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In dealing with the Islamic Republic of Iran, as with the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK; see CLM 30), China confronts yet
another exquisite dilemma, albeit of a somewhat different type. Unlike
Pyongyang, Tehran is not a long-time ally and critical security buffer
along the Chinese border. It is, however, a major political and economic
player in a region of increasing importance to Beijing, a significant source
of vital oil supplies, and a close friend among developing nations.
Unfortunately, as with Pyongyang, it is also most likely acquiring nuclear
weapons capabilities in defiance of most of the international community
and directly threatening the vital interests of the United States and the
West. Hence, as with North Korea, the Chinese leadership must walk a
diplomatic and political tightrope in its policies toward Iran, in this
instance seeking to maintain increasingly lucrative and strategically useful
economic and political ties to a major power and friend in a critical region
of the world. At the same time, it must support international efforts to
sustain the global nonproliferation regime, prevent the further
destabilization of a highly volatile and critical region, and avoid
antagonizing the United States and other key powers.

This essay first examines China’s interests and policies toward Iran,
especially as they affect the United States. It then takes a close look at the
lines of apparent debate within China on the Iran nuclear issue and
Chinese policy, and concludes with a few general observations.

Chinese Interests

China’s stance toward Iran is driven by several very important interests. Front and center
among these are two critical strategic imperatives that exist in considerable tension with
one another. On the one hand, Beijing wants to strengthen its political and economic ties
with all the key powers in the Middle East, including Iran. This is deemed essential for
both broad geostrategic reasons (i.e., to maintain influence in a nearby region of great
importance to the United States and other major powers), and for narrower economic
reasons (i.e., to address China’s growing need for foreign imports of critical energy
supplies and to protect an expanding market for Chinese exports). More broadly, this
interest is in line with China’s overall strategic desire to maintain amicable and
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productive ties with all major regions and powers, viewed as critical for the maintenance
of a generally peaceful, non-threatening international environment conducive to high
rates of Chinese economic growth.'

The maintenance of good relations with Iran is viewed as particularly essential to the
advancement of these Chinese interests in the Middle East. From a geostrategic
perspective, as a large country linking Central Asia and the Middle East, with huge
energy supplies, a well-educated public, and an ambitious political leadership possessing
regional aspirations, Iran is viewed by Beijing as a rising power with considerable
potential influence over the future political makeup and orientation of a vast area of
critical importance to China. Of particular significance from a strategic perspective,
given its existing policies, Iran stands as a potential counterweight to excessive U.S.
influence in the Middle East, a check on U.S. unilateralism on various issues relevant to
the region, and a possible source of leverage in support of Chinese interests vis-a-vis
other regional powers such as Saudi Arabia and Israel. In other words, Beijing believes it
can potentially employ good relations with Tehran to gain political influence vis-a-vis the
key adversaries of Iran, particularly Washington, Riyadh, and Jerusalem.’

More broadly, as a major developing power, Iran stands as a key partner in China’s
ongoing effort to present itself as a key ally of the interests of the developing world.
Hence, good relations with Iran potentially contribute to China’s expanding global
influence beyond the West.?

Finally, from a narrower economic perspective, Iran is particularly important to
Beijing as a major (and growing) supplier of oil, a recipient of considerable Chinese
investments in the energy and infrastructure sectors, and a market for Chinese capital
goods exports such as machinery, as well as engineering services." Such activities assist
Chinese state-owned energy corporations in the effort to internationalize their business
operations. Iran may also offer a potential alternative overland transportation channel for
the shipment of energy products from the Middle East.’

We should add that, for some Chinese and foreign observers, Beijing’s efforts to
pursue closer energy-related ties with Tehran also derive from a suspicion that the United
States (and possibly other Western countries) seek to deny China access to energy
resources in other more mainstream countries or regions. For other observers, China’s
energy policies toward Iran and other so-called rogue nations are designed to offset
Western political leverage over China in general. In other words, from this perspective,
China’s economic links with Iran are driven in part by perceived hostile U.S. actions, or
Chinese suspicion toward the United States.’

A less ominous explanation for China’s drive for energy-related investment deals
with Iran is the notion that Beijing is simply a latecomer in the global energy production game.
As Erica Downs, a leading specialist on China’s energy policies at the Brookings
Institution, states, Iran’s huge oil and gas reserves are particularly important to China
because “Beijing’s late arrival to international exploration and production has made it
difficult for them to acquire attractive investment opportunities abroad.” And Beijing has
pursued energy ties with countries such as Iran and Sudan because the absence or reduced
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presence of major international oil companies created a vacuum that China’s oil
companies could fill.”

Standing in considerable tension with these factors supporting close relations with
Tehran are a second set of critical Chinese interests, centered primarily on Beijing’s
relationships with the United States, the West, and the international community in
general. First and foremost, Beijing has strong, enduring incentives to avoid actions that
could severely disrupt its stable and productive relationship with the United States and
the West. This is because the ability to work with such major powers in advancing
mutual economic interests, addressing a growing array of regional and global problems
and concerns, and generally preventing the emergence of a hostile strategic environment
is viewed as essential to the success of Beijing’s overall attempt to sustain high rates of
growth and expand its international influence.”

In particular, the Chinese leadership does not want to be seen as directly challenging
or otherwise undermining U.S. interests and policies in areas Washington regards as of
critical strategic importance.” This certainly includes both Iran’s nuclear program and its
support for America’s adversaries in the Middle East and beyond. Indeed, the United
States has reportedly informed China’s leaders that its concerns vis-a-vis Iran constitute
“core” American interests."

Such factors thus undoubtedly place significant restraints on the extent to which
China can advance its ties with Iran at present and for the foreseeable future.

Apart from these calculations vis-a-vis the United States, Beijing also has a strong
independent interest in preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons and undermining
the global nonproliferation regime, for several reasons. First, China’s leaders believe that
a nuclear-armed or nuclear-capable Iran could severely destabilize the Middle East and
Central Asia (and thereby reduce China’s access to critical energy supplies), by possibly
triggering a more strident arms race (most likely involving the acquisition of nuclear
weapons capabilities by other regional powers), an attack on Tehran by Israel and/or the
United States, and the proliferation of nuclear weapons or nuclear-related capabilities to
terrorists in the Middle East and elsewhere."'

In addition, a nuclear Iran would arguably dilute China’s status as one of only a
handful of nuclear powers, undermine the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), and
(perhaps most importantly) add to the number of nuclear armed powers in close
proximity to China. This would thus reduce China’s relative influence as a major power,
worsen its immediate threat environment, and arguably destabilize the larger global
security environment.'?

Finally, and closely related to the previous point, Chinese opposition to efforts to
prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons could damage China’s international
reputation as a strong supporter of the global counter-proliferation regime. It is obviously
not in the interests of China as a responsible emerging global power to appear to be an
outlier or pariah state on such a critical issue.'
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Taken as a whole, such factors repudiate the argument that China secretly favors
Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons, in order to check U.S. influence in the Middle
East, to divert U.S. energies from strategic competition with China, or more generally to
encourage the emergence of a multipolar global environment. In this instance, the likely
costs to China incurred through such efforts would almost certainly exceed the benefits."*

At the same time, it is most likely also true that the Chinese leadership does not
regard Iran, and even a nuclear-armed Iran, as constituting as great a threat to regional
stability and Chinese interests as do the United States and many Western nations.
Although Tehran’s activities in the nuclear realm, and perhaps its association with
terrorist groups in the Middle East, pose serious concerns for Beijing, China’s leaders
probably do not regard Iran’s behavior as sufficiently threatening, particularly in an
urgent sense, to justify putting at risk their long-standing and important economic and
strategic ties with that country. Moreover, it is also possible that the Chinese leadership
holds a skeptical view toward Washington’s claims regarding Iran’s nuclear activities,
given past intelligence errors made by U.S. government agencies in the case of the Iraqi
nuclear program."’

As indicated above, these two sets of interests run somewhat contradictory to one
another and hence complicate Chinese efforts to craft a clear, effective, and consistently
beneficial policy toward Iran. On the one hand, Beijing does not want to do anything that
would severely undermine or destroy its deepening political and economic relationship
with Tehran and (arguably) the Iranian people.'® On the other hand, it does not want to
severely alienate or antagonize Washington, the West, or the international community by
supporting or protecting Iran in the face of strong opposition from such quarters.'” As we
have seen in other cases—for example, regarding PRC policy toward North Korea and
AfPak, and concerning the issue of Chinese assertiveness (in CLM nos. 30, 31, and 32,
respectively)—this situation poses a major challenge for Chinese foreign policy.

Chinese Policies

The above cross-cutting pressures have resulted in a complex mixture of Chinese policies
over many years, reflecting continuous efforts to recalibrate and tack between divergent
interests.

In the economic (and especially the energy) arena, Beijing has undertaken a variety
of activities that reflect, and reinforce, the level of significance it places on ties with Iran.
In 2009, China had become Iran’s primary trading partner, with bilateral commercial
sales worth nearly 30 billion dollars, rising from an extremely low base of 400 million
dollars in 1994. Over the past 15 years, Chinese imports of crude oil from Iran have
grown steadily, accounted for approximately 10 to 15 percent of China’s total oil imports.
China now depends on Iran for 11 percent of its energy. And these percentages are likely
to increase in the future.'®
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In addition to trade, Beijing has also struck a wide variety of largely energy-related
economic investment and development agreements with Tehran that, if fully
implemented, would greatly increase China’s stake in maintaining good relations with
Iran and avoiding any Iran-related regional conflicts. These agreements include: major
upstream and downstream investment projects, such as an agreement to give Sinopec a
role in developing Iran’s large Yadavaran oil field (with estimated reserves of 3 billion
barrels);'? deals for China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) to develop the North
and South Azadegan oil fields; the upgrading of Iranian oil refineries and enhancement of
oil recovery capabilities; the development of the North and South Pars gas fields and the
construction of a liquefied natural gas (LNG) plant; and the construction of oil and gas
pipelines. Iran’s vice oil minister recently stated that China would likely invest 48 to 50
billion dollars in oil and gas ventures as a result of such arrangements.*’

Beijing has also invested considerably in several non-energy sectors, including
Tehran’s metro system (“the largest mechanical-electrical project undertaken by Chinese
companies abroad”), a major vehicle plant, the modernization of Iran’s oceanic shipping
fleet, and railway projects.”’

To some extent, Beijing’s growing energy ties to Iran have benefited from long-
standing U.S. economic sanctions, which arguably allow Chinese companies to face less
competition in Iranian markets and with regard to investment opportunities than they
might confront in other countries.”> Moreover, U.S. pressure has also apparently caused
Tehran to attempt to pull Beijing closer economically by offering lucrative trade and
investment deals, as part of a general “binding strategy” ({fl45 /%) designed to increase
China’s desire to delay, weaken, or block Western sanctions.” In particular, Tehran is
attempting to obtain additional Chinese support for the construction of refineries, in order
to acquire sufficient refining capacity to meet Iran’s gasoline requirements with domestic
production and thereby neutralize the impact of sanctions championed by U.S.
lawmakers.**

One must note, however, that investing in Iran poses major challenges for foreign
countries, including China. Many of Iran’s oil and gas fields utilize aging or obsolete
equipment, often requiring costly upgrades. Perhaps most important are the unattractive
terms offered to foreign investors and the fact that the Iranians are extremely tough
negotiators, often pushing for excessively high prices, or altering or canceling agreements
in midstream.”

Moreover, it is arguably the case that Beijing has foregone or slowed some of its
economic deals with Iran as a result of foreign (and especially U.S.) pressure. In
particular, some outside analysts believe that Chinese fears concerning the economic
impact of existing and likely sanctions against Iran regarding the nuclear imbroglio,
along with a general desire to avoid appearing as if China is resisting the will of the
international community, have together contributed to the slow progress or lack of
progress on some of the above investment deals. Perhaps the most notable likely
example of this behavior has been Beijing’s delay in developing the Yadavaran oil field,
which some analysts attribute in part to U.S. pressure.”® In addition, some Chinese
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energy projects with Iran cannot move forward because of technical limitations. For
example, Chinese and Iranian companies lack the specific technology required to liquefy
Iran’s natural gas and cannot acquire such technology due to UN and U.S. sanctions.”’

A second area of bilateral activity consists of conventional arms sales. During the
1980s, Beijing provided large amounts of conventional weapons, including ballistic and
cruise missiles, to several Middle East countries—especially Iraq and Iran, during their
protracted war. Indeed, Beijing sold approximately $12 billion worth of conventional
weapons to both sides during that conflict, along with valuable scientific expertise and
dual-use technologies. At that time, Washington was particularly concerned over China’s
sale of Silkworm anti-ship missiles to [ran—which gave Tehran the power to attack or
harass ships transiting the narrow Strait of Hormuz—in addition to a variety of nuclear
assistance (discussed below).”* As a result, the United States leveled 12 sets of sanctions
on Chinese companies between 1987 and 2004 for providing primarily missiles and
nuclear materials and know-how to Iran.”

Such U.S. pressure (and the end of the Iran-Iraq war) ultimately led to a significant
reduction in China’s conventional weapons sales to Tehran. Since at least the late
eighties, Beijing has generally avoided selling provocative weapons such as ballistic and
cruise missiles to Iran and other Middle Eastern nations.”® However, according to some
reports, Beijing has at times provided Iran with various types of machinery and
equipment used for the production of advanced anti-ship missiles, and it continues to sell
some arms and munitions to countries in the region, including Iran.*' In fact, according
to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), between 2005 and 2009,
Iran was China’s second largest export market for military sales, next to Pakistan. Such
sales included anti-ship missiles and portable surface-to-air missiles.*

In some instances, Chinese officials claim that individual Chinese companies make
such sales in violation of China’s export regulations, thus reflecting a larger problem that
Beijing has had in the past in enforcing controls over Chinese economic entities operating
in a variety of countries.”> However, in the case of Iran, such entities might actually be
lobbying the PRC government to avoid any activities (such as severe sanctions) that
could jeopardize their commercial activities (see below for more).**

Finally, China’s overall balancing act toward Iran is perhaps best (and most notably)
reflected in its specific stance regarding Iran’s nuclear program. As a general principle,
Beijing formally supports the nuclear nonproliferation regime and the authority of the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in its efforts to monitor and enforce
compliance with the NPT and other related foundation agreements of the regime.*

In line with this position, in the late nineties, China reportedly reached an
understanding with Washington that Tehran’s nuclear activities presented dangers to the
nonproliferation regime and regional security in the Middle East. As a result, in 1997,
Beijing pledged to cancel what until then had been a significant level of civilian nuclear
cooperation with Iran and not to undertake any new projects.*® China has largely
honored that commitment, according to many analysts, although concerns have emerged
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from time to time that Chinese entities continue to provide some forms of nuclear-related
assistance to Iran.”’

In recent years, China has gradually extended greater (albeit still limited) support to
largely U.S.-led Western efforts to place greater pressure on Iran to reveal the details of
its growing nuclear program. Washington and other capitals strongly suspect that Tehran
is concealing a nuclear weapons program, under the guise of efforts to conduct nuclear
research for medical purposes. U.S. officials have made it clear on many occasions that,
as former Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick stated in September 2005, “China’s
actions on Iran’s nuclear programs will reveal the seriousness of China’s commitments to
nonproliferation.”®

Largely as a result of U.S. persuasion and pressures, in February 2006, China
supported the IAEA’s decision to report Iranian noncompliance to the UNSC, a position
it resisted for years. More importantly, beginning in July 2006, Beijing supported four
UN resolutions critical of Iran (most recently, Resolution 1929 passed on June 9, 2010)
and, in connection with such resolutions, endorsed, after some negotiation with the
United States and other powers, specific, limited sanctions against Tehran, as well as a
more stringent freeze on Iranian assets. In November 2009, Beijing also backed a strong
IAEA rebuke of Iran for its continued defiance of UN resolutions.’

On the other hand, China’s stance toward Iran’s nuclear activities is by no means
entirely in line with that of the West. From the broadest perspective, Beijing makes a
distinction between Tehran’s status as a possible violator of the nonproliferation
regime—and the NPT in particular—and its right under the NPT to develop non-military,
civilian nuclear capabilities.”’ Hence, as one Chinese expert on nuclear issues states:
“From a legal point of view, if Iran is genuine in its support of nonproliferation, China
will support Tehran’s right to civilian nuclear energy based on the principle of
sovereignty.”*' In contrast, although the U.S. government is not opposed to Iran’s
civilian, peaceful use of nuclear power, it strongly emphasizes that Tehran must reassure
the international community regarding the non-military nature of its nuclear program and
comply with IAEA requirements, and U.S. officials have stated that they strongly believe
Tehran’s motives in developing its nuclear capacity are not peaceful.” Beijing has made
no such statement.

Secondly, Beijing remains highly circumspect toward the application of sanctions on
Iran. As a general principle, it does not support such attempts, whether unilateral or
multilateral, to induce “proper” conduct among nations, for a variety of reasons.” In the
case of Iran, the Chinese leadership has reluctantly supported the application of very
targeted, limited sanctions, as indicated above. Specifically, it will only support
sanctions that do not damage the global economic recovery, the Iranian people, or normal
trade with Iran (and, by implication, PRC economic interests). Moreover, Beijing insists
that it supports such sanctions not out of any intent to punish Iran, but to promote the
resumption of negotiations regarding Tehran’s nuclear activities. In other words,
sanctions are viewed solely as part of an overall effort to peacefully resolve the nuclear
imbroglio through diplomatic means, in a nonconfrontational manner.** Thus, China is
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certainly not prepared to support what the United States might regard as “crippling”
sanctions against Iran.

In general, Beijing probably calculates that its interests are best served by supporting
efforts to apply such limited sanctions because: a) other major powers, including the
Europeans, the IAEA, and (especially and most recently) Russia*® support their use, and
Beijing does not want to be viewed as an outlier on this issue; b) Tehran has continued to
defy the efforts of the international community by refusing to permit adequate inspections
of its nuclear facilities and “show flexibility”; and c) in the absence of such limited
measures, the United States and other nations might unilaterally opt for much more
severe sanctions that could threaten China’s economic interests, or worse yet, possibly
undertake military action against Iran.

In addition, Beijing probably surprised many observers (see the next section) and
supported the above-mentioned fourth round of sanctions against Iran in June 2010
because the United States and other Western nations offered many additional incentives
and assurances and applied significant pressure on China. Such actions apparently
included: a) a U.S./EU guarantee that Chinese companies would be exempted from any
follow-on sanctions; b) intense lobbying by Israeli officials—including possible
discussion about Israeli air strikes on Iran; ¢) the desire to avoid an implied threat of
diplomatic isolation, given Russia’s shift in support of limited sanctions; and possibly d)
an agreement by Saudi Arabia to increase its oil exports to China in compensation for Beijing’s
support (more on this point below)."’

Unofficial Chinese Views

The complexity of China’s interests vis-a-vis Iran, in the context of the ongoing (and
arguably worsening) confrontation between the West and Tehran over the latter’s
continued refusal to permit full IAEA-led inspections of its nuclear facilities, naturally
generates discussion among Chinese observers regarding Beijing’s most vital interests
and the appropriateness of its policies and tactics. As in the case of other highly sensitive
security issues of critical interest to both China and the West (such as North Korea and
the Afpak situation), unofficial, public commentary in the Chinese media contains a wide
range of views. Moreover, as with those issues, the fact that such commentary is
permitted, even within official PRC media outlets, suggests that some debate most likely
exists within leadership circles over such issues as how much pressure to apply on
Tehran, how to position Beijing vis-a-vis Washington, and so forth. However, in partial
contrast to the North Korea and Afpak issues, Chinese commentary on Iran apparently
contains far fewer unconventional or extreme arguments or observations that vary
significantly from the official PRC stance.

On one extreme, a few Chinese analysts engage in “friendly” yet pointed criticism of
Iran, citing China’s long-standing, close political ties and mutually beneficial economic
relations with Tehran while stressing the need for the Iranian leadership to exercise more
flexibility, respond more effectively to the views of the international community, and
avoid any reckless behavior. One such observer even calls for Iran to “wake up” and
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warns against “tragic” consequences if it continues to maintain a hard-line stance.

However, such views are decidedly in the minority among Chinese commentators. In
fact, one Chinese observer specifically criticized the Yin Gang article cited in note 48,
arguing that it is inaccurate in drawing attention to Tehran’s behavior as a source of the
nuclear problem, and runs contrary to Chinese policy. Wang argues instead that the crisis
in the Middle East, and with regard to Iran in particular, is a direct result of U.S. support
for Isracl and the Western tendency to interfere in the region.*

Indeed, as in the case of Chinese commentary on North Korea and Afpak, criticism
of the United States (and, secondarily, the West in general) constitutes a significant
theme among many Chinese analyses of the Iranian nuclear crisis. Many Chinese sources
point to Washington’s long-standing hard line stance toward Tehran, and its supposedly
larger desire to use the Iran crisis to strengthen its influence in the Middle East and
beyond, as a major source of the problem.”® Some Chinese authors even assert that
Western interference has most recently included attempts to aggravate Iranian
demonstrations against the Tehran regime over the results of the 2009 presidential
elections. For some observers, such activity is part of a larger, long-standing effort by the
West, led by the United States, to topple the Iranian government through clandestine
means.”’ Moreover, this type of behavior is in turn linked to a strong suspicion among
many Chinese that the United States seeks to foment support for so-called pro-democratic
“color revolutions” among many authoritarian societies, including China.”

Other commentators indignantly criticize the United States for apparently attempting
to elicit Beijing’s support for sanctions against Tehran by prodding Saudi Arabia and
other energy producers to sell more crude oil to China, in order to reduce Chinese
dependence on Iranian oil supplies. These observers presumably resent the implication
that China’s stance toward Iran is based purely on its energy ties with that nation and can
thus be influenced by such “crude” commercial moves (even though it appears that such
moves ultimately exerted some effect on Beijing).”

Still other observers link perceived U.S. attempts to pressure and cajole China
regarding its ties with Iran to an overall American desire to constrain Beijing’s growing
energy-related activities abroad, for competitive reasons, or more broadly to “test”
China’s resolve.”

And finally, many Chinese scholars assert, or strongly imply (usually as part of a
broader criticism of U.S. counter-proliferation policy), that Beijing should not associate
itself with the morally inconsistent and hypocritical stance of the West in opposing a
nuclear-armed Iran while accepting a nuclear-armed Israel and India.>

Although such pointed criticism of the United States and the West is fairly common
among Chinese observers of the Iran nuclear issue, the majority of sources largely reflect
the official PRC view, and generally avoid castigating Washington and Europe. That is,
they stress the need to resolve the dispute through peaceful measures involving persistent
negotiations and flexibility on all sides, without explicitly criticizing the motives of any
players. For many such unofficial observers, this approach is reinforced by the
commonly held Chinese belief, summarized above, that sanctions and other forms of
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confrontation and pressure are largely ineffective overall and in any event have not
moved the Iranians in a positive direction. However, a few observers also link the West’s
emphasis on sanctions to a general, long-standing pattern of aggressive, bullying
behavior toward developing nations.’

In line with this view, in the winter and spring of 2009-2010, many Chinese
observers expected that Beijing would not support a fourth sanctions resolution and some
urged Beijing not to undertake such an action.”’ This high level of opposition suggests
that Beijing’s eventual support for a fourth round of sanctions probably surprised many
Chinese, although a few analysts correctly predicted Beijing’s actions in this instance.”®

Finally, in contrast to the North Korea issue (see CLM 30), extremely few Chinese
commentators criticize Beijing’s policy toward Iran to any significant degree. In fact,
among the sources consulted for this study, only one observer leveled such criticism.
And in that instance, it was placed in a larger context of overall PRC energy policy.”” In
addition, no Chinese sources examined for this study address the likely influence of
China’s energy corporations over PRC policy toward Iran, despite the attention paid to
such a factor by many Western analysts.

The scarcity of unofficial Chinese criticism of PRC policy toward Iran (and of the
Tehran regime), and the absence of any mention of the influence of Chinese economic
entities are probably due to several factors. First and perhaps foremost, Tehran has not
threatened Chinese interests and ignored Chinese advice and urgings to the extent that
Pyongyang has clearly done. In fact, some Chinese probably believe that, by courting
Beijing through its “binding strategy,” and generally resisting strong Western pressures,
Iran is serving Chinese interests. Second, there is not as long and pronounced a record of
failure to deter Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons as there arguably is in the case of
North Korea. Indeed, some Chinese observers probably doubt whether Iran is actually
pursuing a nuclear weapons program or is very far advanced in acquiring such weapons.
Third, given both the absence of any clear, unambiguous confirmation of an Iranian
nuclear weapons program (much less Tehran’s possession of a nuclear weapon), along
with the likely uncertainty and suspicion with which many Chinese observers regard U.S.
motives toward Iran and the Middle East in general, there is probably little reason for
most Chinese to doubt or challenge the correctness of Beijing’s policy of caution,
balance, and persistent diplomatic engagement. Fourth, any reference to the influence of
Chinese economic entities on PRC policy toward Iran would suggest that Chinese
interests on this issue are driven primarily by narrow economic factors (as opposed to
high principles and broad strategic interests) and that the central government does not
have control over its own policies.

Concluding Thoughts

China has repeatedly sought to walk a fine line in its policies toward Iran: on the one
hand, seeking to strengthen and advance various bilateral political, economic, and (at
times) military ties and to defend Tehran’s rights as a civilian nuclear power, while on the
other hand limiting or curtailing the extent of its bilateral involvement and in some cases
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joining the United States and the West in applying carefully circumscribed pressure upon
the Iranian leadership to comply with international demands regarding its nuclear
program.

To some extent, this situation has arguably provided China with a degree of leverage
in its dealings with both Iran and the West. As a member of the UN Security Council,
major economic partner of both Tehran and the Western powers, and a key player on
many global issues, Beijing is arguably positioned to extract benefits in return for its
support to either side, and has apparently done so with some success. For example, “in
1997, China used its commitment to end cooperation with Iran on nuclear, cruise missile,
and Category I ballistic missile capabilities to win an American commitment to high-
profile presidential visits to Beijing and Washington in 1997 and 1998."°° Also, as
indicated above, China has possibly obtained commitments of increased oil exports from
major Middle East producers such as Saudi Arabia in return for its support for limited
sanctions. However, while pursuing such quid pro quos, Beijing must also avoid
conveying the impression that it is cynically manipulating a serious international issue of
concern to many major nations for purely individual gain.

Ultimately, Beijing does not want to be forced to choose sides between Iran and the
West. Indeed, even if Tehran were to unambiguously develop nuclear weapons and embark
on a provocative course of action similar to that of North Korea, it is unlikely that China’s
leaders would fully support Western policies, especially if such policies could lead to
hostile or threatening actions toward Tehran. A major escalation of the Iran nuclear
crisis will more likely lead Beijing to intensify its highly cautious tightrope walk,
in a seemingly endless effort to maintain the middle ground. On this issue, as on so many
others of critical importance to the West, Beijing pursues its own distinctive set of
interests as a very independent, cautious, and non-democratic nation with both growing
international influence and a strong suspicion of Western (and especially U.S.) motives in
many areas. Overcoming or moderating these factors, in part by enhancing China’s
incentives to deepen, not weaken, its overlapping areas of interest with the West, will
undoubtedly pose an increasing challenge for Washington in the months and years ahead.
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States, and the Middle East (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2008).
Although such views are undoubtedly held to varying degrees by many Chinese observers, we doubt that
they are as universal or extreme in every case as the authors indicate. That said, criticism of U.S. policies
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Apparently, the Chinese government initially rejected the U.S. overture to secure increased oil supplies
for China, citing technical differences between Saudi and Iranian crude. In addition, as the above articles
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suggest, Beijing probably feared that such U.S.-brokered supply arrangements would give Washington
leverage over China. However, one Western source states that Beijing eventually accepted a U.S. deal to
increase oil exports from the UAE and other countries, presumably in response for Chinese support in the
sanctions effort. See “The Iran Nuclear Issue: The View from Beijing,” International Crisis Group, Update
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