of scholars noted that the 1979
Revolution was a belated response to an injustice perpetrated by U.S. a quarter
century earlier.1 Since then, the Iran-U.S. relationship has been marked by
hostility, discords and disturbances. Dramatically, the two countries seem to
have been normalizing their bilateral relations in recent days. Those who see
thaw in America’s rupture with Iran are inspired by the events that have
developed since the incarnation of Ayatullah Hasan Rouhani as the President
of Iran. The first and the foremost among the arguments of this extreme of
scholars spring from the soft spokenness of Iran’s new President.2 Their debate
is relied upon the calculated impact of idiosyncrasy on foreign policy. The
idiosyncratic analysis of Rouhani’s personality builds the second argument of
this line of thinking.3 To them, President Hasan Rouhani unlike his hardliner
predecessor Mahmoud Ahmadinejad pursues constructive foreign policy. For
instance, soon elected as Iran’s President in June 2013, Rouhani has
continuously assured the West to resolve the nuclear issue which has fractured
their bilateral relations. The Westerners are now convinced that Rouhani knows
how to give glossy smile and gesture sweet talks. He emerged as the stalwart
of peace in place of Ahmadinejad’s provocative war rhetoric. His charm offensive
4 brought credibility among the many Westerners who have held negative
attitude toward Iranian leaders’ idiosyncratic values. 

26 Peace and Security Review Vol. 6, No. 12, Second Quarter, 2014

1 Ray Takeyh, “What Really Happened in Iran: the CIA, the Ouster of Mosaddeq and the
Restoration of Shah,” Foreign Affairs, July-August 2014, pp.2-12.
2 Muhammad Ruhul Amin, “Iran-US Relations Beyond the Thaw,” The Independent, Dhaka,
October 10, 2013
3 Ibid.

4 The term charm offensive has been widely used by the journalists and academicians since
Rouhani took over as the new President of Iran and began soft diplomacy with the West.



The above strand of thought has seen the ray of hope in Rouhani’s soft
diplomacy which has pulled the U.S. very close to Iran at the present time.
During his recent speech at the UNGA session, none of the Western countries
left the venue. While the former President Ahmadinejad had set off a stampede
of delegates from the hall, Rouhani packed them all in. The world leaders
seemed very curious about him and curtailed pin-drop silence to listen to what
he would speak to the world. Americans proposed to him a short, sideline
conversation at a luncheon or dinner which he declined on the pretext of Iran’s
domestic resentments. However, he eased tension with the West by receiving
Barack Obama’s phone-call. Their phone-talk is evaluated by some as an
unprecedented opening of an Iran-U.S. rapprochement almost thirty five years
after the great debacle of their diplomatic understanding since the Islamic
Revolution of 1979. Some view, choreographed or not, the Iran-U.S. phone-
conversation will be enshrined in the diplomatic history as the most important
incident at a moment when tensions are flaring everywhere surrounding the
Iran-U.S. relationship. 

The second extreme of the debate is run by the pessimists who are of the
opinion that the apparent normalcy grew out of the novelty of Hasan Rouhani’s
charm offensive will not thaw Iran’s chill with the United States. The strategic
considerations of America’s foreign policy towards the world in general, and
to Iran in particular, lead us comment that Iran’s docility at present is just a
temporary phenomenon. Therefore, it won’t contribute to a permanent détente
between the two belligerent states.5

Theoretically speaking, the U.S. policy is largely dominated by the
Morgenthauan realist paradigm.6 Be it neoliberalism or neorealism, America’s
foreign policy must achieve America’s national interests just in the line with
the Machiavellian principle end justifies the means.7 The short-term realist
calculation may, on some occasions, get influence from the Wilsonian idealism.8

However, the long-term realist calculation soon proves a hard nut to crack.
America’s politico-economic and geo-strategic interests in the Middle East
won’t be undermined by any perceived preferences. To protect Israel, America’s
eternal ally would undoubtedly dictate the U.S. policy towards Iran. By

Muhammad Ruhul Amin Iran-U.S. Rapprochement and the Emerging Security 27

5 Muhammad Ruhul Amin, op. cit.

6 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations: the struggle for Power and Peace, (Calcutta:
Scientific Book Agency, 1969).
7 Machiavelli, “The Prince,” cited in Emajuddin Ahamed, Rashtrabiggyaner Katha, (Dhaka,
1987).
8 Based on Wilsonian Idealism emanating from his fourteen points and four principles, the
provision of the right of self determination was incorporated into the League of Nations
following the First World War. See for details, E.H. Carr, International Relations between the

Two World Wars, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1967).



reasoning we can say for sure that an American policy rejected by Israel must
succumb to failure.

For example, the softspokenness, sweetness and charm offensive of Hasan

Rouhani are belittled by Israeli leaders. Binyamin Netanyahu looks at Rouhani

as a wolf in sheep’s clothing.9 He considers Rouhani as a devious politician, whose

devilish aim is to drive a wedge between Israel and naïve Americans. He labels

Rouhani’s charm offensive as honey trap.10 Yuval Steinitz, the former Israeli

finance minister remarks that Rouhani deceives the world through his eloquent

speech. Other Israeli officials close to its power centre regard Rouhani as an

existential threat. Avnery, an Israeli writer and peace activist with Gush Shalom

analyzes Hasan Rouhani as the real bomb and finds him more dangerous than

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.11

Another reason why I pose pessimistic about the U.S.-Iran détente stems

from the domestic political constraints of Iran, U.S. and Israel. The demand for

absolute closure of Iran’s nuclear program is very strong both in U.S.A. and in

Israel. On the other hand, Iranians are adamant on holding their right to

peaceful nuclear energy. This may, I’m sure, damage the emerging prospects

for their normalization. Moreover, in exchange of pacifying nuclear conflict,

Iranians might want to see the U.S. sanctions dropped fully. To that end, Barack

Obama can’t offer much to Iran. The U.S. sanctions on Iran have been imposed

in two sets: one set by the President and another one by the Congress. In view

of the on-going political stand-off between the Republicans and the Democrats

that has contributed shutdown to the U.S. government, it’s quite unpredictable

that the Republican-dominated Congress would lift its sanction. 

I sense from my insight into Iran’s anthropological construct and their social

psychology that Iranians can’t be misguided by America’s idealistic chit-chat

keeping intact their realistic vigor. No Iranian including Rouhani has so far

bowed down to the Western claim of complete denuclearization. Can it break the

ice? No. No American, I believe, would agree on the less than a full

denuclearization proposition. Can it then normalize their ties? No, not at all.

Furthermore, we may measure the virulence and velocity of Iran’s internal

grievances spread out of the fifteen minute hotline connection between the two

presidents on 27 September 2013. For example, the chief of Iran’s Revolutionary

Guards General Mohammad Ali Jafari and the commander of its air-wing

General Amir Ali Hadjizadeh severely lamented the phone call and wanted to
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make sure that the miseries and injustice incurred by the U.S. sanctions must

be removed before any peace negotiation takes place. 

Future of Iran-U.S. Rapprochement

Notwithstanding the very strong forces that are demanding remarkable shift

in the Iran-U.S. bilateral understanding, a number of issues may pose some

severe challenges to the emerging structure of their relationship. The rapidly

growing changes in the regional politics of Middle East and America’s

involvement in those regional events also indicate that the prospect of an

everlasting rapprochement between Iran and U.S. is very bleak.

One may first look at Israel-Palestine issue. The way America has been

awarding blind support to the cause of Israel at the total cost of Palestine seems

to be the major barrier to the recent rapprochement. The defeat of the Ottoman

Empire in the First World War and the changed political map after the Second

World War facilitated the United States getting involved in the Middle East

politics. The rehabilitation of Jews who were scattered homeless here and there

in the world and the formation of the Jewish state of Israel were made possible

with the explicit cooperation of the U.S. immediately after the end of the

Second World War. The U.S., since then, has continued to extend political and

military assistance in order to defend Israel with a view to achieving America’s

long-term politico-economic and security interests in the Middle-East region.

It may not be possible for the U.S. to keep itself a bit aloof from its eternal ally,

Israel. However, in recent days the U.S. is likely to turn tactical and strategic

postures in its relationship with Iran by maintaining its Israeli ties intact. This

double standard, I assume, may fracture the emerging structure of the Iran-

U.S. détente. Iran might be interested in seeing the projections of America’s

transparency and accountability in its foreign policy in view of the changed

global context. Israel has already crafted renewed diplomacy to convince the

U.S. to get away from its present policy to Iran. 

Their involvements in the developing political events of Syria will also

determine the future of Iran-U.S. rapprochement. The stability of the

government of Bashar-al-Asad is strategically important for Iran. The outright

American supports for the anti-Bashar rebels will be considered by Iran as

detrimental to its regional ambitions. Iran may capitalize the fruits of the neo-

cold war between the U.S. and Russia and try to minimize America’s

involvements in Syrian civil war. It is very difficult for the U.S., on the other

hand, to ignore its strategic involvement in Syria for the greater cause of the

survival of Israel. Such strategic considerations of both countries may

jeopardize their ongoing partnership.
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The declining global image12 of the U.S. with regard to its role in the Middle
East regional affairs is also likely to dismantle the Iran-U.S. emerging relations.
The US’ preemptive strike on Iraq in 2003 and its silence on the recent military
coup of Egypt may cause the decay of the prospects for the new turn in the
Iran-U.S. relations. Saddam Hussain, a Sunni Iraqi who was brought up by the
U.S. served as a faithful U.S. ally until he turned to be an anti-U.S. strongman
and opposed U.S. interests in the Middle East. Following America’s preemptive
strike on Iraq, Saddam was dethroned and replaced by Nuri-al-Maliki, a Shia
Iraqi. For Iran, it was quite a difficult choice to recognize America-made Prime
Minister Nuri-al-Maliki despite his belonging to the Shia community. U.S. high
officials including Vice President Joe Biden, Defence Secretary Chuck Hagel,
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Martin Dempsey and David Petraeus,
the former top U.S. Commander in Iraq, have all either called for Maliki to be
more inclusive or outright criticized them.13 Now that America was advocating
inclusive policy to include in Iraq Government the Sunni rebels who were
gearing up the oust-government movement against Nuri-al-Maliki, had posed
for Iran a more difficult option. The Sunni extremists have formed the radical
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) that has overrun swathes of northern
and central Iraq. The ISIL warriors have already captured the major cities of
Iraq and were about to occupy Bagdad.14 Had the U.S. not started bombing on
Iraq, ISIL could easily move to the capital city.  To counter the Sunni extremists,
the U.S. has sent 300 military advisers to Iraq. Washington has already
positioned air craft carriers in the Gulf and launched several Drone attacks on
the ISIL fighters. The U.S. military officers have already confirmed that they
used in Iraq F-18 fighter planes and Drones against the Sunni extremists.15

Iran’s strategic ally Russia took clear cut policy towards Iraq.

The Russian President Vladimir Putin offered Nuri-al-Maliki Moscow’s
support to fight the Sunni Jihadists. Russia has blamed the latest violence
sweeping Iraq on the 2003 U.S.-led invasion of the country and said that any
strikes on the ISIL forces would have to be authorized by the UN. The Russian
step is deemed as the cold war strategy that was adopted after U.S. President
Barak Obama stopped short of acceding to Maliki’s appeal for air strikes against
Sunni insurgents, prompting Shia Iran to charge that Washington lacked the
“will” to fight terror.16
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The Iraq situation placed Iran in a decision dilemma. It could neither
support Maliki’s government since it was manufactured by America, nor could
it side with ISIL rebels since they are opposed to Bashar’s Shia government.
The present U.S. policy towards Iraq may be seen by Iran as America’s next
plan to topple Syria’s Shia President Bashar-al-Asad against whom ISIL is
fighting. Iran has historically been disturbed by the U.S. attempts at couples
of “quick fix” to solve Iraq’s problems.17 Starting from the dethroning of
Saddam to assisting Maliki to get in and again dethroning him and replacing
him with Haider-al-Abadi, America’s quick fix strategy has created resentments
among both Iraqi and Iranian people. To them, both Maliki and Abadi are
considered as “American stooge”. Despite Maliki throwing the last serious U.S.
reconciliation plan under the bus, America stood by and watched the Iranians
broker a deal after the 2010 elections that gave Maliki another four years as
Prime Minister. In the middle of June, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon
warned that the Iraqi conflict threatened to spill over Iraq’s borders,
interlocking with the civil war in neighboring Syria where ISIL is operating its
activities.18

America’s double standard in maintaining Egyptian democracy may have
antagonized Iran, which, analysts have observed, will have long lasting effect
on Iran-U.S. rapprochement. As a result of the Arab Spring, the dictatorial
regime of Hosni Mobarak came to an end and a democratic chapter appeared
to the fore. The nascent democracy soon fell victim of both domestic and global
conspiracies. The Government of Muslim Brotherhood under Professor Dr.
Muhammad Mursi was dismantled by the joint efforts of military and judicial
elites with cooperation from the western-educated civil society people as well
as secular and left political parties. The oust-government movement against
Mursi who happened to be the first democratic President in the history of
Egypt was geared up with direct and indirect western patronization. Had the
U.S. taken responsible measures against the unlawful military coup d’état, the
maiden democracy of Egypt would not have been nipped in bud. The U.S. has
preferred undemocratic military rule to democratic Brotherhood which has
borrowed poor external image for the U.S. foreign policy. Iran has continuously
resented in different world bodies including the UN against the U.S. double
game in such areas as democracy, human rights and justice.

Iran’s recent rapport with Turkey seems to be a potential threat to the
emerging rapprochement between Iran and U.S.A. Iran-Turkey relations
appeared slightly bitter in recent months on the question of Syria. In U.S.
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consideration, a flourishing Turkey emerged important because of its European
location and Islamic religious identity. To the U.S. strategists, Turkey can be
used as the bridge between the Western and Muslim World.  America may be
uncomfortable with a Turkey having good terms with Iran. The recent visits
of the high officials of Iran to Turkey may create important bottleneck for Iran-
U.S. normalization. 

The most important question affecting Iran-U.S. rapprochement concerns
the much-talked about issue of the Uranium enrichment of Iran. According to
U.S. judgment, Iran’s present nuclear process can make nuclear fuel for civilian
purposes, but also, when highly purified, for a nuclear weapon. It has been the
main sticking point in negotiation with Iran for the past decade. Iran and
“P5+1” powers have conducted five rounds of nuclear negotiation in the past
few years. They left themselves with a lot to do in a short amount of time after
a difficult fifth round of nuclear talks ended in Vienna on June 20, 2014. The
five days’ discussion of the fifth round did not provide any certain direction of
a prospective solution. Iranian foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif told
the Iranian media that they have not reached any agreements on the main
issues. He remarked that in some cases, they could see light for agreement but
in some others, there was none yet. Gesturing a frustrating feedback, he
considered the draft document contained “more brackets than words”,
implying that many sections were far from finalized. One of the diplomats of
the P5+1 group told AFP that Iran was refusing to budge on most issues.19

In addition to Uranium enrichment, other bones of contention included the
duration of the mooted accord, the pace of any sanctions relief and a reactor
being built at Arak that might give Iran weapons-grade plutonium. The future
of the Iran-U.S. rapprochement largely depends on how the events would
develop in future nuclear talks between the adversaries.

The Emerging Security Paradigm

My observation and study of Middle East politics of the last sixty years lead
me conclude that the unprecedented elevation of Israel’s military strengths has
been solely responsible for the regional instability. The Western powers
including the U.S. have ceaselessly rendered all-out cooperation to develop
Israel’s sophisticated weapons that include chemical, biological, cancer-bearing
and undeclared nuclear arsenals. Unfortunately, however, these world powers
did not pay any heed to other ambitious and dissatisfied countries in the region
and nor did they feel any urge to develop the necessary weapons of those
countries. This discriminatory policy of America has created power imbalance
causing regional instability.
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A fresh awareness in the recent times has grown among  a many
international security analysts that the balance of power strategy would emerge
as the best-ever security model for the Middle East region which has been
vehemently destabilized in the aftermath of the Second World War. This,
undoubtedly, might have installed the flowering of innovative security insights
contrasting the conventional security paradigm of the post-cold war period
when the rise of the lone super power destroyed all sorts of power balances.
According to these scholars, the maintenance of the Middle East security and
stability requires balancing powers among the regional great powers, such as
Iran, Israel, Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and so on. Such revised strand of
thoughts on security is not new in the discourse of international relations. This
all-encompassing security thinking is built on the premise that purports to
explain the implications of nuclear balance of power for the regional security
of Middle East. The proponents in this line argue that the Middle East regional
peace as well as international security may be ensured by a deterrent strategy
achieved through the nuclear balance of power between Israel, an undeclared
regional nuclear state, and Iran, another prospective nuclear state of the region.

Inevitability of Nuclear Deterrence

The theorists on nuclear deterrence are scattered into two groups- optimists
and pessimists.20 Nuclear optimists are of the opinion that peace and security
can be maintained by nuclear balance of power.21 A well-known wisdom of the
contemporary International Relations suggests that the balance of power22 and
collective security23 have been used as the two important principles for
maintaining global peace and security despite debate among scholars with
regard to their theoretical underpinnings and operational intricacies. The
collective security system may have brought temporary peace in the world
immediately after the two World Wars. However, it failed to establish long-
lasting or ever-lasting global stability and security. For example, the League of
Nations established after the First World War succumbed into failure as the
collective peace effort. This failure of the League pushed the world into the
Second World War, the most destructive and devastating event in the annals
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of the history mankind had ever experienced. Some writers, thus, considered
the twenty years between the two World Wars as the intermission or armistice
or interim period.24 At the end of the Second World War, a second collective
step towards peace was taken through the formation of the United Nations.
Unfortunately, the UN, over the years, has lost credibility of the peace loving
people to the extent that the Structuralists started labeling this global
organization as the vehicle of exploitation.

The struggle for global supremacy between the then two super powers
could not be diminished by the United Nations. The super powers implanted
the seeds of discords, conflicts and war everywhere in the post-war world.25

Notwithstanding the failure of the UN, the then existing balance of power
between the super powers served as restraint and succeeded in stopping them
from initiating dangerous wars. The resultant effects of this power balance have
been reflected at the individual, domestic, regional and global levels. For
instances, some people, families or groups have been subject to forced stability
in a number of countries despite achieving high esteemed power at their
individual-state levels. Understandably, however, their insurmountable power
structure crushed into pieces at some critical juncture of their domestic political
turmoil. In spite of the domestic “super power image” enjoyed by the Arab
dictators, such as, Hosni Mobarak of Egypt, Jain al-Abedin Bin Ali of Tunisia
and Muammar Gaddafi of Libya, they had to step down during the mayhem,
when their power was challenged by the people’s resistance26 and balanced by
their power. That means, the inter-individual or inter-group struggle at
individual-state levels intensified until their power had been balanced
contributing to a deterrent situation. Thus the flaming fire of many drastic wars
along the Afro-Asian Arab countries could have been extinguished with the
emergence of the balance of power at different levels of these countries. 

Another important example of preventing hostility and war by deterrent
strategy is the nuclear power balance between India and Pakistan.27 The
regional peace in South Asia has been maintained by the balance of nuclear
power28 between the two nuclear countries of the region.29 The most glaring
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example of preserving international peace and security through nuclear
deterrence has been set by the U.S. and ex-USSR. Their dreadful nuclear
weapons during the Cold War30 years enabled them to deter each other from
triggering military assault on the other. Over the years since the end of the
Second World War, the sophistication of their nuclear weapons reached the
zenith of development and restrained them from engaging into the first strikes.
They have been able to keep each other away from dismantling each other’s
world-wide interests and goals only by dint of their balanced nuclear
stronghold. In another word, their nuclear balance of power could avert total
war between each other.

Assumed that the two superpowers signed unwritten, quasi-written or
written documents to advance their exploitative activities. The balance of
power that put them at equidistance psychologically could efficiently fine-tune
their operational modus operandi. The reciprocal sense of security stemming
from their balance of power made room for them of uninterrupted opportunity
not to intervene in such affairs that might lead them to war. 

In order to keep the status quo of their balance of power, both the giant
powers wanted to keep monopolistic possession of nuclear weapons and none
of them is convinced to endure the emergence of a countervailing nuclear
power. This led them to the signing of a number of arms control and
disarmament treaties. Despite the treaties, both have continuously enriched
the stockpiles of nuclear technology and other weapons of mass destruction
(WMDs). On the other hand, the provisions of the treaties have been imposed
on others as the binding force as if these may be used to block their inalienable
universal rights to safeguard their own national interests.

The creation of IAEA can be cited as the example of such a measure, which
obstructs other countries to build up their security shield. The deviation of
IAEA from keeping a provision of universal equal rights for all countries limits
IAEA being justified as the valid, lawful and legal international organization.
That might make some countries vulnerable to the unjust treatment by such
international treaties and obligations and compel them to install their own
means of self-defence, which may not exclude the development of nuclear
energy, nuclear power and nuclear weapons. Viewed from a realist
perspective,31 Iran may be noted as such a country. Being frustrated and
dissatisfied with the role of IAEA and the Western countries with regard to its
nuclear projects, Iran may rush to develop its nuclear weaponry for the cause
of its self-defence. Looked upon the issue from a regional security point of view,
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international recognition needs be accorded for the peaceful nuclear ambition
of Iran. A nuclear Iran can deter a nuclear Israel, prevent escalation of war, and
can contribute to regional peace and stability through nuclear deterrence. Thus
there is no denying the fact that nuclear deterrence is a viable security
paradigm for Middle East. 

The Middle East region was used as the hot zone of the flashpoints of cold
war between the capitalist imperialism and communist expansionism. Israel
has been a “pushed in state” in Middle East since the UN was established. Born
illegitimately and brought up by the West unlawfully, Israel has been
continuing persecution on neighbouring Arab countries and extending its
boundaries unjustly by dint of its regional superpower status which has been
built only with its possession of sophisticated WMDs and undeclared nuclear
stockpiles. 

The erstwhile USSR failed to craft a cold war counter-structure in the region
by nurturing a countervailing regional superpower vis-a-vis Israel. Equipped
with the dangerous WMDs and supposedly nuclear weapons, Israel has been
instrumental in the implementation of the grand strategy of the imperialists in
the Middle East region and elsewhere of the world. Against this backdrop,
revolutionary Iran threw blatant blow to the unchallenged power of Israel
psychologically, politically and strategically. The news of Iran’s nuclear
involvement came to the Western imperialists as the blue from the belt. Despite
Iran’s repeated iterations that its nuclear programs are for peaceful purposes
and are quite in line with IAEA provisions, the West as well as Israel have
pulled their pants up to deprive Iran of its nuclear rights. Iran has been
continuously threatened with series of economic embargo, trade and travel
sanctions and couples of military aggressions, such as, Christmas attack, spring
attack, winter attack, surgical operation and preemptive air strike and so on. 

Having paid no attention to international pressures, Iran has continued its
nuclear programs either overtly or covertly. We don’t know whether Iran has,
by now, acquired nuclear bombs or come close to manufacturing nuclear
weapons or cherished intentions to possess nuclear stockpiles. In view of the
Middle Eastern political reconfiguration in the post-Arab Spring era, the
nuclear deterrent strategy should not be kept aside. The West needs to
understand the inextricability of the rivalry at the inimical psyche of the newly
emerged regional great powers of Middle East like Egypt, Turkey, Iraq, Iran
and Tunisia vis-à-vis Israel. The newly-achieved strength of these countries
can’t be contained easily by the military efficiency of Israel. Avnery, an Israeli
knesset member acknowledged that Israel can’t defeat Hamas despite its strong
military power. He recommends contributing to economic development of
Gaza in order to resolve Palestine-Israel conflict.32
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Renewed efforts are required for rebuilding the global image of the West
so that new leaders may find the Western interests in the region in conformity
and coexistence with theirs. It may take a few years for the Middle Eastern
countries to tighten a concerted regional power base and by that time, Iran may
achieve nuclear sufficiency. The changed reality of the regional politics
demands international recognition for regional nuclear balance of power. It
may replace regional enmity with regional rivalry and competition that might
prevent any prospective regional war laying far-reaching consequences for the
Middle East security.

Reuters reported that the interim international deal on Iran’s nuclear
program which was signed on November 24, 2013 could tilt the balance of
power in the Middle East towards Tehran after two years of popular revolts
that had weakened leading Arab nations.33 Maclean analyzed the different
perspectives of the deal.34 The critics of the deal think that Iran will grow richer
and stronger through the easing and eventual lifting of sanctions that have
shackled its economy emboldening its Islamist rulers to step up support to
Shi’ite Muslim allies in Arab countries. The supporters of the accord said that
the rapprochement between Iran and U.S. could help stabilize a region in
turmoil and reduce sectarian strains that have set Shi’ite and Sunni Muslims
bloodily against each other. For example, Rami Khoury of the American
University of Beirut described the interim deal restricting Iran’s nuclear work
as an effective policy option that could eventually lead to rapprochement
between Tehran’s clerical rulers and U.S.-allied Gulf Arab states. He remarked
that the deal, in the short run, would encourage cooperation between the
United States and Iran to try and deal with Syria and resolve its political crisis.
35 Known that no threat has so far been effective in stopping Iran’s nuclear
projects, West needs to adopt alternative conflict resolution strategies. Any
harder policy may instigate Iran to turn much more aggressive. The present
Iranian government under the liberal Islamic President may be easier to handle
than any conservative government. Iran’s liberal President Hasan Rouhani
should not be disturbed. A policy of appeasement may also be adopted in order
not to allow the extremists coming to power.

Conclusion

Like I said before, Iran-U.S. estrangements that grew out of Iran’s Islamic
Revolution in the 1970s have been considered as the major determining factors
behind the political instability and insecurity of Middle East. The recent rapport

Muhammad Ruhul Amin Iran-U.S. Rapprochement and the Emerging Security 37

33 Reuters, Dubai, November 24, 2013
34 William Maclean, “US-Iran Thaw Starts to Reshape Middle East Power Balance,” Reuters,

Dubai, November 24, 2013.
35 Ibid.



between Iran and U.S. is likely to bring massive reorientation and redefinition
of the Middle East security. The developing events in the contemporary Middle
East provide clear indicator of a revised security paradigm. It appears crystal
clear that America must want to safeguard Israel from their arch enemy Iran,
and to ensure oil-flow from the Middle East, to defend their European allies’
gains in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf region and to sustain their
political, economic and strategic interests. America always finds Iran
countering the U.S. in its entire arduous journey to Middle East. That’s how
the US and Iran will find themselves at loggerheads instead of thawing their
chill. The chilli of their chill seems to create another irritating chapter in the
U.S.-Iran bilateral relations.  Under these circumstances, an innovative security
paradigm for the Middle East region needs to be devised. My argument for the
nuclear deterrence has been developed in view of the political realities of the
region. Efforts need to be taken to ensure Iran’s peaceful nuclear programs.
The plan for attacking Iran is not a viable solution. Any step to destabilize the
flourishing environment of the balance of power between Israel and Iran will
not bring any good result for the international community.
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Arab Spring and the Contemporary Geopolitics
of the Middle East 

Noor Mohammad Sarker*

Abstract

Throughout the recorded history, the Middle East has been playing a vital role
in the global geopolitics. The significant geographic characteristics supplemented
by an enormous oil reserve has turned the region as one the most highlighted
geopolitical areas of the present-day international relations. The Middle East also
contains some of the world’s key oil choke points and straits by which petroleum
has been supplied throughout the world, especially to the European, American
and East Asian countries. Traditionally, the geopolitical structure of the region
has been branded by military dictatorships and monarchies, largely backed by
the western powers. However, the outset of the Arab Spring in December 2010
had paved the way to notice that the popular democratic uprising in these
traditional authoritarian countries is about to bring a significant structural shift
in the geopolitics of the entire region. Some scholars supported this observation
based on the historical illustration of the outsets of 1989 Central and Eastern
European movements for democracy. But, after more than three years, it is quite
visible that the feeble application of Arab Spring for freedom and democracy
could not bring about overnight shifts to the regional geopolitical calculations.

Introduction

The nineteenth century French novelist Arthur De Gobineau once remarked,
“The Middle East is a delicious meat, but it poisons those who eat it”.1 The
twenty-first century international politics circling the Middle East precisely
reflects his observation. For ages, the Middle East has been served as the
birthplace of a number of major religions and civilizations. Repeatedly, it has
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also become a theatre of grand-chase among the great powers. The significant
strategic location of the region as the ‘middle man’ among the three continents
– Asia, Africa and Europe – and  its abundance in petroleum reserves have
made the Middle East geopolitically as one of the most significant areas in the
world. Hence, the contemporary discourse of international relations can not
subsist without deepening analysis on the Middle East. From the beginning of
the twentieth century, Americans and their Western allies are increasingly being
aware of its significance as an important oil producing region, as an area of
tension and unrest, and as a major field for great-power rivalry and
involvement. The Middle Eastern zone has traditionally been a contested
ground between the land power of Russia and the naval power of the West,
especially the United Kingdom. Therefore, no intelligent foreign policy can
ignore the Middle East and its impact upon the rest of the world. 

Besides, great power-politics during the Second World War, the Cold War,
the post-Cold War, the post 9/11 era have relatively been cantered by the region.
In reality, the Middle East has been a hub of world politics from the ancient
period and especially after the discovery of oil-mines in the Middle East in the
first-half of the twentieth century. Therefore, the region has often been viewed
as a region that ‘best fits the realist view of international politics’.2 In the
aftermath of December 2010, the uprising for democracy, termed ‘Arab Spring’,
in the traditional authoritarian countries of the Middle East initially brought
about crucial impacts on the geopolitical calculation of the entire region. It
suddenly traumatized the foundation of a number of Middle East regimes and
their decades-long alliances with the Western powers. Although, after more
than three years, the uprising has so far achieved a little compared to the
aspiration rested upon it.  

To grip a smart understanding on the Middle East, its geopolitical
significance and the implications of Arab Spring on the geopolitics of the
region, the present study is divided into six major sections. Subsequent to the
introductory remarks, the paper sketches an analytical framework in its second
section describing some key concepts and theoretical foundation. The third
section focuses on various determinants of the geopolitics of the Middle East.
The following section explains the contemporary Middle Eastern geopolitics
in the light of Arab uprising. The fifth section offers a brief theoretical
implication. In line with all the discussions, at last, the paper draws few
concluding observations. Considering the issue and the scope of the study,
secondary sources have been extensively reviewed, including published books,
journal articles and periodicals, reports from international organizations,
published research manuscripts, newspaper articles, and online materials. 
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Analytical Framework

Geopolitics

“Geopolitics” is a frequently-used term in international relations. The term is
a merged form of two separate words: ‘geography’ and ‘politics’. Scholars,
academicians, observers, and practitioners of global politics often use the term
in order to describe or analyze specific foreign policy issues and actions.3 It was
first coined in 1899 by a Swedish, named Rudolf Kjellén.4 But, while the term
dates from the cusp of the twentieth century, the idea is very old, as are
differences of view as to its worthiness and application. The Greek geographer-
philosopher Strabo (64 BC–23 AD), for example, believed that geography was
destiny, even that particular geographical circumstances conduced to certain
political orders.5 Whereas focusing on the development of ‘classical’
geopolitical, geographer John Agnew explains geopolitics as, “framed world
politics in terms of an overarching global context in which states vie for power
outside their boundaries, gain control (formally and informally) over less
modern regions (and their resources) and overtake other major states in a
worldwide pursuit of global primacy.”6

With the emergence of deeper understanding on the discourse, especially
in the twentieth century, many scholars opined from the different viewpoints
to define geopolitics. For example, in 1963, S.B. Cohen argued, “The essence of
geopolitical analysis is the relation of international political power of the
geographical setting.”7 In 1969, Norman Dunbar Palmer and Howard Cecil
Perkins asserted, “Geopolitics is the science of the relationship between space
and politics which attempts to put geographical knowledge at the service of
political leaders.”8 Later, in 1988, Oyvind Osterud said, “Geopolitics
traditionally indicates the links and causal relationships between political
power and geographic space.”9 In 2002, Francis P. Sempa described in his word

Noor Mohammad Sarker Arab Spring and the Contemporary Geopolitics 41

3 Francis P. Sempa, Geopolitics: From the Cold War to the 21st Century, (London: Transaction
Publishers, 2002), p.3.
4 Robert Strausz-Hupe, Geopolitics: The Struggle for Space and Power, (New York: Putnam’s
Sons, 1942), p.18.
5 James Fairgrieve, Geography and World Power, (London: University of London Press, 1941),
p.26.
6 John Agnew, Geopolitics: Re-visioning World Politics, 2nd edition, (London: Routledge, 2003), p.1.
7 S.B. Cohen, Geography and Politics in a Divided World, (Great Britain: Methuen & Co. Ltd.,
1963), p.8.
8 Norman Dunbar Palmer & Howard Cecil Perkins, International relations: the world community

in transition, (US: Houghton Miffin, 1969), p.266. 
9 Oyvind Osterud, “The Uses and Abuses of Geopolitics,” Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 25,
No. 2, 1988, p.122. 



that, “Geopolitics is about the interaction among states and empires in a
particular geographical setting.”10 Broadly defined, geopolitics indicates to the
territorial dimensions of international politics. The study of geopolitics
concentrate on the repercussions of nature, geography, and material factors on
patterns of international politics defined primarily in terms of territorial
competition between the great powers.11

In sum, the study of geopolitics involves the analysis of geography, history
and social science. It is multidisciplinary in its scope, and includes all aspects
of social sciences with particular emphasis on political geography, international
relations, the territorial aspects of political science and international law.

The Middle East  

The “Middle East” defines a geographical area, but does not have precisely
defined borders. It is a region that spans Southwestern Asia and Northeastern
Africa. It has no clear boundaries, often used as a synonym to Near East, in
opposition to Far East.12 The region has been the central of three linked
continents–Asia, Europe and Africa.13

The term “Middle East” was popularized around 1900 in the United
Kingdom. But, the American naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840-1914)
first used the term in September 1902.14 This region covers an area of about 5.0
million square miles and has a total population approaching 200 million.15
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Table 1. Countries of the Middle East

Source: <http://www.mideastweb.org/countries.htm>

The physical geography of the Middle East is varied. Vast deserts are
common in the region. The Sahara Desert runs across North Africa. The desert
of the Arabian Peninsula is so harsh that it has been given the name ‘The Empty
Quarter’.16 In these areas better served by rainfall and rivers, rich agriculture
is abundant. Mountain ranges exist throughout the region with some peaks
rising as high as 19,000 feet. It should be noted that, between the mountains,
the high plateaus are common within the entire region.17
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Map 1. The Middle East

Source: <http://www.yourchildlearns.com/middle_east_map.htm>

As for climate, the region again displays a great variety. In the desert areas,
rainfall is low, averaging about four inches per year. Temperatures in such areas
show great extremes. Along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, as well as the
Black and Caspian Seas, the water serves to lessen the temperature extremes
of the desert resulting in a more moderate climate that is similar to that of
Southern Italy or California.18

In terms of political orientation, most of the countries of the region could
be introduced as governed by decades-long authoritarian rules. The region’s
political history has been punctuated by the rise and fall of great powers,
colonial domination, the birth or creation of new countries, and uneven
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marches toward political and economic development. The multiple
consequences of these developments for the Middle East have been particularly
pronounced since the early decades of the twentieth century. The collapse of
the Ottomans in the early twentieth century resulted in the large-scale
introduction of European colonialism into the Middle East beginning in the
1920s. The basic patterns of relationship between the colonial states and their
subject societies in the Middle East were detachment, minimal contact, and top-
down flow of power. The emergence of sovereign, independent states in the
Middle East in the 1940s and 1950s dramatically altered domestic power
equations and the traditional foundations for state-society relations in each
Middle Eastern country. These ostensibly modern states were thrust
unprepared into a competitive international environment in which they had
to foster rapid economic and industrial development and, most importantly,
satisfy the growing nationalist aspirations of their populations. These
nationalist yearnings emerged in response to domestic social and political
developments and as a result of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, the latter itself
serving as a catalyst for much regional conflict and instability. Not surprisingly,
the political history of the modern Middle East as it unfolded in the twentieth
century was one of wars, conquests, political turmoil, and extremism.19

Arab Spring 

The political upheavals in the Middle East since December 2010 have generally
been known in a single popular term as ‘Arab Spring’. It was a series of diverse
albeit interconnected events of anti-government protests and armed rebellions
that spread across the region.20 The term was popularized by the western media
in early 2011. The movement was at its core an expression of deep-seated
resentment at the ageing Arab dictatorships, anger at the brutality of the
security apparatus, unemployment, rising prices, and corruption that followed
the privatization of state assets in some countries. Therefore, the key slogan of
this movement was to overthrow authoritarian regimes and, thereby, restore
democratic values. However, the course of uprising did not have equal impacts
on all of the countries in the Middle East. Years long authoritarian regimes in
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen had been collapsed by this popular
movement.21

Noor Mohammad Sarker Arab Spring and the Contemporary Geopolitics 45

19 Mehran Kamrava, The modern Middle East: a political history since the First World War,
(London: University of California Press Ltd., 2005).
20 Katerina Dalacoura, “The 2011 uprisings in the Arab Middle East: political change and
geopolitical implications,” International Affairs, Vol.88, No.1, 2012, pp.63–79.
21 Hussein Yaakoub, “Revolutions for Democracy,” Perspectives, Special Issue, May 02, 2011,
pp.35-43.



Arab Spring began with the self-immolation of Muhammad Buazizi on 17
December, 2010 in the Tunisian city of Sidi Bouzid. In order to portray the
protest against humiliation by the police and the feared loss of his livelihood,
Buazizi set himself on fire. It was yet a symbolic start of the uprisings. Soon
after that shocking incident, demonstrations erupted and spread to
neighboring cities. However, initially there was a slow political response from
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali’s regime.22 Popular mobilization in Tunisia was largely
spontaneous, but some sections of the country’s main trade union, the Union
Générale des Travailleurs Tunisiens (UGTT), and professional associations
subsequently played a significant role in organizing it. Police repression
increased but then receded by 10 January 2011, as the army signaled it would
not take action against the protesters. As a general strike unfolded on 14
January, Ben Ali fled to Saudi Arabia.23 The overthrow of Ben Ali galvanized
popular political action in Egypt. Demonstrations organized for 25 January
2011 by civil society and opposition groups unexpectedly brought out around
20,000 participants. Protests spread in Cairo and throughout the country.
Mubarak’s final speech to the nation on 10 February indicated that he was
losing his authority, and on the same day the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces (SCAF) issued its first communiqué, endorsing the people’s legitimate
demands. On 11 February, Mubarak resigned and transferred his powers to
the military. Six months later he was put on trial with his sons and key regime
figures.24

A few days after Mubarak’s fall, protests against Muammar Qadhafi broke
out in Benghazi, Libya’s second largest city, and quickly spread across the
whole of the east and to some parts of the west, although they remained
relatively small-scale in the capital, Tripoli. The rebellion was led by the
National Transition Council (NTC). The UN Security Council sanctioned
military intervention by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) from
March, but it did not trigger a popular uprising in the West; outside
intervention may even have hardened the attitude of some pro-regime loyalists.
However, by early September 2011, after months of apparent deadlock and a
war which cost tens of thousands of lives (the figures are as yet unverified),
Gaddafi’s regime imploded and he himself was brutally killed on 20 October,
2011.25
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Likewise, in Yemen, small-scale demonstrations demanded President Ali
Saleh’s removal on 14 January 2011. A month later, after Mubarak’s fall, protests
grew being led by a new group of youth and civil society activists. On 18
March, the killing by snipers of 60 protesters alienated many Yemenis.
Nevertheless, Saleh used a combination of repression, counter-mobilization,
economic enticements, and promises of political compromise and reform to
hang on to power. Injured in an attack on 3 June, he fled to Saudi Arabia, but
returned on 23 September. Saleh agreed to hand over power but will continue
to be a political player, particularly as his family retains control in the military
and security apparatus.26 Like Egypt, Tunisia, Libya and Yemen, and some
other countries of the Middle East have been impacted by the Arab Spring till
the day. The most highlighted example is Syria, where the conflict still remains
between the forces of Bashar Al Assad and the rival groups over the possession
of state-power.  

Theoretical Sketch

Some scholars argue that, the 2011 uprising for democracy in the Middle East
resembles to the democratic movement in Central and Eastern Europe in 1989.27

The movements of Central and Eastern Europe by and large shared an
ambition to replace their governments with western European forms of
democracy, and, thereby, the entrenchment of human rights and the benefits
of consumer-led economic growth. The movement had a significant
geopolitical implication, since it led to the collapse of the former Soviet Union
and to a lop-sided geopolitical world order in favour of the United States. As
a result of the movement, most of the former Soviet Union allies in Central and
Eastern Europe had become the allies of the US-led alliance in the Cold War.28

The Arab Spring in the Middle East has the similar geopolitical implication to
the Central and Eastern Europe in 1989.
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Table 2. Analogy between 1989 and 2011 Movements

Source: Author

Given the backdrop of decades-long authoritarian regimes, people’s
uprising in the Middle Eastern countries had a strong application for
democracy, rule of law and freedom of speech. Geopolitically, the movement
favoured the contingency of western influence over the region, along with the
safeguarding of Israel’s security. Hence, the rationale of selecting this particular
theoretical interpretation is to analyze whether there is an analogy of
geopolitical shifts fuelled by the successful political movements in different
regions of the world. 

Determinants of the Middle Eastern Geopolitics

Strategic Location 

The Middle East has a unique geographical position. It is an area situated at
the junction of Europe, Asia, and Africa, and as such it commands the strategic
approaches to these three continents.29 Of all parts of the middle zone of Asia,
the Middle East has been most exposed to penetration by naval powers, since
its long and curved coast line is washed by the Black Sea, the Mediterranean,
the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean.
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The geo-strategic location of the Middle East coupled with possessing
within its confines the world’s largest reserves of oil and gas reserves have
ensured that the Middle East always figured high in the global strategic
calculus. It has constantly remained in the cynosure of the major powers of the
day.30 Although geographically most of its land area lies within Asia, the
Middle East’s largest city, Cairo, capital of Egypt, is situated in Africa. One of
the region’s important countries, Turkey, is located both Europe and Asia. The
strategic location of the Middle East as a “bridge” among three continents
makes more understandable its role as a “middleman” throughout world
history. During the Middle Ages, important spice routes passed through the
Middle East, linking Europe with the orient.31

Historically, the important strategic location of the Middle East stretching
from cultural, political and economic aspects has attracted the attention of great
powers and formed important conflicts and competitions to control of this area.
The first western power that entered to this region was Portugal, which was
the result of the circumnavigation of the Cape of Good Hope in 1984, which
was done by Vasco da Gama. After that Holland, then France and ultimately
Britain and even the Ottoman Empire were other states that came to this area
to pursue their colonial, political and commercial objectives in the region
during sixteenth to twentieth century.32 In the early of the 20th century,
however, the United States entered to region instead of Britain and continued
its presence in the Persian Gulf as the main external powerful player in region
to date.33

Pasture of Civilizations and Major Religions

The written history of the Middle East dates back to ancient times, and
throughout its history, the region has been a major centre of world affairs. It
was a cradle of world civilizations. The first full civilization emerged by 3500
B.C. in the Tigris-Euphrates valley in the Middle East. Relatively, soon
thereafter civilization developed along the Nile in Egypt, and later spread to
other parts of the Middle East.34 Even, many scholars believe that civilization
began in the Middle East. There is evidence that the peoples of the region
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practiced agriculture in the pre-historic period. Agriculture made men food
producers instead of food gatherers. As a result, men settled down, established
organized societies, and developed the arts and crafts of civilization. As early
as 10,000 years ago, they grew plants and domesticated animals in the Nile
valley in Egypt, along the shores of the eastern Mediterranean in the area of
present day Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and in the valley of the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers in pasts of present day Iraq. 

Table 3. Some Well-known Civilizations Passed in the 
Middle East

Source: <www.ancientcivilizations.co.uk/home_set.html>

The Middle East is also the historical origin of three of the world’s major
religions–Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Among these, Judaism was the first
great religion to stress the idea of a single supreme being, God who created
the universe and ruled it with justice and goodness. All three faiths accept the
ethical teachings of the Hebrew Bible, popularly known as The Old Testament.
Judaism stresses good deeds and righteous living. The ‘Ten Commandments’,
given to Moses by God, are still part of the moral code of the mankind. Moses
was the famous early Jewish leader who led the Jews out of captivity in Egypt.
The Jewish population of the world is now approximately 15 million. Among
them, about 6 million live in the United States of America and over 3 million
in Israel.

Christianity also continues to be an important religion in the Middle East.
Today there are two main traditions within the Christian faith, Western and
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Eastern. The Eastern tradition includes the Orthodox, the Copts, and others.
Within the Western tradition there are the Roman Catholic and the Protestant
faiths. Christians consider Jerusalem as a holy place because it was the place
where many important events in Christ’s life occurred, including the
Crucifixion.

Islam, one of the world’s great religions and the faiths of more than 750
million people today, was born in the Arabian Peninsula. Islamic civilization
has been dominated in this area for 13 centuries. Islamic civilization reached
its political height between the 8th and 10th centuries under the leadership of
the Abbasid caliphs. Thereafter, its political cohesiveness fell apart until the
coming of the Ottomans in the 15th century. The Muslims have always
considered Mecca and Medina to be their holiest cities. Jerusalem is considered
the third most holy city because it too contains shrines and place important in
the history of Islam.35

Major Oil Chokepoints

A chokepoint is a strategic strait or canal which could be closed or blocked to
stop sea traffic, especially oil. World oil chokepoints are a critical part of global
energy security. About half of the world’s oil production moves on maritime
routes. Alone in 2011, total world oil production amounted to approximately
88 million barrels per day, and over one-half was moved by tankers on fixed
maritime routes.36 As a single region, the Middle East contains the most number
of key oil chokepoints in the world, including Strait of Bab-el-Mandeb, Strait
of Hormuz, Bosporus and Dardanelles Straits, and Suez Canal (See, Map 2)
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Map 2. World’s Major Oil Choke Points

Source: <http://www.eia.gov/cabs/world_oil_transit_chokepoints/full.html>

Bab-el-Mandeb

Located between the Red Sea and Indian Ocean, the Bab el Mandeb is a
chokepoint between the horn of Africa and the Middle East and a strategic link
between the Mediterranean Sea and Indian Ocean. It is surrounded by Yemen,
Djibouti, and six-year old Eritrea. In 2006, an estimated 3.3 million barrels of
oil passed through the strait per day, out of a world total of about 43 million
barrels per day moved by tankers. An estimated 3.2 million bbl/d flowed
through this waterway in 2009 toward Europe, the United States, and Asia.37

Security became a concern of foreign firms doing business in the region, after
a French tanker was attacked off the coast of Yemen by terrorists in October
2002. In recent years, this region has also been a hub of rising piracy, and Somali
pirates continue to attack vessels off the Northern Somali coast in the Gulf of
Aden and Southern Red Sea including the Bab el-Mandab.38

The Strait of Hormuz

The Strait of Hormuz, in fact, has upheld the strategic importance of the Middle
East. It is a narrow and curve channel with about 100 miles length and 21 miles
in its narrowest parts. The strait connects the Persian Gulf to high seas through
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the Indian Ocean. This chokepoint became a household term during the Persian
Gulf War in 1991. It is worth noting that, width of each used new sailing lines
from 1979 is about 1 mile and the lines are separated from each other by a
security line with 1 mile width, while there are several strategic islands in
entrance of the Persian Gulf that six islands among them have created a curve
line, where have the most strategic position in the Hormuz Strait and thus
because these islands have short distances between each other, a virtual line
has been drawn along the islands.39 It has become more important when the
ample amount of oil exportation to industrial world and also goods
importation to the Middle East transport throughout this strategic strait. This
strait named as world‘s economic main highway because it injects oil to world‘s
economy heart.40

The Strait of Hormuz is another critical point in the lifeline flow of oil from
the Persian Gulf area. The Strait is by far the world’s most important chokepoint
with an oil flow of almost 17 million barrels per day in 2011, which was
between 15.5-16.0 million barrels per day in 2009-2010. Flows through the Strait
in 2011 were roughly 35 percent of all seaborne traded oil, or almost 20 percent
of oil traded worldwide. More than 85 percent of these crude oil exports went
to Asian markets, with Japan, India, South Korea, and China representing the
largest destinations.41 This strait is closely monitored by the US military and
its allies. The strait connects the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Sea and is
surrounded by Iran, Oman, and the United Arab Emirates. It is cited that
between 20 percent and 40 percent of the world’s oil supply passes through the
strait, making it one of the world’s strategically important chokepoints.42

Therefore, the strait is often termed as ‘The Mother of All Chokepoints’.43
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Map 3. Strait of Hormuz

Source: <http://www.princeton.edu/~gluciani/pdfs/Geopolitics%20of%20 Energy

%20in%20the%20Middle%20East%202011.pdf>

Bosporus & Dardanelles Straits

The Bosporus, also known as the Istanbul Strait, is a strait that forms the
boundary between the European part of Turkey and its Asian part, Anatolia. It
is the world’s narrowest strait used for international navigation. It connects the
Black Sea with the Sea of Marmora. It is approximately 30 km long, with a
maximum width of 3,700 meters. Increased oil exports from the Caspian Sea
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region make the Bosporus Straits one of the busiest and most dangerous
chokepoints in the world supplying Western and Southern Europe. With 50,000
vessels, including 5,500 oil tankers, are passing through the straits annually.44

An estimated 2.9 million bbl/d flowed through this passageway in 2009, of
which over 2.5 million bbl/d was crude oil. The ports of the Black Sea are one
of the primary oil export routes for Russia and other former Soviet Union
republics. Oil shipments through the Turkish Straits decreased from over 3.4
million bbl/d at its peak in 2004 to 2.6 million bbl/d in 2006 as Russia shifted
crude oil exports toward the Baltic ports.45

The Dardanelles is a narrow strait in northwestern Turkey connecting the
Agean Sea with the Sea of Marmora. The strait is 61 km long but only 1.2 to 6
km wide. It separates Europe and the mainland of Asia, especially separates
Asian Turkey from European Turkey (Trace), thus it also separates the two
continents. The strait is an international waterway and together with the
Bosporus connect the Black Sea to the Mediterranean Sea.46

Suez Canal

The 103 mile long Suez Canal is located entirely within Egypt and it is the only
sea route between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea. With the tension in
the Middle East, the Suez Canal is a prime target for many nations. The canal
was completed in 1869 by French diplomat Ferdinand de Lesseps. The British
took control of the canal and Egypt from 1882 until 1922. Egypt nationalized
the canal in 1956. 

During the Six-Day War in 1967, Israel seized control of the Sinai Desert
directly East of the canal but relinquished control in exchange for peace. Year-
to-date through November of 2010, petroleum (both crude oil and refined
products) as well as liquefied natural gas (LNG) accounted for 13 and 11
percent of Suez cargos, measured by cargo tonnage, respectively. Total
petroleum transit volume was close to 2 million barrel per day, or just below
five percent of seaborne oil trade in 2010. Almost 16,500 ships transited the
Suez Canal from January to November of 2010, of which about 20 percent were
petroleum tankers and 5 percent were LNG tankers. According to a report
released by the International Energy Agency (IEA), shipping around Africa
would add 15 days of transit to Europe and 8-10 days to the United States.

In addition to dramatically reducing transit time for trade worldwide, the
Suez Canal is one of the world’s most significant waterways as it supports 8
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percent of the world’s shipping traffic and almost 50 ships pass through the
canal daily.47 Because of its narrow width, the canal is also considered a
significant geographic chokepoint as it could easily be blocked and disrupts
this flow of trade. There are a number of specific strategic values48 that the
Canal contains:

n The Suez Canal is considered to be the shortest link between the East
and the West due to its unique geographic location; it is an important
international navigation canal linking between the Mediterranean Sea
at Port Said and the Red Sea at Suez. The unique geographical position
of the Suez Canal makes it of special importance to the world and to
Egypt as well.49

n This importance is getting augmented with the evolution of maritime
transport and world trade. The maritime transport is the cheapest means
of transport, whereas more than 80 percent of the world’s trade volume
is transported via waterways (seaborne trade).

n Saving in distance, time and in operating costs for vessels that transit
the Canal, also firm up this importance.

The Hub of Petroleum Reserves 

There is this view that, in 21st century existing energy resources as geo-
economic factors indicate importance and value of regions,50 and nowadays,
in projecting the foreign policies the geo-economic logic is more important than
geopolitical logic.51 From this view, the Middle East is one of the most
important regions that plays main role to construct interstates relations in the
new era. In this respect, ensuring regional security, constant production of oil
and the security of oil flows to consumer states have always remain vital issues
in their grand strategies.52

The Middle Eastern countries have over half of the world’s known
petroleum reserves. They produce over a quarter of the world’s oil. The oil
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industry has become by far the most important industry in the Middle East.
Since the early 1930s, billions of dollars have been invested in the production
of this vital commodity.53 Most of the Middle Eastern oil is exported. Petroleum
exports now make up over three-fourth of the total value of the Middle East
shipments abroad. Western Europe, the United States and Japan receive over
70 percent of these supplies.54

The Major oil producing nations of the Middle East are Saudi Arabia, Iran,
Iraq and Kuwait. In the early 1980s Saudi Arabia was producing over 10 million
barrels of oil per day. Iran was producing 6 million barrels a day until the civil
unrest in 1979, which reduced the production. The United Arab Emirates, Qatar
and Oman are also important oil-producing states in the Middle East. As a
geographic region, the Middle East has the record of the highest petroleum
reserve (Figure 2). Among the highest ten countries of the world’s leading
petroleum preservers, six are from the Middle East region (Table 3 & Map 4).

Figure 1. World Petroleum Reserve by Region (2012)

Source: BP Statistical Review of World Energy (2013)
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Table 4. List of Top 10 Oil Reserves Countries in the World (2013)

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration, International Energy Outlook

(2013)

Map 4. World’s Top 10 Oil Reserves Countries (2013)

Source: <http://www.mapsofworld.com/world-top-ten/world-top-ten-oil-reserves-

countries-map.html>
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Oil income has also made it possible for Arab oil-exporting nations,

particularly Saudi Arabia, to extend financial assistance to other Arab nations

in need of it. Billions of Arab “Petrodollars” have been invested abroad or

placed in foreign banks. Arab oil-exporting nations have joined with other oil-

exporting countries to form the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries

(OPEC) in order to regulate production and prices of oil on a worldwide basis.

The growing energy needs and dependence on the Middle East oil of

developing nations as well as Western and other industrialized nations have

made OPEC an increasingly important in world affairs. In many countries,

particularly OPEC producers, the estimates of petroleum production and

reserve may involve a great deal of political influence.55

Arab Spring and the Contemporary Geopolitics of the Middle
East

The geopolitics of the Middle East has, so far, undergone few changes due to

the Arab uprising. The course of Arab Spring has led to the rise of some

regional powers as well as shift power balance among the regional members

and their foreign alliances. The uprising has not only overthrown some

weighty regional Arab leaders, but has also disturbed the policy of the Western

world over the region. The role of the USA and its allies in the Egyptian and

Libyan crises, for example, has greatly reduced their support in the Middle

East.

The regional geopolitics of the Middle East has long been dominated by

Saudi Arabia and Iran, two key regional powers.56 The two historical rivals

have competed for political and religious influence over the region, and have

engaged in proxy-rivalling in the region’s hotspots, such as Palestine and Iraq.

Each side has led competing regional forces and division between Sunnis and

Shias. Saudi Arabia maintains a pro-Western alliance, whereas Iran has its

sound political and economic relationship with Russia and China. Both of these

regional powers were surprised of the swings of Arab uprisings. They are

challenged both domestically and regionally in terms of their political practices

and alliances. Initially, it was perceived that, the kingdom of Saudi Arabia

would be vulnerable to political developments in the rest of the region and

would be forced to pursue reforms from above. However, Saudi Arabia has,
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so far, successfully balanced its foreign policy against all the domestic

grievances by continuing close relationship with the Western world.57

Iran, on the other hand, was initially strained with the sudden political
developments of the uprising. Tehran certainly opined some positive postures
towards the demonstrations in Tunisia and Egypt. Iran perceived that, the Arab
peoples were ousting their leaders because they were mere puppets of the US
and Israel.58 Therefore, Iran consistently viewed the uprising as an Islamic
awakening from inside the Western-imposed Arab societies. Due to such
Iranian posture, some Western observers were also afraid of possible Iran’s
geopolitical upper-hand over the region followed by the weakening of Israel’s
strategic advantages. The policy of Iran to build a regional alliance with
Mohammad Morsi-led Egypt and Bashar Al Assad-led Syria was, therefore,
apprehended as one of the key feature of the Middle Eastern geopolitics in the
post-Arab Spring era. However, the overthrow of Morsi from Egypt, the
continuous bloodshed in Syria and the domestic economic pressure out of
Western-led economic sanctions have led the Iranian leadership to end-up the
idea of regional geopolitical rebalance. Furthermore, Iran’s Shia government
maintains a closer relationship with its Iraqi counterpart led by Shia-majority
people. Geopolitically, Iraq has become a transit point for Iran to supply arms
and logistics to Syria. Despite all these, Iran’s trustworthy friendship with
China and Russia, as alternatives to the West, has strengthened throughout the
ups and downs of the Arab uprising.59

Over the years, another key regional power, Turkey, has increasingly turned
toward the Middle East and revised its former ‘zero-problem’ foreign policy
strategy. Turkey’s Prime Minister, Recep Tayip Erdogan, initially supported the
Tunisian and Egyptian popular revolts. In terms of Syrian crisis, Turkey turned
from its initial standpoint from supporting Assad regime due to the continuous
domestic repression by the ruling elites in Syria. Nonetheless, Turkey has some
historical border tensions with its neighbour Syria. This problem has been
further fostered by the different political postures of democratic Turkey and
dictatorial Syrian regimes. Egyptian authoritarian government has also
substantial contradictions with Syria in terms of several political issues,
particularly Palestine issue. Ongoing Iranian support to Assad’s regime in Syria
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has, therefore, ruined the possibilities of the emergence of a regional balance
of power by Iran, Egypt and Turkey.60

Israel has initially been negatively affected by the Arab uprisings. The
country seemed uneasy with the prospect of democratic change in the region.
Israel and its US-led Western allies were more worried about the apparent
regime changes in the region rather than peoples’ uprising for the democracy.
On Israel’s part, regime change in the neighbouring countries might spoil the
decades-long regional balance of power and turn it to be geopolitically
favourable to the anti-Israeli forces in the Middle East. However, the overthrow
of Mohammad Morsi and the restore of military rule in Egypt, the fragile
conditions of domestic regimes in Tunisia and Libya, and the civil war in Syria
have, so far, given a conformation signal to Israel that, the regional geopolitical
calculation would not vary as it was expected to a certain level.61

In the essence, the Arab Spring, after more than three years, could not bring
overnight shift to the regional geopolitical calculation in the Middle East.
Initially, it was thought that, a number of Western-allied powers of the region
would either form a new balance of power with some other powers of the
region based on common religious and ideological standpoints, or shift their
alliances to some non-Western extra-regional powers, like China or Russia.
Israel’s security was at stake in both of these options. However, none of these
options has completely implemented due to the failure of expected level of
democratic practices in some of the key regional powers, like Egypt and Syria.
Therefore, despite some minor structural transformations in geopolitics over
internal and external alliance formation, regional geopolitics in the Middle East
has not faced any overnight changes due to the Arab Spring starting from early
2011.   

Theoretical Connotation

The present study nullifies the theoretical analogy of geopolitical implications
of 1989 Central and Eastern European movement and 2011 Arab Spring. It
argues that, the movements of Central and Eastern Europe in 1989 shared an
ambition to topple their governments and replace them with western European
forms of democracy and, thereby, the establishment of human rights and
capitalism. As the direction of travel was in western interests, governments in
Europe and North America wholeheartedly welcomed them. By contrast, the
signifier ‘democracy’ carried much more complex meaning in the Arab world
in 2011. This was because the west had previously supported most of the Arab
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autocrats, the US had led a war against terrorism largely in the Arab world and
young Arabs across the Middle East had often protested against decades-long
western imperialism in the region. In this backdrop, theoretically, the Arab
Spring did not favoured the western geopolitical influence over the Middle
East, rather often paved the way for the non-western powers, like China and
Russia to build economic, political and strategic relationship with the regional
members.  

Closing Observations

The Middle East represents the core of world geopolitics. A number of
significant issues have made the region vital to the world. Since the origin of
the Middle East as a hub of petroleum at the beginning of the twentieth century,
the region has got a higher strategic importance to the international
stakeholders. The entire area has served as a strategic playground for the major
players of the international politics during both the Cold War and Post-Cold
War era, especially for the growing economic powers like China and India. At
the dawn of the twenty-first century, Arab Spring remains the latest edition to
the geopolitics of the Middle East. The uprising has spotted some minor
changes in the regional balance of power, both in terms of internal reshuffling
and external engagements among the major powers of the Middle East.
Preliminary observations of a future political and strategic alliance among Iran,
Turkey, Egypt and Syria at the start of the Arab Spring could not be succeeded
because of the insolvency of internal political problems largely in Egypt and
Syria. The overthrow of Mohammad Morsi government in Egypt, political
turmoil in Libya, and the prolonged civil war in Syria have substantially
prevented the re-emergence of regional Islamic militant and political
organizations, like Hezbullah and Muslim Brotherhood. Indeed, Israel’s
security and its geopolitical role in the Middle East also remained almost
unchanged. However, the direct involvement of external powers, like China
and Russia, has been extensively observed during Libyan, Syrian, and Iranian
Crises. To some extent, such foreign policy projections by Russia and China
have turned, indeed, the balance of decades-long Western monopoly of
influence over the geopolitics of the Middle East and paved the way for non-
western extra-regional powers to have strategic alliances with the key regional
powers of the Middle East.
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The Race for Dominance in Indian Ocean:
Is There Danger for Smaller Nations?
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“The Indian Ocean area will be the true nexus of world powers
and conflict in the coming years. It is here that the fight for
democracy, energy independence and religious freedom will be
lost or won.”

- Robert D. Kaplan

Abstract

There is certain fluidity in the strategic equation and balance of power in the
Indian Ocean region in recent years. The old alignment of Cold War era has
broken down and with emergence of new economic power house like China and,
to some extent, India whose immense  interest in the Indian Ocean and littoral
region has cast anxiety among the smaller nations of the region with the prospect
of being drawn into a big power’s struggle. But there is a sense of gradualism,
although feared as fragile sometimes, rather than rapidity that bring some
assurance to the smaller nations. There is thus high expectation of steady shift
in the order of power in the Indian Ocean region, if at all. 

Introduction and Background

Indian Ocean has historically been geo-politically significant and a favourite
playground for colonial powers and, later, for modern world powers for
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decades or even centuries now. By broader geo-strategic definition, alongside
ocean proper, Indian Ocean includes all its associated seas and gulfs e.g. Bay
of Bengal, Arabian Sea, Red Sea, Persian Gulf, Bay of Martaban and Bay of
Oman etc. The ocean is shored by some highly important regions of our world
like the Middle East, Indian sub-continent, eastern edge of South East Asia,
East and South East Africa and Western Australia. The oil supply routes and
the trade routes from, to and across the ocean are lifelines for the regions and
also, to a great extent, for many countries of the rest of the world. Vital bottle
necks like Strait of Hormuz, Strait of Malacca, Strait of Bab el Mandab and Suez
Canal etc. are connected to Indian Ocean and hold crucial trade or supply
routes within them. The Country that holds paramount position in the Indian
Ocean can  control the flow of energy, if it wants in a conflict situation, not only
to the East Asia,  one of the prominent centres of the global economic power,
but also to other regions. As it stands now, the US, world’s strongest naval
power is dominating the region.

Indian Ocean has 36 countries along its littoral sections; in addition there
are about 11 hinterland countries that aspire for maritime connectivity through
Indian Ocean via third countries. Australian Defence Minister Stephen Smith
(2010-13) opined, “The countries of the Indian Ocean Rim are home to more
than 2.6 billion people, almost 40 percent of the world’s population. The Indian
Ocean already ranks among the busiest routes for global trade. It will become
a crucial global trading thoroughfare in the future.”1

Despite the difference of opinion about southern the extent of Indian Ocean
Rim among some countries this paper considers the traditional and more geo-
strategy oriented understanding of the extent of Indian Ocean rim i.e. littoral
states, which is up to south western tip of Australia in the East and southern
tip of Africa in the West. The hinterland countries or areas are of course the
land locked countries or provinces of a big such country of Asia and Africa
which primarily seek access to Indian Ocean or its affiliated seas through one
or more littoral countries. The examples are Afghanistan, South Sudan,
Uganda, Nepal and even China for the provinces of south western part of the
country. Indian Ocean Region encompasses both rim and hinterland. The
adjacent regions of other parts of the continents of Asia, Africa and even Europe
and Pacific Ocean are considered to be the extra-region for Indian Ocean
region.  

The big/ major powers here in this paper mean the major global or
continental powers that matters correspondingly for Indian Ocean Region i.e.
the US, China, India and to some extent Russia. Smaller nations meant the

64 Peace and Security Review Vol. 6, No. 12, Second Quarter, 2014

1 <http://stratrisks.com/geostrat/7552> 



relatively weaker countries in terms of military and international/ regional
political strength like Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Singapore, Oman etc.
The medium strength nation/ countries means the countries in between the big
and small e.g. Iran, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Australia etc.  

The power equation in Indian Ocean has its own history. In cold war period
it was also the Americans who were the master of the Indian Ocean blue water
like they were for many other equatorial or central maritime domains. The
former USSR was hardly a challenge for the American naval power at least in
these latitudes. In the later part of the cold war the economically weakened
USSR adhered to defensive naval strategy. The regional powers were not really
a significant party to the determining factors of the power equation in Indian
Ocean, although India as the biggest and economically most powerful of the
regional nations had some edge over her neighbours. In 1971 India made
successful naval blockade in the waters of Bay of Bengal when war broke out
against the Pakistani forces operating in the then East Pakistan. That was only
threatened when 7th fleet of the US started approaching the bay. China is
another Asian power taking great interest in Indian Ocean. 

However changes in that scenario have been witnessed with massive
economic growth of the regional powers and the corresponding increase of
military muscle. Regional powers like India started asserting their claim in the
maritime domain of Indian Ocean. It was the outgrowth of the fact that Indian
Ocean is the key export-import route for their foreign trade and investment
focused, yet rapidly growing, economy. Location of the world’s biggest oil
supplying region, the Middle East, at the adjacent northern landmass of the
ocean has provided a critical dimension to its significance.  65% of world’s oil
and 35% of natural gas lay in the sub-surface of its littoral states. These states
also holds 80.7% of world extraction of Gold, 56.6 % of Tin, 28.5 % of
Manganese, 25.2 % Nickel and 77.3% Natural Rubber2. The Persian Gulf and
the Hormuz Strait of the ocean’s northern fringe is on the constant attention of
traditional and emerging world powers. 

Many thinkers already predict that we are entering the Geo-energy era in
which issues of energy security, both security of demand and security of
supply, would reshape inter-state relations and might herald re-configuration
of global power hierarchy. Energy security is certain to be pivotal determinant
in generating conflict and alliance conditions. 3

The significance of Indian Ocean in terms of energy supply and trade is
simply immense. The ocean and its affiliated seas hold world’s most important
chokepoints for energy supply as demonstrated below:  
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Table 1. Volume of Crude Oil and Petroleum Products
Transported through World Chokepoints (2007-2011)

Notes: · All estimates are in million barrels per day. · “N/A” is not available. · The table does

not include a breakout of crude oil and petroleum products for most chokepoints because only

the Panama Canal and Suez Canal have official data to confirm breakout numbers. · Adding

crude oil and petroleum products may be different than the total because of rounding. · Data for

Panama Canal is by fiscal years.

Source: EIA estimates based on APEX Tanker Data (Lloyd’s Maritime Intelligence

Unit). Panama Canal Authority and Suez Canal Authority, converted with EIA

conversion factors.

With the ongoing economic rise of eastern tigers like China, India and the

South East Asian nations – enhanced interest of new regional or extra regional

actors in Indian Ocean for their own geo-political and geo-strategic goal has

been consistent which is mostly informed by energy and its supply sea route

issues. This development also triggered alignment, realignment, weakening or

strengthening of regional allegiances .The associated military strategic moves

raised tensions in the region which potentially makes the smaller nations of

the region vulnerable. 

The purpose of such race for domination among the old and new power is

obvious as mentioned. Land is still not an alternative to sea. For example it’s
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cheaper to transport a ton of coal 5000 miles on a bulk carrier vessel than 500

km by rail4. Some 90% of world trade is done through sea5. 

The following detail map illustrates the significance of Indian Ocean in
terms of vital sea energy supply and trade route including other factors like
areas under security threats from pirates; also, shows the major hinterland and
littoral states including their level of access to sea. 

Map 1. Littoral and Hinterland States, Areas of Pirate
Activities and Vital Sea Routes of Indian Ocean.

There are also new developments in recent time as Arabinda Acharya put
it, “The maritime milieu now represents the new ground zero of asymmetric
threats such as terrorism, piracy and organized crime. These non-conventional
threats involving various types of low-intensity conflicts related to sea, pose
significant challenge to the good order at sea6”. Piracy is a rising security issue
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of Indian Ocean. Pirates around Somali coast, the most pirate infested part of
Indian Ocean, attacked about 75 ships and hijacked 14 of them in 2012 where
as the global figure was 28 hijacks7. Yemen coast, waters of southern India and
Sri Lanka, Sumatra coast of Indonesia and northern Bay of Bengal are the other
pirate prone areas of Indian Ocean. 

Arms smuggling, especially small arms and explosives, is a significant
activity in Indian Ocean region. East Africa, Middle, India East and Afghan-
Pak area are now under major arms smuggling activities and threat. Even semi-
volatile places like Nepal, Sri Lanka, Myanmar and Bangladesh etc. are also
under such threat to a great extent. Apart from conventional worries of the
smaller nation with regards to competition amongst the bigger powers in
Indian Ocean region, these asymmetric threats pose the danger of entangling
them at odds with the bigger powers.  There are international agreements and
conventions not to allow illegal arms supply through any country or its
territory, yet acts of non-state actors and sometimes assist from states make
things complicated. 

All in all, it appears that international relations and strategic equations are
stilled mired by the dilemma or realism and idealism. 

This paper examines the budding danger for smaller nations of Indian
Ocean rim as the region tends to break out of the old power order and moves,
seemingly, towards a new one with the economic, political and military rise of
regional powers while the older world powers endeavour to cling on to their
privileged influence in the region. 

The Old Order

The US led CENTO was one of the corner stone of the old strategic order in the
Middle East. Its sway included a part of Indian Ocean region as Iraq, pre-
evolution Iran and Pakistan was part of the 6 nation treaty until its dissolution
in 1979. The mutual utility between the King and Emir ruled Gulf monarchies
and the US defined the basis of stability in the Middle East. Soviet or recently
Russian influence remained confined in parts of Arabian Mashrekh (Syria, Iraq
etc.) only. Number of American allies, visible or silent, in Africa’s east and
south-east coast and more importantly south-east Asia (e.g. Singapore,
Indonesia) and Australia consolidated America’s circle of influence in the
Indian Ocean. US naval base in Diego Garcia, south of Maldives, became
operational since 1973 providing the Americans the crucially important
permanent presence in the very middle of the ocean.
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In line with the emergence of new economic power houses that heralded a
new arms and technology race naval strategy constantly evolved in
commensuration with changing geo-strategic understandings. It was observed
that during the Cold War the Soviet Navy moved from a strategy of directly
contending against NATO for influence over the blue water of the oceans to a
concentrated defence of the Barents Sea and the Sea of Okhotsk bastions. Only
the Black Sea Fleet was meant to move out as far as the Mediterranean Sea if
there were indications of a major escalation. Thus the Soviets made a shift from
the modern naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan’s aggressive strategic
theories. Land warfare as the mean and Western Europe as the immediate
strategic land target was therefore the prime military strategic focus of the
former USSR and its Warsaw Alliance, mostly as deterrence, and less as real
time aggressive ideology. 

Therefore for Indian Ocean region, Soviet manoeuvre had to come from
land and so they did in Afghanistan a landlocked hinterland on their way to
Indian Ocean. This Soviet miss-adventure was the first strategic step to reach
Indian Ocean in a shorter land route with the expectation of engineering
Baluchistan’s secession from Pakistan.  Combined US-Pakistan effort thwarted
that. US support and help to successive Sukarno and Suharto regimes in
Indonesia against Soviet supported left wing insurgency of Indonesian
Communist Party ensured survival of pro-US regimes in that important nation
in the eastern fringe of the Ocean. 

Iranian revolution in 1979 was the only distraction in American geo-
strategic design in the region at that time.  But American military base in Diego
Garcia in Indian Ocean since 1973, in Singapore since 1991 and military
presence in the Gulf States since 1990 completed their physical web of
domination.

Among the regional countries only India had naval elements of some
strategic value. But that was no match to US strength in the Ocean. Again India
as a democracy was not at any stark ideological odds with the US and the West,
despite their strategic intimacy with the USSR, which was more of a counter
act to US-Pakistan alliance. 

The New Order and the Emerging Triangle

The old order lasted until recently. Russia took over the position of the
erstwhile USSR and don’t matter much strategically in Indian Ocean; in fact,
their sway lessened than the former USSR. The transition to new order
witnessed some reckonable rise of Indian power first and Chinese influence in
recent days. Indian enhancement of naval power hinges on some strategic
considerations i.e. its extensive exposure to sea in its east, south and west and
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vulnerability there from, it’s fast growing economy and the need for secured
sea route of massive export products and vital import route of essential oil
energy that mostly comes from the Middle East via seaway of the ocean. 

Militarily Indian Ocean theatre and the naval strength in it are of paramount
importance for the major powers. Nuclear capability and deterrence are the
other prime factors in the region for which all established and emerging powers
cater for. India also aims for the Minimal Credible Deterrence in ‘Second Strike’
Submarine Launched Ballistic Missile (SLBN)   capability in any potential
nuclear scenario. Religious fanaticism inclined nuclear Pakistan, in particular,
and the Ideology based undemocratic China - neither of them is a rational actor
in Indian perception. The Americans and the West also share the same concern.
Having Ballistic Missile Submarine (SSBN) is considered the safest capacity
that can avoid a nuclear First Strike from a hostile belligerent to be able to
launch a Counter Value or costlier Second Strike by the attacked. Therefore
appropriate nuclear submarine operating in Indian Ocean with SLBN capacity
is an Indian priority. The first one built, in India noticeably, is in the process of
being completed and expected to start its trial run by 2013. India already has a
nuclear propelled attack submarine in operation. 

China’s nuclear sub-marine strength is double than that of India’s, both in
attack and SLBN capacities, but their first concern is defensive and the locus is
East and South China Sea and perhaps some part of western Pacific. Yet the
indispensable energy supply from the Middle East naturally made Indian
Ocean a priority for world’s most rapidly growing and already second largest
economy. Therefore, the Chinese appears to have adopted a ‘String of Pearl’
strategy in Indian Ocean which consists of setting up a series of ports/ facilities
in friendly countries along the ocean’s northern seaboard. Myanmar is already
a Chinese ally of reliance for few decades now8. The Chinese involvement in
the development of Gwadar and Pasni in Pakistan, a fuelling station on the
southern shore of Sri Lanka; and a container facility with potential naval and
commercial access in Chittagong, Bangladesh are in line with this approach.
Both India and US are monitoring these closely. Hilary Clinton’s visit to Dhaka
in May 2012 and the unconfirmed news of an US proposal to set up a naval
base in Chittagong fuelled speculation in Media and strategic fraternity. 

The Strait of Malacca is a sensitive bottleneck in the seaway on the eastern
edge of the ocean that virtually can control vessel movements eastwards and
reverse from the ocean. This is crucial point for communication of all East Asian
nations including China. But the Americans are in control of it. This ‘Malacca
or alternative’ is a Chinese decision weakness termed as ‘Malacca Dilemma’.
Long term reliance on American benevolence isn’t something China can accept.
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They need their own means of some sort. To mitigate the ‘Malacca Dilemma’
China through its state-run China National Petroleum Corporation
(CNPC) finished construction of a natural gas pipeline from Myanmar to China
on 28 May 2013 and is close to completing an oil pipeline as well. It’s clear that
China aspires to open up its southwest hinterland provinces to the Indian
Ocean. Many China experts opine that Beijing has in its mind a ‘two-ocean
strategy’ — achieving desired naval control in the Pacific and Indian Oceans9.
For China, energy security is a dominant factor in their geopolitical philosophy.
Some expert things that with the expansion of China’s core interests as a major
economic power of the world Deng Xiaoping’s two decade old guideline to
maintain a low profile in International arena might have passed its utilities10. 

Interestingly, outlines of geopolitical strategy are being put in public
discourse in greater detail these days. In this age of democracy and greater
international scrutiny this is important for both domestic consumption and
also preparing the target international actors for what they might expect. It
ensures relatively smoother functioning of the strategy. China’s recent strategic
‘Blue Book’ on Indian Ocean by their establishment backed think tank Chinese
Academy of Social Science (CASS) which they wittily titled “Development
Report in Indian Ocean” reveals interesting and pragmatic insight of China’s
vision about the Indian Ocean. It coveys China’s cautious and moderate move
in the region despite the need for increasing Chinese role there. It stressed on
mitigating the perception of ‘Chinese threat’ with careful steps11. 

Increasing US intimacy with India with India being conceptualized as their
key ‘Regional Anchor’ in the ‘Asia Pivot’ strategy that asserts more involvement
of the former, does negates Chinese moves even surpass it to some extent . In
this debatable policy swing the US has moved its priorities to Asia. Secretary
of Defence Leon Panetta indicates that by 2020 the ration of the presence of US
naval ships in Pacific-Atlantic would be 60-40 compared with the current 50-
50 split12. More than half of the Indian Ocean, the eastern part, falls under US
Military’s Pacific Command. Some analyst worry that, it might antagonize
China and switch on an arms race. This American response comes in reaction
to the great advancements made by the Chinese military, such as the successful
developments of its aircraft carrier, advanced jet fighters, and more cost-
effective drones13.
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It’s also well known that, despite recent strategic understanding with the
US, India has its own independent ambition to rise to a global power status.
India will spend up to 2.03 trillion rupees ($36.9 billion) on defence next year,
up from a revised Rs. 1.78 trillion ($32.4 billion) this year14. In strategic analyst
Balaji Chandramohan opinion “Despite the current focus on immediate
challenges to its national security, India will also expand its power-projection
capabilities. Its defence budget has assumed great significance, especially for
countries in the Indo-Pacific region, and this helps to explain the strategic
culture and orientation that India is adopting for the future”15. 

American reliance on India, as a proxy regional power, in relation to
counterbalancing is also not beyond dilemma. M Shakhawat Hossain amply
put it “Growing Indo-US strategic relationship provides later with platform
over the development over in the region, directly or through proxy. From past
experience and futuristic US policy, one cannot assume certainty that
Washington would fully trust India to handle China and that would rather
complicate inter and extra regional relationship16 .

Moreover, India since its independence has never been willing to side any
major super power too committed. See Chak Mun explains, “History has
shown that India has been averse to multi-lateral security alliance that would
constrict its strategic options”17. 

Nevertheless, emergence of a triangle is visible in Indian Ocean yet
supremacy of the traditional power, the US, is unlikely to wane too soon.
Malcom Cook mentions a few years back that, “despite its current woes, the
United States remains paramount in Asia, and the world, according to virtually
all material indices of power. The US economy is three times the size of China’s
in market exchange rate terms, While its defence expenditure though
supporting a global force posture, and exceeds the combined defence spending
of the next 34 countries18.” The situation hasn’t changed much since then. 

Alignments and Realignments of Alliances

There are patterns of enduring, slowly evolving and feeble alliances in the
Indian Ocean region. 
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China is trying to develop stronger ties with some medium and smaller
nations. It is believed that China’s military help in terms of conventional
weapon supply to Sri Lankan Army was crucial for their decisive military
success against the LTTE. Conventional weapon system of Bangladesh is
mostly Chinese and China is a steady supplier of these. China’s intimacy with
Myanmar and Pakistan is well known. Malcom Cook posits that, “Like every
great power China has good reasons to want primacy in its region”. But he also
maintain that “it’s hard to see how Chinese primacy could arise without
preceded by a long era of multi-polarity or a sudden and rapid disintegration
of prevailing order- brought by a shock19”. It’s unlikely that change would occur
in the strategic equation dramatically. Similar assertions were made by Robert
D. Kaplan confirming the gradualism instead of rapidity in China’s rise as big
power, “This does not mean US navy will cede its pre-eminent position in
Indian Ocean and western Pacific anytime soon. The figures indicate slow
moving trends that are subject to reversal20.”

The Arab Sheikhdom in the Gulf and their long dependency on the US on
the grounds of external threat coupled with US and western interest in
reasonably cheap energy to fulfil their gigantic energy needs lay the foundation
of one vital alliance. 

As long as Pakistan was relatively stable and moderate in ideology, until
late 60s, the US-Pakistan relations was held on relatively solid ground. It
remained more or less the same till late 70s. Soviet military entry into
Afghanistan kept US and Pakistan close despite the radicalization of the state
structure under Zia-ul-Haq. Things started changing when Al-Qaida
leadership, sitting in Afghanistan, turned their gun towards the US and
Western interests finding new enemy in them after Soviet occupation ended in
Afghanistan and pro-Soviet regime fell. Increasing presence of Al-Qaida
sympathizers and Jihadi non-state actors in Pakistan and Pakistani
establishment’s patronage and support of ultra-orthodox Afghan Taliban
created tension in US-Pakistan relation. 

The non-state terrorists expressed their presence in the Middle East and
even in the eastern Indian Ocean coast of Africa. The US and the West found
new enemy in radical and militant Islam and turned their focus onto them. The
spectacular and deadly terrorist attack 11 September 2001 turned out to be a
watershed moment and that forced a big shift in US and Western approach
towards terrorist infested areas of the Islamic world, a significant part of which
is along the littoral belt of the Indian Ocean. 
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The aggressive US posture included both retaliatory and pre-emptive

strikes against terrorist targets anywhere. Drone strikes have become a routine

phenomena and invasion has become an option in an aggravated case. Due to

some failure of the Gulf monarchies in subjugation of the international terrorist

elements operating in and from their states the Americans have adopted a new

cautious approach to their old friendship and have started putting increasing

pressure on these regimes to act against radicals despite their population

generally unfriendly  and suspicious to the US and its activities. Yet the pick

of the testing time appears to be over for now and the old equation survived. 

The situation is far worse with Pakistan. Pakistan is found to be unable to

deal with the activities of international terrorist and terrorist sympathizer

radicals from inside her boundaries and their involvement across the border

in Afghanistan where US led forces are in anti-Al Qaida and anti-Taliban

operation. US drone strikes inside Pakistani boundary is another bone of

contention between the two. Recent US strategic intimacy with India also

alienated Pakistan. Yet the US did not abandon the policy of keeping Pakistan

engaged for the fear that would push the incoherent nation over the edge and

encourage graver radicalizing. Thus Pakistan still is one of the top US aid

recipients. One aspect is amply clear as Jamshed Ayaz Khan posits, “The United

States while engaging with South Asia in pursuit of its national interest cannot

escape South Asia’s internal dynamics, inter-state and intra-state as well”21.

Pakistani reaction came in the form of enhanced strategic and economic ties

with another old ally of them, China. There are already plans being drawn to

connect the seaport of Gwadar to Karakoram Highway that connects Pakistan

and China. Pakistan also maintains close ties with Gulf power Saudi Arabia.

There is also Shia-Sunni realignment in the Middle East. The ascendancy

of a Shia coalition in Iraq is engendering the shaping of a Shite Crescent in the

region with Iran as the leader and Syria being other partner. But civil war

waged by Sunni majority dominated opposition in Syria against the Alawaite

Shia dominated regime complicated the scenario. Again in Bahrain the Shia

majority populace is agitating for democracy against the Sunni Sheikh, who is

supported by the core Sunni state of Saudi Arabia.  

Military Angles

Before getting into the specificities of the military structures in Indian Ocean,
it is important to delve into the emergent contemporary concepts in relation to
maritime military strategies.  Despite classical naval strategist Mahan’s
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reservations about putting emphasis on amphibious operations, some
prominent contemporary naval strategists favoured amphibious and other sea
borne operations. Colomb saw ‘attacks on territory from sea’ as a major
dividend of ‘command of the sea’.   Corbett considered ‘defence of military
expeditions’ as key mode of exercising ‘command of the sea’22.  Stansfield
Turner appreciated the current trend of naval power to project power against
the shore; always assuming, of course, a sufficient level of command of the
sea23. 

Indian Ocean region is divided between US Central and Pacific Command.
Both the commands are composed of highly effective and modern components
of army, navy and marine with their integral air assets of overwhelming
capacity and regular air power. US Central Command (USCENTCOM) is
responsible for countries spanning from Egypt to Pakistan including central
Asia in the north and western part of the Indian Ocean in the south starting
from few hundred miles west of Maldives- Diego Garcia line. Both the Suez
and Hormuz maritime bottleneck falls in the jurisdiction of USCENTCOM. 

Forward HQ of USCENTCOM is in Qatar with the main HQ location in
Florida in the US. This one of the two US Commands with it’s the main HQ
outside its AOR. The USCENTCOM elements are also spread in Kuwait,
Bahrain, UAE and some support base in Central Asia that facilitates ISAF
operations in Afghanistan. 

US Naval Force Central Command (USNAVCENT) of the CENTCOM is
virtually unchallenged in its southern maritime Area of Responsibility (AOR).
Its HQ is in Bahrain. It is consist of, primarily, US Fifth Fleet and couple of
Submarine Task Force. An US Fleet has about 70 various types of warships
including an aircraft carrier and about 40000 military personnel. 

US Pacific Command (USPACOM) is responsible for the eastern part of the
Indian Ocean region alongside its responsibilities in the Pacific and its
associated seas. The US 7th fleet normally stationed in Japan can move to Indian
Ocean in a short notice. Substantial marine and army components of the
USPACOM can quickly be dispatched in Indian Ocean if any urgency arises.  

American strategic edge over its challengers, if any, lies not only in numbers
but also on its state of the art technology that enables their supreme capacity.
In a normal situation, the US envision the possibility of only few major crisis
at a time around the world where they are required to get involved and they

Sarwar Jahan Chowdhury The Race for Dominance in Indian Ocean 75

22 Eric Grove, “Maritime Power- Concepts and Prognosis,” in Maritime Dimension of a New

World Order, edited by Ravi Vohra & Devbrated Chakraborty, (New Delhi: National Maritime
Foundation, 2007), p.3. 
23 Ibid.



are capable of concentrating appropriate volume of force at those fronts well
in time. The dispositions of the Commands are flexible and military resource
can quickly be moved from one to another. 

Most NATO allies and many non-NATO allies of the US are likely to
participate or support the US in case of a conflict. Locally powerful US allies
in that part of the region like Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt and most importantly
Israel are supplied with modern US and NATO armaments and are expected
to side the US in any escalation. 

Iran, the ideological adversary of the West and many other nations in that
region, has been cornered for last few years through all out Israeli and Western
diplomatic pressure. The country no longer aspires to export Islamic
Revolution, rather backtracked in a defensive footing. They rely more on their
people’s orthodox power in support for their defence, rather than on military
strength merely. Their reasonable military spending confirms the fact. 

The Indian Navy with about  58,000 active personnel and a reasonably big
operational fleet comprising  an aircraft carrier, 08 guided missile destroyers,
15 frigates, one nuclear attack submarine, 14 conventional submarines,
24 corvettes and 155 aircrafts etc. looks to be in the rise as a naval power,
regionally at the least 24. But they are yet to catch up a lot in technical capacity
and in numbers in key components if compared with the USNAVCENT. 

Except for aircraft carrier the Chinese Navy is actually triple in size than
that of Indian navy. But their outreach in Indian Ocean is limited by their
priorities in defensive postures in East and South China Sea. Chinese naval
vessels and armaments are also far inferior in technology than that of the US. 

Iran has its self-styled regular and Revolutionary Guard navy. But they
operate mostly at their coastal belt with an eye on the Hormuz. 

The US is way ahead of other major powers in the world in military
capabilities. Their military spending corroborate this fact. But some interesting
shifting in the trend of military expenditure can be observed. 
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Table 2. US, China, India: Trends of Military Expenditure
as per Purchasing Power Parity (in billions USD)25

* Projected. 

This massive military expenditure of the US is also related to its historical
and perpetual security responsibilities with regards to its allies and defence of
the non-communist domain in Europe and Middle East-Indian Ocean and
Asia-Pacific since the beginning of cold war period after the Second World War.
Regardless of the fall of communism and its global spectrum, as per western
understandings, new adversaries like Russia and China has filled that vacuum
in certain ways. But a reduction trend of US military expenditure of late and
in the near future can also be observed; opposed to massive increase in military
expenditure of China and to some extent India. China’s giant overhaul and
expansion scheme of PLA Navy could be worrisome for the US. Yet China is
unlikely to catch up with the US in terms of critical naval asset e.g. air craft
carrier. The Chinese will have just two carriers even after a decade from now
whereas the US will still have 11 - with most of them having state of the art
technology. 

The Domination Dynamics

The aim of domination of smaller states by the powerful state could either be
economic or politico-military or mixed. The ways of hegemonic domination
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could be coercion, dependency or both. India’s relation with Nepal, Bhutan
and Maldives are some of the examples. Similarly Saudi domination over rest
of the Gulf States could be mentioned. The alternative to domination is alliance
of willing. Modern sovereign states abhor domination and fancy for autonomy
to act in relatively free manner. US domination over the whole region perhaps
includes some willing as well.

Americans appreciate the growing significance of the region and its already
existing crucial sea lines of communications. ‘US Rebalancing Towards Asia’
or ‘The Asia Pivot’ policy , a much talked about politico-military strategic shift
of the Americans relocating up to  60% of its naval assets to Indian Ocean in
about a decade time, as mentioned already in the previous chapter,  may mark
a vital change of scenario in Indian Ocean Region. If not handled sensibly it
may trigger erstwhile cold war like completion and struggle. Chinese response
so far was very calculative. They have decided to develop sea port facilities in
friendly and semi-friendly nations along the rim. This has been publicized by
the western strategists as China’s ‘String of Pearls’ response. 

India has great geographic access to Indian Ocean. The emerging economic
giant and an aspiring global power it wants to secure its substantial dominance
of its own back yard – the Indian Ocean. This popular desire, along with India’s
historic link with South East Asia and the spread of Indian Diaspora in those
nations and even up to pacific Fiji has prompted India to extend the sphere of
domination, to certain degree, of its growing Blue Water Navy. 

Whatever may be the apparent reason, huge military assets at the disposal
of major powers create, by itself, a potential for its misuse. 
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Map 2. China’s ‘String of Pearls’ Strategic Facilities.

The three-way military build up in Indian Ocean has left the numerous
smaller nations wondering about their freedom and access to sea. Could a lack
of balance of military power especially in the crucial sea route spell danger for
the inferiors? The Indian Ocean region had been being a volatile and conflict
prone region. Wars, domestic or trans-national turmoil, insurgency, terrorism,
diplomatic break ups etc. are almost common in the wider region. The worry
of the smaller nations stems from these past trends. Again could the race for
domination in the Indian Ocean put the smaller countries between the rock
and a hard place? 

The prime danger lurks in the aggravation of arms race including race in
naval power aimed at changing the existing equation of domination. The
existing order is likely to be challenged with further rise of Indian and Chinese
economic power. Again what reaction this would elicit from the US militarily
in the region is also a key question? 

Normally a gradual development would engender a smoother change; but
a rapid development may herald a troubled transition which could be bad for
the smaller nations as they would surely be drawn in the conflict equation like
the cold war years. 

The good thing, so far, is rapid change of balance of power is not being
witnessed and the traditional strongman the US, and the aspirant candidates
India and China, had been careful and rational about their moves. Hence slow
and gradual change is taking place. Neither of the powers appears to be
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exerting any disproportionate pressure on the smaller nations except the
already existing domination in certain parts e.g. Persian Gulf. But that US
domination has ensured a reasonably fair system for energy supply for all who
needs and perhaps that’s another reason for relatively moderate actual tension
in Indian Ocean than perceived by some. 

The US dominated unipolar world order has, in a way, evolved a seemingly
fair system. The nations that somewhat adhere the mechanism get the benefit
of it. Thus smaller countries and even country like China almost have free run
in their exploration of energy and other minerals in different parts of the world.
Same is applicable in their use of seas and oceans for communication and trade
purpose.  

One more factor that may trigger domination of smaller nations by the
bigger emerging powers is increase of its existing alliance strength. Again a
smaller nation’s freely chosen closeness to one bigger power may prompt the
latter’s competitor to exert its counterbalancing pressure on the subject country.
Or, the aggrieved major power may be tempted to draw other neutral nations
towards it. The question of domination also arises when a bigger nation wants
a smaller one to act in a certain way in bilateral or multilateral platform.
Relation of many smaller countries of Indian Ocean Region like Bangladesh,
Nepal, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia etc. with
the US, China and India are being and will be dictated by these determinants. 

Smaller Nations and the Evolving Conception of Alliance

With the major ideological struggle of the world is over with the fall of
Communism in early 1990s the Cold War period conception of alliance has
changed a big way over these years. Spread of democracy has opened up public
forum  in the developing world and voices of peace and rational international
approach found places in public discourse turning arbitrary decisions of
autocrat a thing of past. Traditional and new media and independent experts
nowadays examine all the facets of a nation’s international relation freely.
Rationality is foreign relation is in ascendancy. Indian Ocean region is no
exception to that. The decrease of hostile rhetoric in mainstream politics of
Pakistan and India is one example. Same is there in case of Bangladesh and
India. 

But greater tension endures in parts where there are irrational state entities
e.g. the Middle East with Shi’ite theocratic Iran and Sunni Sheikdoms of the
Gulf. China’s pragmatic metamorphosis from a communist state to a semi-
capitalist state and some degree of openness of public discourse is an attempt
by Chinese Communist Party to transform itself into somewhat rational regime
if not purely democratic. 
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Regional economic alliances focusing mutually benefiting trade, investment

and commerce came in the forefront pushing aside politico-military alliances.

ASIAN in the eastern fringe of Indian Ocean is one such alliance organization.

They, of late, has also grown further to embrace political and military

understanding as well. There are SAARC and its economic subsidiary SAFTA

in South Asia with much lesser success though. Another similar organization

of lower profile is BIMSTEC. 

The cold world trend of smaller nations of being in one of either camp has

eroded. Concept of multilateral relations in foreign policy is pervasive these

days in many parts of Indian Ocean region. Mutual or collective interests or

benefits are what that drives this approach. Every actor maintains some

relations with all other actors. For example Bangladesh has good workable

relations with both India and China. Pakistan is an ally of China and,

technically, of the US as well.  Alliances are feeble and fluid now. An existing

alliance may get debilitated and new alliance pop up in short period of time.

All depends on development of a mutually beneficial interests, major

disagreement or clash of interest. Again in cases of some nations certain

domestic political forces have good relations with some political forces of

different nations for political ideological or historic reasons. Simultaneous

incumbency of such forces in their respective countries may result in a good

relation or temporary alliance. 

Again domestic political regression e.g. religious radicalization, chauvinism

etc. which propagates hostility towards neighbours can invoke tension in some

parts of Indian Ocean region. South Asia and the Middle East are vulnerable

in this regards. 

Failed state of Somalia in the western littorals of Indian Ocean created a

unique kind of crisis. The ungoverned land has become heaven of pirates

operating in north western part of Indian Ocean.

There are some sensitive land and maritime boarder disputes among some

Indian Ocean countries. Many of the countries are willing to stick to the

peaceful status-quo but some didn’t in occasions e.g. Kargil War between

Pakistan supported intruders and Indian forces. US led international pressure

could diffuse them before further deterioration.  Some are willing to resolve

dispute through International arbitration e.g. India-Bangladesh-Myanmar

maritime boundary dispute. 

Yet, above all, most of the smaller nations of Indian Ocean region ultimately

look up to the military and diplomatic might of the US for their rescue if

threatened gravely by stronger adversaries of the region.  Until now and in
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foreseeable near future the unipolar equation of the Indian Ocean region is

unlikely to get dramatically changed. 

Conclusion

China is already the second largest economy in the world by both nominal and
PPP (Purchasing Power Parity) GDP. Indian economy is 8th largest by nominal
GDP and fourth largest by PPP GDP. Both the nations are the key players now
in Indian Ocean region. It is natural that economic might is expected to be
matched by military might eventually. Again rapid change in existing military
balance may trigger another global arms race with the West. As long as the
trade and commerce of the rising powers are safe through the prevailing order,
initiation of another Cold War is unlikely. But any divergence from this
principal would surely trigger competition of domination and influence among
global and local powers in many regions; surely in the critical region of Indian
Ocean.  This could be a prime source of danger for the smaller nations as they
are likely to fall in the tag of war of the powerful. 

As usual there are tensions in the Middle East. Iran’s nuclear programme
and Israeli, Saudi Arabian and Western mistrust about that theocratic state has
created a volatile situation. The looming possibility of Israeli or US led strike
on Iranian nuclear sites could lead to angry Iranian reaction and Hezbullah
retaliation from Lebanon. Russia and China are against any military action but
unlikely to invest too much into this. 

Non-state actors based in Pakistan and Afghanistan and both the state’s
inability to deal with them is another source of worry. Another Mumbai like
attack could elicit robust reaction from agitated India and lead to further
escalation. These non-state actors sometimes aim to carry out their activity from
a third country which is often a smaller nation. Reported presence of some
Pakistan –Afghanistan linked anti-India militant elements in Bangladesh could
be a matter of concern. Growing strategic intimacy between Sri Lanka and
China and also Bangladesh and China are viewed suspiciously in India. US
and India is also trying to engage with an old Chinese ally, Myanmar which
China is observing with caution. 

Other than these, there is some sort of broader stability in Indian Ocean.
Minor disputes are normally being contained under the auspice of regional
organizations, UN, regional powers or global powers. Realism is still very
much at work, and great powers interestingly attempt to idealize their realistic
approach with a demonstrative veneer aimed at today’s highly connected
regional and global audience. 

It’s true that Indian Ocean region with the lucrative oil and gas reserves in
its north-western part has all the potential to become the locus of future conflict
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of major nature as new international powers emerge in the East which might
put the smaller peace seeking nations in difficult and vulnerable position. Yet
the prevalent careful and rational approach by all the major players cast the
rays of hope for continuing peace in the region. Therefore a collective
diplomatic stress on greater peace and de-escalation of politico-military
competition for dominance among great powers in this part of the world ought
to be natural agenda for the smaller states of Indian Ocean region. 
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