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ABSTRACT 

China’s emergence as a rising power in a shifting global environment owes a great 

deal to its transition from a developing state to one that is displaying ‘superpower ambition’ 

and has actively engaged economically with regional and extra-regional states. Its 

technological advancements and expanding trade links with different countries has 

significantly contributed to China’s increasing significance in global politics. Sustaining 

China’s transition from an economically isolated country to a technologically advanced and 

politically significant superpower is closely tied to its access to energy resources. According 

to the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), China’s net oil import reached 5.8 

million barrels per day in 2012. Some estimates suggest that China’s oil demand will rise to 

10 million barrels per day in 2030, while others suggest that it will rise to 12.3 million barrels 

per day in 2030 to meet its energy requirements if it is to continue the trajectory of being a 

global power (Leverett & Bader, 2005; and Chaziza, 2014). Iraq as the source of major oil 

reserves, currently estimated to be 112.5 billion barrels or about 11 per cent of the world total 

(the world’s second-largest proven oil reserves), has emerged as a focus of Chinese foreign 

policy in the new millennium. The two countries have concluded significant deals in trade, 

telecommunications, construction, oil extracts, and have established a strategic partnership in 

2015.  

The question arises as to why this shift has occurred with Iraq occupying a special 

place in the Chinese Middle Eastern policy? Is it only due to the need for energy resources or 

are other factors at play? Answers to these questions are important due to the place the two 

states occupy in the international hierarchy. Communist China moved from being a state that 
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was relatively excluded during the 1950s and the 1960s, to a state that engaged widely with 

the international community to become a superpower after the economic reforms and the 

opening-up policy were introduced in the early 1980s. Iraq was also a regional power in the 

Middle East region during the 1960s and 1970s, owing to its strategic position in the region 

and the abundance of natural resources, such as oil, gas and other minerals. But from the 

1980s onwards, it experienced a gradual decline in its power and status and became a 

‘disrupted state’ as a result of wars, crises and conflicts.  

Drawing upon primary and secondary sources of information, including interviews, 

this thesis provides answers to the questions raised with reference to the shift from an 

indifferent relationship in the earlier years, to one of limited engagement in the 1990s, and 

finally to one of close cooperation in energy and oil exploration.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

China’s emergence as a rising power in a shifting global environment owes a great 

deal to its transition from a developing state to one that is displaying ‘superpower ambition’ 

and has actively engaged economically with regional and extra-regional states. Its 

technological advancements and expanding trade links with different countries has 

significantly contributed to China’s increasing significance in global politics. Sustaining 

China’s transition from an economically isolated country to a technologically advanced and 

politically significant superpower is closely tied to its access to energy resources. According 

to the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), China’s net oil import reached 5.8 

million barrels per day in 2012. Some estimates suggest that China’s oil demand will rise to 

10 million barrels per day in 2030, while others suggest that it will rise to 12.3 million barrels 

per day in 2030 to meet its energy requirements if it is to continue the trajectory of being a 

global power (Leverett & Bader, 2005; and Chaziza, 2014). Iraq as the source of major oil 

reserves, currently estimated to be 112.5 billion barrels or about 11 per cent of the world total 

(the world’s second-largest proven oil reserves), has emerged as a focus of Chinese foreign 

policy in the new millennium. The two countries have concluded significant deals in trade, 

telecommunications, construction, oil extracts, and have established a strategic partnership in 

2015.  

The question arises as to why this shift has occurred with Iraq occupying a special 

place in the Chinese Middle Eastern policy? Is it only due to the need for energy resources or 

are other factors at play? Answers to these questions are important due to the place the two 
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states occupy in the international hierarchy. Communist China moved from being a state that 

was relatively excluded during the 1950s and the 1960s, to a state that engaged widely with 

the international community to become a superpower after the economic reforms and the 

opening-up policy were introduced in the early 1980s. Iraq was also a regional power in the 

Middle East region during the 1960s and 1970s, owing to its strategic position in the region 

and the abundance of natural resources, such as oil, gas and other minerals. But from the 

1980s onwards, it experienced a gradual decline in its power and status and became a 

‘disrupted state’ as a result of wars, crises and conflicts.  

Filling a gap in the literature 

By answering these questions, this thesis will fill a gap in the existing literature by 

focusing on China-Iraq relations in the geostrategic and economic realm from 1949 to 2016. 

During the 20th century, literature dedicated to the analysis of China’s relations with the 

Middle East was limited; only few scholars dealt particularly with this subject. For example, 

Shichor (1979), Behbehani (1981), Abidi (1982), Calabrese (1991), Harris (1993), and 

Kumaraswamy (1999) were the primary scholars who have studied the relations between 

China and Middle Eastern states. They tilted to study China’s relations with Middle Eastern 

states from the perspective of the relationships between China and the two superpowers, the 

US and the Soviet Union. The rivalry between China and those two superpowers shaped the 

background of the literature that tended to focus on the relations between China and the 

Middle Eastern states during the 1950s and 1980s (Huwaidin, 2002). Kumaraswamy's study 

(1999) was the only one in the late 20th century that discussed China’s relations with 

countries in the Middle East such as Palestine and Iraq and showed China’s quest for 

influence rather than its desire to challenge the two superpowers (Huwaidin, 2002). 
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In the new millennium, the volume of literature devoted to analysing China’s foreign 

relations with Middle Eastern countries has expanded. Among the literature that explored 

China’s relations and its energy strategies in the Middle East region were Huwaidin (2002 

and 2008); Neil (2014); Alterman and Garver (2008); Dorraj and English, (2012); and Olimat 

(2012). They asserted that China’s political interests in Middle Eastern states have 

diminished in favour of economic and energy cooperation, which was still the most 

prominent feature of China's foreign policy in the new millennium. During this new era, 

China views the Middle East as an important source of energy, whereas the US views the 

region as a key strategic battleground. These conflicting interests have created the potential 

for competition or even military conflict.  

Consequently, the competing interests between the US and China in the region could 

possibly cut off the Chinese access to the energy resources, as the US controls the sea routes 

of the Chinese oil imports. Therefore, China’s two main interests in the Middle East have 

been expanding cooperation with regional countries while avoiding antagonizing the United 

States with its emerging role in the region. Alterman and Garver (2008), and Dorraj and 

English (2012) are of the opinion that China is not looking to be one of the US’s competitors 

in the Middle East and that it avoids confrontation with the US in the region. At the same 

time, however, they also view China as having benefitted from the security protection that the 

US provides for Chinese interests (Alterman & Garver, 2008; Dorraj & English, 2012). 

While destabilisation in the Middle East has been a continued concern for Beijing, the 

Xi Jinping administration has vigorously continued its pursuit of what may become China’s 

defining piece of 21st century foreign policy – the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). In recent 

years, the BRI, announced by China in 2013, has created more opportunities for cooperation 

between China and Middle Eastern states, and this cooperation became an important 

geopolitical axis in understanding Eurasian international affairs. As such, the academic 
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literature in recent years have started to analyse these relationships in more detail. Two books 

by Ehteshami and Horesh (2018), China's Presence in the Middle East: The Implications of 

the One Belt, One Road Initiative and by Reardon-Anderson (2018), The Red Star and the 

Crescent: China and the Middle East present wide-ranging perspectives from an impressive 

collection of scholars. Both volumes are important starting points in understanding China's 

role in the Middle East in this new BRI era. 

Ehteshami and Horesh’s work is the first to adopt the BRI as a framework for 

analysing China – Middle East relations, and it is also an important frame of reference for 

understanding China's approach to the Middle East as well as to the international order. For 

Ehteshami and Horesh (2018), with the exception of the US, no other state has benefited from 

the liberal order as much as China, and its expansion across Eurasia with the BRI appears, for 

the time being at least, to complement the existing order rather than challenge it. The other 

book on China’s growing linkages and how ethnic, religious and political issues in the 

Middle East impact on those relations is Reardon-Anderson’s edited volume, The Red Star 

and Crescent: China and the Middle East (2018). The chapter on Iraq specifically argues that 

the fact China did not oppose the war in Iraq in 2003 meant the US has protected China’s pre-

existing oil interests in Iraq. It also shows how the US-China interests in Iraq have become 

entangled in the post-2003 period.  

Notwithstanding the increasing volume of literature on Sino-Middle East relations, 

specifically the Sino-Iraq relationship is yet to be explored in detail with theoretically 

informed analysis. Even in case of the existing literature, most have largely focused on other 

states in the Middle East region, such as Iran, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 

(UAE). For example, Huwaidin focused on China’s diplomatic opening in the Middle East 

region in general and in the Gulf states in particular (Huwaidin, 2002), and Olimat focused on 

the strategic significance of Saudi Arabia, Iran and the UAE for China (Olimat, 2012). Other 
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studies address China’s relations with individual countries in the region (Iran as an example), 

such as Zahirinejad and Ghoble (2010); and Al-Tamimi (2013). The literature has only made 

references to China’s relations with Iraq in the context of an overall discussion on China’s 

relations within the Middle East. Also, the literature analysing China’s relations with Iraq 

does not focus on the broader theoretical debates about China as a rising power or Iraq as a 

disrupted state.  

Despite the fact the relations between China and Iraq have survived periods of 

instability and turbulence (for example, the Cultural Revolution in China (1966–76), the 

Tiananmen Square incident in Beijing in 1989, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the 

US invasion of Iraq in 2003), a serious gap exists in the literature on the relations between the 

two states. The lack of focus on Iraq constitutes a gap in fully comprehending China’s 

relations with Middle Eastern states, especially as Iraq remains an important part of the 

Middle Eastern geostrategic and economic landscape.  

This thesis is aimed to fill this gap in the literature by focusing on China’s 

relationship with Iraq between 1949 and 2016. This thesis locates the emerging relationship 

between China and Iraq within a historical context, using elements of Power Transition 

Theory. This thesis also investigates how China’s shift from the periphery of the international 

system as a developing state into a superpower (Lo, 2010) and Iraq’s from being a regionally 

important state to a disrupted state1 (Saikal, 2000) has shaped the nature of their relationship 

during the 1949–2016 period against the backdrop of shifting regional and global dynamics.  

 
1 Iraq’s identification as a disrupted state draws upon the definition provided by Saikal (2000, p. 39), who states 

that “disrupted states are a major source of political, social and military turbulence and instability in world 

politics. According to Saikal, the causes of disruption range from the fragmentation of the national elite, ethnic 

antagonisms, ideological struggle, confessional or sectarian strife to legitimacy crises and separatism” In his 

view, there may be both internal and external causes of disruption of a state, and he lists Afghanistan, Iraq, 

Lebanon and Pakistan as four disrupted countries (Saikal, 2000). 
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The theoretical approach 

Power transition is not a new feature in the history or the theory of international 

relations; powers have risen and fallen since recorded history. In international relations 

theory, the concept was introduced by Organski (1958) who argued in his book ‘World 

Politics’ that new rising powers were often dissatisfied with the status quo, and therefore, 

made war to impose order more favorable to themselves (Organski, 1958). He was later 

joined by Gilpin and Kuglar. These three proponents of the Power Transition Theory have 

viewed the international system not as anarchic but as a hierarchy in which actors accept their 

positions based on relative power distribution.  As such, in this hierarchy, in any given era, a 

single dominant power leads a coalition of satisfied powers and maintain the international 

order, and peace prevails if the leading state enjoys a predominance of power. However, wars 

are most likely to break out in the context of a dissatisfied rising power attempting to 

challenge the status quo when it reaches power parity or begins to overtake the dominant 

power. In other words, the probability of a war increases as the power gap between a 

dissatisfied rising power and an existing power narrow. Organski and Kulger (1981) 

elaborated on their argument with reference to five wars of hegemonic transitions: the 

Napoleonic, the Franco-Prussian, the Russo-Japanese and both World Wars. Robert Gilpin 

(1981), in his book War and Change in World Politics, also stressed the “relative balance of 

military power between leading states and would-be challengers as a major cause of great 

power warfare” (p. 79). 

Within the context of this broad understanding, the three proponents of power 

transition theory have supported two distinct understandings of the meaning and implications 

of power transition. Organski and Kugler (1981) focused on declining power rather than 

rising power. However, in contrast to Organski and Kulger, Gilpin focused more on declining 

instead of rising powers. Hegemonic wars for Gilpin would “pit dominant powers against 
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challengers” thus resulting in conflicts (Gilpin, 1981, p. 81). He offered the examples of “the 

Peloponnesian War, the Second Punic War, the Thirty Years War, the wars of Louis XIV, the 

French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, and World Wars I and II” (Gilpin, 1981). 

Despite the difference of focus by the three main proponents of power transition theory who 

deviated from classical realism, wars remained the main component for any state’s power as 

the rise of great powers are closely tied to great wars. 

Little attention was given to Power Transition Theory for a number of years. In the 

1980s, it attracted the attention of scholars again with some being critical of its assumptions. 

Lebon and Valentino (2009) were among the minority of analysts who have argued that the 

theory greatly exaggerates the power of leading states to impose their preferences on the 

system.  Although most of the proponents of the theory focused much on the causes, conduct 

and consequences of the recurring wars between major powers, little is known about whether 

states may choose to cooperate peacefully during systemic transformations. Lebon and 

Valentino (2009) argued the theory not only accounts for why great powers go to war but 

also, through other internal elements in the theory, allows us to anticipate how war can be 

avoided and how peace is likely to be achieved. 

In the new millennium, the theory of power transition “has become an accepted 

framework for many scholars and policymakers, especially for those who focus on Asia” 

(Lebon and Valentino, 2009, p. 389). Japan’s peaceful rise was the focus of research by 

Gilpin (1989), but China has also attracted a dominant share of attention in this respect. 

Zhiqin Zhu’s book US-China relations in the 21st Century: Power transitions and peace 

(2006) questioned the assumption that power transition would always result in conflict by 

suggesting that the international context and the domestic, societal and individual factors 

would determine the trajectory of relations between the hegemon and the challenger states. 

He argued that the relationship could be one of peace; on in which “power parity does not 
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always lead to war between rivals, and power transitions do not always eventuate in war” 

(Zhu, 2006, p. 17). By tracking the historical trajectory of power transition, Zhu established 

that “peaceful transition will occur when there are positive evaluations of the bilateral 

relationship between governments, the public and elites in the two countries, operating within 

a friendly international system” (Zhu, 2006, p. 18). Zhu's book examined three case studies in 

detail: British-German relationship during (1871 and 1914); Anglo–American relationship 

between (1865 to 1945) –which Zhu thinks for a large extent support his hypothesis, one 

positively and the other negatively – and the Sino–US relations for the period (1990 and 

2005), of which Zhu sees as also supporting his hypothesis but mark it as still a work in 

progress. The book of Zhu (2006) offered an eminent starting point for discussions on the 

theory of peaceful power transitions. 

Giving these primary arguments of power transition theory, this thesis will use the 

internal elements of the power transition theory, which assert that as the state’s internal 

capabilities increase it moves from a weak state to a stronger state. Instead of limiting the 

focus to the relationship between the hegemon and the challengers, it will expand the scope to 

examine how rising powers would deal with other states, not only great or hegemonic states, 

in the international system.  

Therefore, this thesis views the transitioning power of states from a different 

perspective to that of the traditional view of classical realists. It perceives the idea of power 

transition as multidirectional, consisting of rise and decline, instead of being unidirectional 

which is focused only on a state’s upward mobility. To some extent, this understanding of 

rise and decline in power as well as the internal elements of a state’s power such as economic 

growth have been recognised by Organski (1958), Gilpin (1981), Kennedy (1987), and 

Kugler and Lemke (2000). Organski emphasised that internal developments such as 

industrialization are the most important source of a state’s power and capabilities, which 
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increases its capabilities in the international system. Internal development is so central that 

the term ‘power transition’ referred to “the process by which a country develops internally”, 

that is, the transition it makes from underdeveloped to developed (Organski, 1958). Organski 

assumed that the internal development of other states cannot be stopped by the dominant 

power. “If the international status quo does not help a country to develop, it can still develop 

in isolation” (Organski, 1958, p. 27). Organski argued that many rising powers became rich 

and powerful despite the status quo being economically, politically and militarily contrary to 

their interests (Organski, 1958).  

Gilpin (1981) conceptualizes dynamic conceptions of power in theorizing political 

change in the international system, which posits that “international political history is 

characterised by repetitive, natural cycles of the rise and fall of great powers and international 

orders dominated by an individual hegemonic state” (Gilpin, 1981, p. 93). This is affected by 

the power differentials due to primarily economic factors, which inevitably means that 

existing hegemons decline relative to rising powers. This thesis adopts this expansive view of 

power transition, which is based on the assumption that states rise and fall, and that transition 

is not always unidirectional with upward mobility. Instead, as Gilpin argued, transition could 

also occur in the form of power decline. The movement in either direction, it is assumed, 

shapes the relationship between the hegemon and the challenger as well as between the 

transitioning power and other states. 

But how we may think of power as a concept? This thesis takes its cue from power 

transition theorists who use economic factors as the main determinant. Paul Kennedy has 

focused on the internal elements of the theory by bringing the political economy into the 

study of great power politics. In his book The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic 

Change and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (1987), Kennedy asserted that internal 

elements of power such as technological advancement, economic growth and demographic 
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change for any state are the primary driving forces of the historical development of that state. 

Kennedy predicted the Pacific region, especially China and Japan, would rise to power due to 

these internal elements, while other powers, such as the Soviet Union, the US and Europe, 

would decline in power. Kugler and Lemke (2000) also emphasised on the fundamental 

elements that uniting all power transition research which are concerns with “the importance 

of internal growth for international politics, a focus on international hierarchy rather than 

anarchy, and the importance of relative power and evaluations of the international status quo 

in anticipation of interstate war” (p. 137).  

Notwithstanding their differences, this thesis uses the power transition theory with 

insights from the neo-realism perspective (Waltz, 1979) to explain the different directions of 

the peaceful power transitions of China and Iraq. While neorealism emphasizes the anarchical 

nature of the international system that leads all states to seek their own security, Power 

Transition Theory, as discussed, emphasizes hierarchy in the international system. However, 

Kenneth Waltz, the pioneer of neorealism, views the concept of power in multi-dimensional 

way that is useful for this thesis. Specifically, power is not simply limited to military power 

but also other capabilities such as economic power. According to him: 

The economic, military, and other capabilities of nations can be sectored and 

separately weighted. States are not placed in the top rank because they excel in 

one way or another. Their rank depends on how they score on all of the following 

items: size of population and territory, resource endowment, economic capability, 

military strength, political stability and competence (Waltz, 1979, p. 131). 

The concept of power employed in this thesis, therefore, includes Waltz and 

Kennedy’s dimensions of power, such as economic growth, military and political capabilities, 

technological advancement and demographic change. 



11 
 

 

  

Figure 1.1. The rise and decline of China and Iraq’s power 

This thesis will explore the rise of China, its foreign policy towards the Middle East, 

and then, the change in Iraq’s position from regional power to a disrupted state. The thesis 

does not solely adopt a realist or neo-realist approach. Instead, it acknowledges the relevance 

of neo-liberalism in understanding the dynamics of a globalized world. The neo-liberalism 

approach will be also used to understand the interaction between China and Iraq during the 

1949–2016 period. The neo-liberalism approach claimed that all states have mutual interests 

and can gain from cooperation (May et al., 2010). In line with the research aims, this 

approach will discuss the emergence of mutual interest, interaction and cooperation between 

China and Iraq in various fields, such as politics, economy, military, cultural and technical 

advancement. Thus, the thesis draws upon neoliberal and classical neorealist approaches to 

explain how power transition has shaped the relations between China and Iraq during the 

1949–2016 period. 
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Methodology 

This thesis adopts qualitative methods to analyse the interaction between China and 

Iraq. As argued by Michael Quinn Patton (2014), qualitative methods facilitate the study of 

issues in depth and detail. By employing a qualitative approach, this thesis relies on primary 

and secondary source materials. This, as highlighted by Thies (2002), is designed to minimise 

the potential adverse effects of selectivity and bias. The secondary data is collected from 

available books, articles and journals (hard copies or through online databases, using ‘one 

search’). The primary data includes qualitative interviews, transcripts of press releases, 

United Nations’ documents, articles and statements from newspapers and news broadcasters, 

such as the Peking [Beijing] Review, the Xinhua News Agency, South China Morning Post 

(SCMP), the Global Times, the China Daily, the Washington Post, the BBC, the New York 

Times, the Financial Times, and the Wall Street Journal. The limited availability of data 

covering the historical period of Sino-Iraqi relations in the first and second phases of the 

relations led to a heavy reliance on Peking [Beijing] Review as it’s the only data available 

and in open access since 1958. 

Given the limited availability of secondary sources on the topic, the thesis relied 

heavily on grey literature and primary sources published in English and Arabic published by 

the Iraqi, Chinese and other governments. This qualitative methodology investigates how 

shifts in power of both China and Iraq have shaped the relationship between the two countries 

that the general trend moves away from ideological and political considerations towards a 

focus on economic interest. 

This information was supplemented with interviews with stakeholders in Iraq. The 

qualitative research interviews can be characterised “as a methodology that aims at 

developing greater sensitivity and understanding towards their research objects” (Corbetta, 

2003; Hammersley, 2008; and Silverman, 2013). Therefore, this thesis carried out interviews 
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for the purpose of developing an appreciation of existing views on the nature of Sino-Iraqi 

relations. They were to supplement the information gathered through grey literature. The total 

interviews are eight. Seven interviews were conducted in Iraq with four officials in the Iraqi 

government from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Trade and the Ministry of 

Planning. Another three interviews were conducted with experts working in academic 

institutes in Baghdad at the Baghdad University and Al-Nahrain University. The eighth 

interview was conducted in Australia with an academic at the Australian National University 

who is an expert in Middle Eastern studies. The interviews were conducted according to the 

Human Research Ethics Committee’s (HREC) guidelines and approval. The interviews in 

Iraq were conducted in Arabic, and only one interview, with the Australian academic expert, 

was in English. Recording equipment was used to record the conversations. For the 

interviews, I prepared some questions related to the research on political, economic and 

military aspects, covering the interaction and cooperation between the two countries during 

all phases of the study (1949–2016). As a native Arabic speaker, I translated the interviews 

conducted in Arabic into English. 

In addition to the qualitative interviews, some of the primary documents and data 

related to the topic were also gathered from Iraq during a fieldwork trip to Iraq. These 

documents and data were collected from the Iraqi Ministry of Foreign affairs and the Iraqi 

ministries of trade, oil and planning. Most of the data that I collected from Iraq were in 

Arabic, which I translated into English to use in the thesis. 

In this thesis, explanatory research method is used to analyse the collected data. The 

explanatory research method understands that knowledge derives from explaining the idea of 

‘what made this happen?’ (Sprinz, 2004).  In this vein, I engaged in analysis and reflected on 

data in the hope of developing what Lonergan (1992) refers to as ‘authentic knowledge’.  

Based on data analysis and reflection and guided by the need to understand the impact of 
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internal elements of power transition theory on China and Iraq relations, I segregated the data 

into three chronological frames, with each chronological frame containing three aspects: 

politics, economy and military.  

The main arguments 

Employing an eclectic approach, this thesis is premised on the understanding that the 

nature of power transition experienced by China and Iraq against the background of domestic 

and global developments has shaped the evolution of the Sino–Iraqi relationship since 1949. 

This has also determined the nature of their interactions in military, political and economic 

spheres.  

 This study argues that Sino–Iraqi relations strengthened at the time China became 

powerful and Iraq became weaker. Their increased cooperation is evident in improved 

economic relations. The evolution of the relationship between China and Iraq to this point 

can broadly be divided into three different phases. In the initial years (1949–1979), the 

relationship was shaped by ideological differences when both countries were enjoying 

relative regional power: China subscribed to communist/socialist ideas, and it was an active 

player in the Pacific region but not satisfied with the status quo power led by the US and the 

Soviet Union. Iraq, on the other hand, joined the US-led alliance system as part of the 

Baghdad Pact to gain influence over the region. Later, as the 1958 coup in Iraq heralded a 

change from monarchy to a republican regime and Sino–Soviet relations soured in the late 

1950s, the relationship started to improve but remained far from being cordial and strong.  

The second phase of Sino–Iraqi relations (1980–2002) began against the backdrop of 

the economic reforms initiated by China in 1978 and was marked by pragmatism and sharing 

of interests on part of the two states. Significant during this phase was Chinese preference for 

supporting Iraq without compromising its relations with other regional or global actors. This 
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was apparent during the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988) when China supplied arms to both Iraq 

and Iran, without harming its relationship with either. Also, China condemned the 1990 Iraqi 

invasion of Kuwait but was critical of the 1990–91 US military intervention in the region, and 

later stressed the need for the UN to provide humanitarian aid to Iraq during the economic 

embargo imposed on the country after the liberation of Kuwait. 

The relationship between China and Iraq has significantly improved since the US 

invasion of Iraq in 2003 – the third phase of their interaction (2003–2016). While the US has 

played a role in the reconstruction of the state and fashioned its political system along the 

preferred model of democracy since 2003, China has not been reduced to a marginal player in 

the region. China’s increasing need for energy to fuel its economic growth, coupled with 

Iraq’s emergence as a major supplier of energy after the 2003 US invasion, has been the main 

catalyst for their improved relationship. Iraq’s oil production increased dramatically from 1.3 

million barrels per day in 2003 to 4 million barrels per day in 2015, of which almost half was 

imported by China. China became Iraq’s largest trade partner in 2014. But the relationship is 

not one-sided; as Iraq’s energy export capabilities grow, it desperately needs to restructure its 

economy and rebuild its infrastructure that has been destroyed during the years of wars since 

1980. China is increasingly demonstrating its attractiveness in this respect. China’s 

investments in Iraq’s energy sector currently account for around 70 per cent of Iraq’s total 

foreign investment in the energy sector and suggest that Chinese companies have the capacity 

and capability needed by Iraq to continue to improve its oil production infrastructure. Beijing 

has signed contracts with Iraq in various fields, including the oil sector, trade, 

telecommunications, construction, and culture, and provided training that could benefit both 

China and Iraq. In 2015, the two countries established a strategic partnership during the visit 

by Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to Beijing.  
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Chapter divisions 

This thesis is divided into six main chapters, in addition to the conclusion. Chapter 

one is the introductory part of the thesis that addresses the importance of the study, the 

literature review, the theoretical aspect, the methodology, and the main arguments of this 

thesis. Chapter two analyses the economic and peaceful rise of China and the implications of 

that rise for Middle Eastern states. The main purpose of this chapter is to better understand 

the theory of power transition through studying the rise of China globally and the important 

arguments related to China’s rise. This chapter also explores the consequences of Chinese 

economic reforms, led by Deng Xiaoping since 1978, on China’s status and reputation in the 

Middle East region. It takes into account the changes occurring in China’s foreign policy as 

an emerging superpower since Xi Jinping’s rise to power in 2012. 

Chapter three examines the shifts in Iraq’s position from a regional power (pre-1980) 

to a disrupted state from 1980 onwards. This chapter focuses on the contemporary history of 

Iraq when the country was under a monarchical regime and when it shifted to a republican 

regime in 1958. The discussion in this chapter will be with reference to the Iraq–Iran war 

(1980–1988), the Iraq invasion of Kuwait (1990), the economic embargo on Iraq (1991–

2003), the US invasion of Iraq (2003) and the 2014–2016 war against ISIS as the reasons and 

manifestation of the decline.  

Chapters four, five and six analyse China–Iraq relations through three phases. Chapter 

four explores the first phase of the relationship between China and Iraq (1949–1979). This 

chapter aims to discuss the nature of China–Iraq relations and the role played by internal 

conditions of each country as well as the role of the great powers, the Soviet Union and the 

US, in shaping the relationship between these two regional powers, China and Iraq. It also 

explores Sino–Iraqi relations during different internal events that occurred in both countries 

from the time of Hashemite rule in Iraq and the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
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China: the Bandung Conference in 1955, the 14 July 1958 Revolution, the November 1963 

coup and the second coup of 17 July 1968 in Iraq, and Deng’s rise to power in China between 

1977 and 1978. 

Chapter five focuses on the second phase of the relationship between China and Iraq 

(1980–2002) marked by a shift in China’s foreign policy and priorities and Iraq’s regional 

status. This chapter analyses the nature of China–Iraq relations and the role played by power 

transition in shaping the nature of these interactions. It also provides an overview of the 

1980–1988 Iran–Iraq War, the Iraq invasion of Kuwait in 1990–1991, and the subsequent 

sanctions imposed on Iraq between 1991and 2003. It will also explore China’s position on 

each crisis and examine the impact on the relations between China and Iraq. 

Chapter six focuses on the relationship between China and Iraq (2003–2016). It 

explores the nature of China–Iraq relations in political, economic, and military spheres, and 

highlights the significant role played by economic factors, especially China’s need for energy 

resources and Iraq’s interest in revitalizing its energy infrastructure.  The chapter concludes 

with a discussion of how the two states have concluded the strategic partnership, and the 

prospects for Iraq assuming a place in the new Chinese Belt and Road Initiative.  

The concluding chapter recaps the major findings of the thesis, and the relevance of 

Power Transition Theory in explaining the shifts in their relationship between 1949 and 2016. 

It also suggests possible areas of further research that would be significant for understanding 

Chinese-Iraqi relations, but also China’s emerging policy in the Middle East. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

CHINA'S RISING POWER AND ITS FOREIGN POLICY TOWARDS THE MIDDLE 

EAST 

The nature, direction, and implications of China's influence and rising power are 

shaping its relations with other countries and societies around the globe, not least for the 

Middle East region. China moved from being ruled by a new communist regime that was 

relatively excluded from capitalist globalization from the 1950s through to 1980s to a state 

that engaged widely within the international community. To become a regional power in the 

Asia–Pacific region and later become an emerging superpower. Despite this upward mobility 

and power transition, China has avoided challenging the international status quo. Within this 

context, China's foreign policy in the Middle East moved from an anti-status quo power that 

supported revolutionary movements to a state interested in increasing its economic growth. 

This chapter examines the steady and dramatic transition of power experienced by China, 

which is characterised by a mixture of peaceful and aggressive/assertive challenges posed to 

the existing international order, including the implications of this rise in China's power for the 

Middle East. This chapter will explore the shift in China's rising power and its interests in the 

Middle East during three phases: the 1950s–1960s, 1970s–1980s and 1990s to present, with 

special reference to the era of Xi Jinping leadership in China. Finally, this chapter will 

consider the implications of the rise of China across these three periods for the Middle East 

region. 
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China's rising power: overview 

For decades, China has been one of the world's foremost rising powers: leaders and 

experts often talk about China as a rising power and discuss the impact of China's rise on the 

Middle East and East Asia regions and the world order. Instead of being identified as a new 

reality for China, its rise is described by some analysts as a return to its traditional role as the 

main actor in the East Asia region. For David Shambaugh, the new rising power of China is a 

'Return to the Middle Kingdom' (Shambaugh, 2006, p. 23). He argues that "As China has 

continued to accrue the traditional attributes of power, its influence in the region has also 

steadily increased" (Shambaugh, 2006, p. 23). The impacts of China's rising power on states, 

peoples and even individuals preceded and coincided with the rise of other states, such as 

Japan and India. Therefore, to provide a holistic vision of China's contemporary rising power, 

it is important to analyse the rise of China from the early stages and understand the primary 

dimensions of that rise.  

Historically, China had been one of the world's economic, social and technological 

leaders in the 'premodern era'. Some experts argue that China's economic performance in the 

premodern era reached a peak during the Song Dynasty (960 – 1126 AD) when China 

possessed the most advanced technologies (Ronan & Needham, 1978). During the Song era, 

China was the largest economy in the world (Madison, 2007); it produced the best iron and 

coal (Hartwell, 1962) and recorded the highest urbanisation rate (Chao, 1986). Later, China 

lost its leadership position between the 1500s AD and the 1800s AD to Western Europe. For 

Madison (2007), China's GDP per capita had slumped between the 1500s AD and the 1800s 

AD. During the same period, Western Europe had expanded, which meant that by-the-end of 

the 15th-century, Beijing was falling behind Western Europe. Many experts attribute this 

continuing decline in China's power to "the more centralised and inward-looking political 

systems of the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) dynasties that stifled innovation and 
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commercial activities in China" (Zhu, 2012, p. 104). But others are of the view that, despite 

the decline, China retained some parity with European states. Pomeranz (2000), for example, 

argues in The great divergence: China, Europe, and the making of the modern world 

economy that, in the eighteenth century, standards of living and the degree of 

commercialisation in China's lower Yangzi region were competitive when compared to those 

in the comparatively wealthy areas of Europe, and that China only began to fall behind 

Western Europe following the Industrial Revolution in England, which occurred in the late 

eighteenth century. Shiue and Keller (2007) also established that in "the late 1700s the degree 

of market integration was greater inside the lower Yangzi region when compared to Europe" 

(p. 1195). Brandt et al. (2014) explained the economic decline of China between the years 

1500 and 1800, with reference to an imperial political system that acted to protect the vested 

interests of the nobility and elite groups such as the local gentry, who, as a result, resisted the 

adoption of new technologies. During this period, the imperial system was structurally 

weakened to a fatal degree and collapsed after two Opium Wars with Great Britain in the 

1840s and the 1850s, inlcuding the war between China and Japan between 1894 and 1895. 

Although these wars brought industrial technologies and factories to China, World War II  

and continuous civil wars prevented the industrialisation process from gaining more 

momentum in China before the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) took power in 1949 (Shiue 

& Keller, 2007). Indeed, the industrialisation process had little impact during this period as 

China's GDP continued to decline between 1800 and 1949 (Zhu, 2012). 

The 1949 Revolution resolved the political contention between the Kuomintang 

(KMT) and the CCP over who would control the Chinese State. Accordingly, CCP Chairman, 

Mao Zedong began a concerted campaign to consolidate power and gain the confidence of 

the Chinese population, especially through solving many of the economic problems that had 

worsened during the civil war period. When the CCP took power, the leaders of the KMT 
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fled to the island of Taiwan (Gabriel, 1998). Mao Zedong created his vision of socialism as 

the intellectual foundation of the CCP for the new China, through the replacement of the pre-

revolutionary institutions with new revolutionary ones. He established a completely new 

economic, political and cultural order, which included establishing a system of people's 

courts at all levels of jurisdiction as well as the establishment of the People's Army, the 

Council of Workers in industrial enterprises and the Peasant Associations in the countryside. 

Mao's policies were crucial to the process of China's unification under a central authority and 

were the start of improving China's economic conditions. 

After establishing the People's Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, China began its 

industrialisation process. During the 1950s, the Chinese Government mobilised resources 

required for investment through household consumption limitation and setting relatively 

affordable prices for agricultural items. This act ensured that "forced savings and surpluses 

extracted through agricultural production were used for investment in heavy industries" 

(Gabriel, 1998, p. 9). From the mid–1950s, China developed a centrally-planned command 

economy, which was not dissimilar to that of the USSR. Consequently, collectives and 

agriculture production were consolidated, first, in "agricultural producer cooperatives" and 

"Rural People's Communes". The inputs and outputs of the industrial sector were centrally 

allocated by executive means in line with sets of plans developed by the State Planning 

Commission, significantly eliminating market forces. Instead of the labour market, the 

Government became responsible for setting wages and allocating skilled workers to jobs. 

Under the rule and leadership of the CCP, China regained its independence and strength.  

However, an economic crisis was in the making. Between 1959 and 1961, China was 

struck with famine. Approximately 30 million died due to this highly centralised Soviet-style 

non-market system imported to a developing country that was relatively poor and 

undeveloped (Perkins, 2013). Another major causal factor was the Mao government’s own 
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mismanagement and persecution of managerial professionals. The leadership of CCP, 

particularly Chairman Mao Zedong himself, pursued extreme political objectives after the 

Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) left longer-term impacts. First, the Cultural Revolution 

created a severe generation gap, which resulted in a large proportion of adults without basic 

school education. Second, corruption increased within the structure of the CCP and 

Government, and third, the CCP leadership and the system itself lost its previously held 

legitimacy as millions of urban Chinese became disillusioned with the political system in the 

early and mid-1970s (Bonnin, 2006). 

After 1978, Deng Xiaoping's pragmatic leadership started to reform China's economy 

ravaged by Mao’s extremist political campaigns and opened up the country to global 

capitalism and the international community. China gradually replaced the people's commune 

system and command economy with pro-market measures. The 'opening-up policy', which 

gradually resulted in a hybrid of command and capitalist economy over the years (Walsh, 

2008), became a successful turning point for China's international engagement. Deng 

Xiaoping emphasised development and peace as the two major issues that China and 

international community were facing (Deng, 1985). China's economic reforms and opening 

up to the global economy started with decisions made by the 3rd plenary meeting of the 11th 

Central Committee of the CCP in 1978. The economic reforms under Deng Xiaoping ushered 

in the era of economic modernisation in China. Deng's primary three goals were: (1) attaining 

the four modernisations, (2) normalising Sino-US relations, and (3) returning Taiwan to the 

mainland (Vogel, 2011). China began the change from central planning to market exchange 

and global trading and investment. The economic reforms ended the centrally planned 

economy and restored China to a market economy with a micro business-oriented system, 

which the country had before the establishment of the PRC in 1949. According to Rawski 
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(2011), the economic reforms of the 1980s drew upon the inherited knowledge, skills, 

customs and business practices that predated the foundation of the PRC.  

For the first time since the Kuomintang era, China was open to foreign investment. 

The reforms established some preliminary foundation elements of what would now be 

described as a modern market economy. These foundation elements included protection of 

property rights, acknowledgement of the legal status of private businesses, mechanisms to 

enforce contracts, a modern taxation system, commercial banking, and a capital market 

(North, 1990). China's market-oriented reforms were the fundamental basis of the country's 

rapid economic growth. The US also played a significant role in transforming the Chinese 

economy by eliminating export control over a wide array of its sophisticated technology to 

Beijing (IMF, 2006). Domestic economic growth and participation in the global economy 

moved in tandem. In 1978, China, with approximately 30 per cent of the world's total 

population, had a total GDP of $149.5 billion, which was only one-twentieth of the GDP of 

the US ($2.352 trillion) for the same year. That marked China as the world's 11th largest 

economy. But within three decades after the economic reforms began in 1978, China 

registered a continuous growth of its economy by almost ten per cent per annum (Lu, 2011).    

In addition to Deng's policy of opening up the economy, the Sino-Soviet split during 

the 1960s, which eventually led to Sino–US rapprochement from the 1970s, and the 

continuing Sino-Soviet tension throughout the 1980s contributed to China's acceptance into 

international organisations. Among the international organisations that China joined during 

the 1980s was membership into the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) in 1980 

and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in 1984, in addition to other global 

organisations, such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the Asia 

Development Bank (Bijan, 2005). Additionally, the 1980s were marked by what the US 

called 'the New Cold War', where the US was focused on rolling the Soviets back from 
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Afghanistan and addressing the perceived threat to oil supply lanes that the US provided 

special consideration to China. That granted China a significant advantage over other former 

socialist states in developing commercial ties with the West, importing their technology and 

accessing their capital flows. Accordingly, China expanded its relations with the international 

community and became increasingly active in multilateral forums, benefiting both its 

economy and its reputation (Lu, 2011).  

China shifted from being a regional power to gradually transitioning into an emerging 

superpower. A lack of consensus exists on the precise timing of China's rise as a superpower. 

While Chinese academics consider it to have occurred by the end of the twentieth century 

(Bijan, 2005; Yaqing, 2010; and Xuetong, 2006), Western analysts are of the view that the 

process started from 1993 onwards. Although they have suggested that China remained weak 

and not an active player in the international system until then (Glosny, 2012), evidence shows 

that China was perceived as a rising power before 1993. It had played a major role during the 

first half of the Cold War period: it challenged the US in Korea (1950–53); and after a period 

of close relationships with Moscow in the 1950s, it was involved in tensions and disputes 

with the Soviet Union at the turn of the 1960s that ultimately led to China acquiring nuclear 

weapons in 1964. The Sino–Soviet dispute had prompted the US to engage China in an effort 

to balance Soviet power at the global level. By late 1971, its rise had secured it the support of 

the US to obtain a permanent seat in the UN Security Council, replacing Taiwan. Thereafter, 

China remained a participant in the global balance of power during the second half of the 

Cold War. This was primarily the case in the 1980s when China sided with the US to counter 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan through a communist coup. Coupled with economic 

growth, these shifts contributed to an increase in China's political clout at the international 

level. 
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Potential interests of China in the post-Cold War period included promoting its own 

economic growth to become a rich country, maximising power (economic, political, military) 

relative to other great powers within the international community, ensuring China's own 

domestic stability, fostering political support in the international arena, balancing against the 

world hegemon (the United States), and combating anti-Chinese sentiment. In addition to the 

factors that proved China was expanding its power while other regional and global powers 

were declining, a significant development that contributed to China's status as a rising power 

was the World Bank and the IMF's decision to replace exchange rates with Purchasing Power 

Parity (PPP) as a metric to measure economic strength (World Bank, 1992). Based on these 

new PPP measures, the economy of China was two to three times greater than before. In 1994 

the World Bank's standard PPP estimated that the GDP of China was 4.7 times greater than it 

was when measured by exchange rates (Glosny, 2012). This alteration in the style of 

accounting turned the status of China from a country on the verge of collapse to an active 

economic player on the global stage. The Chinese Government persisted with its economic 

policies. In 1994, it announced at the 14th National Communist Party Congress a ten-year 

policy called 'socialist market economy' that shaped its economic and trade relations across 

the globe. By 2017, China became the largest exporting state in the world and the second-

largest economic power after the US. (see Tables 2.1 and 2.2).  

The spectacular rise of China's power is evident in its socioeconomic and scientific 

growth performance. According to the World Bank, in 1980, the GDP of China was lower 

than 300 billion USD, while in 2015 – based on the new measures of PPP – its GDP was 

estimated at $11 trillion USD, making China the second-largest economy in the world after 

the United States. In 1980, the value of China's international trade was less than 40 billion 

USD, and by 2015, it had increased one hundred-fold to a ranking of 4 trillion USD (Ghosh, 
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2019). As shown in Table 2.1, Chinese exports overtook those of the United States in 2018-

2019. 

Table 2.1: Top 10 Export Countries Worldwide in 2018-19 (billion USD) 

Country Export sales  

China 2.498 

United States 1.645 

Germany 1.486 

Netherlands 721 

Japan 705 

France 555 

South Korea 552 

Italy 541 

Hong Kong 535 

Mexico 472 

Note: The data is calculated on an exchange rate basis. 

Source: Central Intelligence Agency. (2020). The World Factbook 2018–19.  

As shown in Table 2.2, China has made impressive progress compared with other 

major economies in the world. The Chinese economy, with its financial strength, has swiftly 

caught up with other major economies in the world. In 2000, China overtook Italy to be the 

sixth-largest economy in the world; by 2005, it had overtaken Britain and France to become 

the fourth-largest economy in the world. In 2008, China surpassed Germany to become the 

third-largest economy in the world, and it overtook Japan as the second-largest economy in 

the world in 2010. Since then, it has been widely estimated that during the 2020s, it could 

surpass the United States to become the largest economy in the world (Johnson, 14 January 

2000; and Buchholz, 20 July 2020). These views are shared by the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) that projected Chinese GDP to grow by 8.6 per cent in 2021 as opposed to 6.4 
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per cent GDP growth rate for the USA ("Managing divergent recoveries," April 2021). Based 

on these projections, Bloomberg calculated in April 2021 that China would account for one-

fifth of the world's GDP by 2026, compared to the 14.8 per cent contribution made by the 

United States after the COVID-19 pandemic (Tanzi, 7 April 2021).   

Table 2.2: Milestones of China's Economic Growth in Total Economic Size 

Year China's ranking 

in the world 

Overtaken country 

(Annual GDP Growth 

(%)) 

China 

(Annual GDP Growth 

(%)) 

1978 11  11.7 

2000 6 Italy (3.7) 8.5  

2005 4 Britain (3), France 

(1.6) 

11.4  

2008 3 Germany (1.1) 9.7  

2010 2 Japan (4.2) 10.6  

Note: Economic size measured by Annual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Growth (%). 

Source: World Bank national accounts data, and OECD national accounts data files. 

 

As China's economy expanded, its spending on research, technology and development 

increased. China overtook the United States in 2013 as the home to the world's fastest super-

computer – which was, prior to 2013, located in the Silicon Valley. Out of the 500 fastest 

super-computers in the world – a list from which China was absent until 2001 – in 2016, 

China had 167 super-computers, compared to the 165 of the US (Markoff, 20 June 2016). 

Potentially even more important, China's top super-computer acquired the capacity to operate 

at a rate five times faster than the fastest US super-computer. While the Chinese super-

computers historically relied almost exclusively on advanced US processors, it evolved 

domestic production capabilities for highly advanced technology – with the construction of 
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its top computer in 2016 entirely out of domestic processor components (Markoff, 20 June 

2016). In December 2020, Chinese scientists claimed "to have built a quantum computer that 

is able to perform certain computations nearly 100 trillion times faster than the world's most 

advanced super-computer" (Chen and Bloomberg, 2020). As can be seen from the 2020 

nature index of research ranking in (Table 2.3) China's adjusted share of publications 

increased by 15.4%, while the US share declined by 4.2%. Upon its current trajectory, China 

increasingly appears likely to overtake the US and becomes the world's leading state in 

research and technology in the foreseeable future. 

Table 2.3: The 10 leading countries in natural-sciences research 2020 

 
Country Share 

2018 

Share 

2019 

Count 

2019 

Change in 

Adjusted 

Share 

2018-2019 

1 United States of America 

(USA) 

20357.17 20152.48 28403 -4.2 

2 China 11372.26 13566.11 18026 15.4 

3 Germany 4585.05 4545.7 8770 -4.1 

4 United Kingdom (UK) 3750.3 3773.66 7837 -2.7 

5 Japan 3082.69 3024.32 4905 -5.1 

6 France 2200.83 2238.55 5054 -1.6 

7 Canada 1620.19 1602.09 3408 -4.4 

8 Switzerland 1422.71 1487.88 3270 1.2 

9 South Korea 1349.94 1435.23 2419 2.8 

10 Australia 1254.34 1259.95 2986 -2.8 

Source: Nature Index 2020, https://www.natureindex.com/annual-tables/2020/country/all, 

Retrieved on 31 March 2021. 

China's power transition 

With the rapid expansion of China's economy, it is important to ask the question: 

What have been the implications of China's rise for global stability?  

Answers to this question need to be made with reference to the Chinese Government's 

claims of being a non-challenging power that subscribes to the idea of 'peaceful rise. The 

https://www.natureindex.com/annual-tables/2020/country/all


29 
 

 

term 'peaceful rise' was officially coined by Zheng Bijian, the Chairman of China Bo'ao 

reform forum, in his speech in 2003. He stated that "The only choice for China under the 

current international situation is to rise peacefully, namely, to develop by taking advantage of 

the peaceful international environment, and at the same time, to maintain world peace 

through its development" (Xinhua News Agency, 2004). Similar ideas were expressed when 

the Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited the United States in December 2003: during a speech 

at Harvard University, he described China's road towards development and increased 

prosperity as a peaceful rise and stated that "China must and could only rely on its own 

efforts". A week later, Chinese President Hu Jintao reiterated, "China would stick to the road 

of the peaceful rise and its independent diplomatic policy of peace" (Xinhua News Agency, 

2004). Hence, the utilisation of notions of a peaceful rise in the rhetoric and discourse of 

Chinese leadership speeches formally indicated that a peaceful rise had become China's 

national strategy. A similar attitude prevailed following these enunciations at the declared 

level, with China mainly asserting its commitment to international order despite being a 

country that has experienced an upward transition of power. 

Despite such claims, the scholars of international relations and Chinese foreign policy 

are divided into three schools on China's rising power. Some scholars consider China's rise as 

an anti-status quo, aggressive rising, power-seeking world hegemon (Morgenthau, 2006; 

Aziz, 2016; and Huiyun, 2009), while others perceive China's rising power as a status quo 

pragmatist state and cooperative member of the international community (Swaine et al., 2000; 

Johnston, 2003; and Schweller, 1995). And then there are those who adopt an eclectic 

approach that credits China with following a mix of peaceful and assertive foreign policy.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, historically, proponents of the Power Transition 

Theory have maintained that the rise of a power that challenges the existing dominant state 

contributes to war. For example, Organski (1968) asserted that rising powers are often 
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dissatisfied with the prevailing regional or international order and wage war in order to 

impose what they consider to be a favourable balance of power. Organski and Kulger (1981) 

elaborated on this argument with reference to five specific wars of hegemonic transitions: 

"the Napoleonic, the Franco-Prussian, the Russo-Japanese and both World Wars". Therefore, 

in regard to China's rising power, when viewed from the perspective of Power Transition 

Theory, it could be argued that China's rise would have resulted in instability and wars. But 

scholars, such as Zhiqin Zhu, argue that power transition does not necessarily result in 

conflict. Zhu maintains that "a peaceful transition will occur when there are positive 

evaluations of the bilateral relationship by governments, public and elites in the two 

countries, operating within a friendly international system" (Zhu, 2006, p. 18). Zhu's concept 

of peaceful power transitions is in line with the neoliberalist view of China's rise, which 

paints a more optimistic picture of China's rising power as status-quo oriented that cooperates 

through its interactions with other countries in the international society. A number of scholars 

fit in this category, including Schweller (1995), Swaine et al. (2000), Shirk (1995), (Wang, 

2005), Sutter (2010) and Lampton (2008). Schweller defined China's rising power as a status-

quo state that "seek[s] self-preservation and the protection of values they already possess—

security maximisers, not power maximisers" (Schweller, 1995, p. 281). Wang (2005) argued 

that China, in its peaceful rise, was not seeking the alteration of the world's order nor 

antagonising the United States. Instead, a cooperative partnership with Washington was of 

primary importance for Beijing (Wang, 2005). Swaine et al. (2000) found three objectives of 

China's status-quo pragmatic grand strategy "1. preservation of domestic order and well-

being in the face of different forms of social strife; 2. defense against persistent external 

threats to national sovereignty and territory; 3. attainment and maintenance of geopolitical 

influence as a major, perhaps primary state" (Swaine et al., 2000, p. x). According to these 

objectives, during the 1980s China was pursuing a "calculative strategy" that focused on the 
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basis of the national economic growth and stability; maintaining friendly foreign relations; 

and relative restraint in the use of force (Swaine et al., 2000). Shirk emphasised China's 

pragmatic attitude that is a consequence of its desire to focus on national issues and to ensure 

the continuity of economic growth and prosperity (Shirk, 2007). Sutter portrayed a pragmatic 

China that focuses on fostering economic development accompanied by the maintenance of 

political and social stability (Sutter, 2010). Lampton argued that China is seeking to increase 

its economic power as opposed to its ideological power (Lampton, 2008). And McGiffert 

(2009) drew attention to the indispensability of the Sino-US partnership for solving many of 

the challenges facing the world in the twenty-first century, such as global financial instability, 

proliferation and terrorism, climate change, and energy insecurity. 

Such interpretations of China's power transition have been questioned by those who 

view Beijing as pursuing an aggressive and adventurist foreign policy. Concerns to this effect 

were present even before the new millennium and revolved around what Johnston identified 

as the argument that "China had not demonstrated sufficiently that it would play by the so-

called international rules and that somehow it must be brought into this community" 

(Johnston, 2003, p. 5). But these assertions of China becoming more adventurous are more 

pronounced since Xi Jinping's rise to power in November 2012 (Lye, 2017).  

Xi Jinping and Assertion of China's Global Role 

Even prior to assuming the position as the President of China, Xi Jinping had 

provided a glimpse of his views on the trajectory to be followed by China. On 29 November 

2011, one month after the 18th Congress of the CCP elevated him to the positions of Party 

General Secretary and Chairman of the Central Military Commission, Xi visited an exhibition 

at the National Museum of China entitled "The Road to Rejuvenation". He used this 

occasion, which focused on the transition from the century of humiliation to China's rise after 
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1978, to talk of the national rejuvenation of China and identified it as "the greatest dream of 

the Chinese people since the advent of modern times" (Zhang, 2019).   

Since taking over as the President of the PRC in November 2012, Xi Jinping has 

made pronouncements that provide insights into the changing worldview of the Chinese 

leadership. Zhang (2019) discusses it in terms of the frames used by Xi that reflect not just 

his personal views but also embody the views of the CCP. Located within the context of the 

pre-eminence of CCP, these frames focus on the processes of national rejuvenation, global 

community and the Chinese contribution to the world. These ideas were apparent in Xi's 

speech to the 19th Party Congress in October 2017.  

The national rejuvenation frame addresses the need to realise the Chinese dream of 

making China "prosperous and strong", represented in the following two centenary goals: (1) 

building a moderately prosperous society by 2020, and (2) building China into a modern 

socialist country and realising the China dream of national rejuvenation by 2050. The 

process, for Xi, is interlinked with China shouldering its responsibilities and making 

contributions to the world as a whole.  Developed with reference to the frames of a global 

community, he has promoted the idea of inviting all countries to "work together to build a 

community with a shared future for mankind, to build an open, inclusive, clean, and beautiful 

world that enjoys lasting peace, universal security, and common prosperity." These ideas 

suggest a preference for peace and a reluctance to challenge the existing international order, 

with three international roles for Beijing: "builder of world peace", a "preserver of 

international order", and a "contributor of global development". But in conjunction with his 

stated goal of making China "a global leader in terms of composite national strength and 

international influence in 2035-50", they indicate a commitment on Xi's part to assert China's 

role at the global level and challenge the perpetual relegation to a secondary position in the 

international order. 
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Xi Jinping has combined the discussion of Chinese contribution with a focus on 

highlighting the significance of military power. Building a more modern, capable, and 

disciplined military is integral to Xi's vision of restoring China to greatness. Xi stressed that 

building strong military power that is capable of fighting and winning wars is necessary for 

China's territorial integrity, economic development, and even the survival of the Chinese 

CCP itself (Saunders, et al. 2018). That was evident in January 2016 when talking to the 

Chinese troops of the 13th Group Army; Xi referred to the necessity of restructuring the PLA 

to enable it to conduct modern warfare and protect China's global interests. Xi stated, "We 

must emancipate our minds and change with the times [and] they [the Chinese troops] should 

not wear new shoes to walk the old road." (Xinhua, 22 April 2016). In Xi's speech to the 19th 

Party Congress on 18 October 2017, he committed to the Chinese path of building strong 

armed forces and fully advancing the modernisation of national defence and the military. Xi 

stated, "Our military is the people's military, and our national defense is the responsibility of 

every one of us. We must raise public awareness about the importance of national defense 

and strengthen unity between the Government and the military and between the people and 

the military. Let us work together to create a mighty force for realising the Chinese Dream 

and the dream of building a powerful military." (Xinhua, 3 November 2017). Xi has made 

clear his country's goal of building a strong army that can fight and win wars. He stated at the 

founding anniversary of the People's Liberation Army that "We are closer than ever to 

realising the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation, and we need to build a strong military more 

than ever in history." “Our military must regard combat capability as the criterion to meet in 

all its work and focus on how to win when it is called on” (Xinhua, 1 August 2020). 

In line with these declared statements on building a strong military capability, China 

has been increasing its defence spending, which “is now greater than all its regional 

neighbors combined [and] China’s ground troops, as well as its navy, air and missile forces, 
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[are] among some of the largest in the world” (Ward, 2019). As detailed by the Pentagon’s 

annual report to the US Congress in 2020, Chinese military capability has grown at a 

dramatic pace since the turn of the new millennium. Currently, “the PRC has the largest navy 

in the world, with an overall battle force of approximately 350 ships and submarines 

including over 130 major surface combatants…. It has more than 1,250 ground-launched 

ballistic missiles (GLBMs) and ground-launched cruise missiles (GLCMs) with ranges 

between 500 and 5,500 kilometres. [China is ahead of the US in Integrated air defense 

systems] with one of the world’s largest forces of advanced long-range surface-to-air 

systems—including Russian-built S-400s, S-300s, and domestically produced systems.” 

(“DOD releases 2020 report on military and security developments involving the People’s 

Republic of China”, 2020, pp. ii-vii). Significantly, under Xi’s leadership, the PLA has been 

converted into a force better suited for joint operations and improving the PLA’s overall 

combat readiness. Beijing is on track to meet its goals of modernising the PLA by 2035 and 

building a “world class” military by 2049. 

These declared statements had been combined with Chinese foreign policy actions that 

suggest China is asserting its right to shape the regional and global environment in line with 

its worldview. This is evident, for example, in Communist China’s stand on Taiwan. In 

October 2013, while talking to Taiwan’s Vincent Siew, on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (APEC) held in Bali-Indonesia, Xi had brought up the notion that 

“both sides of the Strait are of one family.” (Dittmer, 2017, p.243). He emphasised that both 

sides should “value this historical opportunity, maintain the momentum of peaceful 

development of relations across the Taiwan Strait, and strengthen political mutual trust, lay 

political foundation” (Dittmer, 2017, p.243). For the first time, Xi had suggested that the 

long-term disputes across the Taiwan Strait could, and should, be gradually resolved. He said: 

“We cannot hand those problems down from generation to generation.” (China Daily, 6 
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October 2013). But since then, the tenor of Xi Jinping’s references to Taiwan has changed. 

He has expressed the commitment to reunification by mid-century of the 21st, the centenary 

of the founding of the PRC in 1949. At the opening of the party congress held in October 

2017, Xi Jinping asserted in his speech that “the Communist Party of China (CPC) has the 

resolve, confidence and ability to defeat separatist attempts for “Taiwan independence” in 

any form. [And] we will never allow anyone, any organisation, or any political party, at any 

time or in any form, to separate any part of Chinese territory from China” (China Daily, 18 

October 2017).  The change of tenor reflects Xi's assertiveness to make substantial progress 

under his leadership in pushing cross-Strait relations toward reunification. In the process, 

Beijing is not deterred by any explicit or implicit support for Taiwan by the US:  In 

September 2020, for example, the visit by the Undersecretary for Economic Affairs, Keith 

Krach, was matched by China stepping up its military exercises near Taiwan (Blanchard and 

Tian, 18 September 2020). 

 In the South China Sea, the Chinese Government has also adopted an assertive foreign 

policy: though the claims to the South China Sea and its resources predate the Communist 

regime, the Communist Government has been vocal in asserting its rights both to the sea 

lanes of communication and the islands.  In the second decade of the new millennium, the 

Communist regime has further extended its claims over the area, and since 2014 it has “built 

up tiny reefs and sandbars into man-made artificial islands heavily fortified with missiles, 

runways and weapons systems” (Nine News Australia, 6 April 2021). In the process, it has 

ignored the claims made by neighbouring countries such as the Philippines, Vietnam, and 

Taiwan, which also lay claim to parts of the waterway. China under Xi Jinping has also 

ignored the 2016 ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitration at The Hague that rejected 

China’s claims over the entirety of the South China Sea (Economy, 2018). It also consistently 

ignores criticism of its South China Sea claims made, for example, by the US Secretary of 
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State Mike Pompeo in September 2020 when he termed ‘Beijing’s claims to offshore 

resources across most of the South China Sea [as] … completely unlawful,’ and accused 

Beijing of a ‘campaign of bullying to control them.’ (“Statement by Secretary Michael R. 

Pompeo, U.S. position on maritime claims in the South China Sea”, cited on the website of 

the US Embassy in Laos).  

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which started in 2013 under Xi Jinping’s 

leadership, is another example of China asserting a significant role in the new international 

system. BRI is a significant initiative formulated as a comprehensive trade and investment 

plan to revive the ancient Silk Road, which connects China with the countries of Asia, the 

Middle East, Europe and Africa. China, in its “Visions and Actions” paper (2015) that frames 

the objective of the BRI, promotes the concept of “developmental peace”, in opposition to the 

Western notion of “democratic peace”. For China, economic development is a major source 

of stability and peace. Disputes and conflicts are, as China sees it, less likely in regions that 

benefit from economic development, and the BRI is the embodiment of this foreign policy 

stance (Andersen & Jiang, 2018). According to South China Morning Post (2020), BRI has 

become a brand name to be attached to just about anything, “China envisages a vast global 

network of trade, investment and infrastructure that will reshape financial and geopolitical 

ties – and bring the rest of the world closer to Beijing” (South China Morning Post, 2020). 

While estimates vary on the exact value of Chinese investment in BRI, some analysts place 

the total Chinese expenditure on the BRI from 2013-2020 to be some US$4 trillion2. The 

Chinese Ministry of Commerce claims to have signed “200 cooperation documents for the 

joint construction of the “Belt and Road” with 138 countries and 30 international 

 
2 According to the Chinese Green BRI Centre's 'China Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Investment Report 2020' 

China's investments in the 138 countries of the BRI illustrate that "overall investments in the BRI in 2020 were 

about US$47 billion. This is equal to a decline of 54% to investments in 2019 and about US$78 billion less than 

in the peak year of BRI investments 2015" (Wang, 26 January 2021). The report indicated that the slowing pace 

in the BRI investments was due to the spread of COVID-19 pandemic. 
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organisations, and the interconnection framework of “six corridors, six routes, multiple 

countries and multiple ports” has taken shape.” (Baruzzi, 2021). 

This assertion of Chinese right to play a significant role regionally and globally has 

been explained with reference to Xi Jinping’s personal ambitions as someone who has the 

right to assume the same status as Mao and Deng in Chinese Communist history. His 

references to the need to strengthen China militarily and shape the development in the world 

are seen as reflection of his own military background (Overholt, 2012). Xi served in the 

Central Military Command for a vice premier for the period between 1979 and 1982, and his 

wife, Peng Liyuan, had also held a military position as an army general in the People’s 

Liberation Army although she worked as an artistic performer. Unlike his predecessors, Xi’s 

military background gave him confidence and indicated the reason behind his personal 

ambition to develop China’s military capabilities. Zhang (2019) also draws attention to the 

relevance of historicism: he argues that the assertion of a significant role is the culmination of 

the feelings present in China over a number of years, especially since the 19th century, that 

China had to end the era of humiliation and take up its rightful position on the global stage. 

Zhang argues that these sentiments were present during the Mao era and also shaped Deng’s 

policies. Xi Jinping is following the same ideas but is benefitting from a world in which the 

United States is experiencing a decline while China is rising. The CCP and Xi Jinping, 

therefore, find it possible for China to assert its right to address the humiliation of the 19th 

century and reassert China's position.  

In short, due to both the changing balance of power at the systemic level and Xi’s 

personal ambition as a visionary leader, Beijing has ditched Deng Xiaoping’s teaching of the 

1990s, namely tao guang yang hui (hide your light and keep a low profile). Xi’s leadership 

aims at asserting China’s influence in global governance, particularly after the country has 

become the 2nd largest economy and challenging the US supremacy in regional and global 
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affairs, as vividly manifested in the so called “wolf warrior diplomacy”. China has become 

proactive in shaping international agenda on issues concerning China, including climate 

change, supply of mineral resources, as well as sensitive political issues such as human rights 

and Hong Kong lately. Meanwhile, on the front of soft power diplomacy, China has also 

invested heavily to tell the “China story” and bring the “China model” to the world. Xi’s 

China is determined to rectify the legacy of “century of humiliation” make China great again.  

The altered or enhanced focus on China’s right to play a significant role in world 

politics has caused a number of western analysts and policymakers to view China as a 

‘challenger’ to the status quo. Yahuda (2013) maintained that “Chinese diplomacy has 

become increasingly assertive, challenging the status quo of the regional order in the Asia-

Pacific”.  Economy (2018) argues that Xi Jinping’s Superpower Plans have transformed 

China’s foreign policy from a “peacefully rising power” during Hu Jintao era to an “assertive 

rising power”. Kawashima Shin, a Sinologist with the University of Tokyo’s Graduate School 

of Arts and Sciences, affirms that Xi Jinping has sought to outshine his predecessors in a 

clear break with the past. Shin stated, “Xi and his followers intended to usher in a new Xi era, 

which will aim to outshine the 30 years under Mao’s era and that of Deng Xiaoping” (cited in 

“South China Morning Post”, 2017). The US Government has also issued statements that 

reflect this view, as have others. The view of China as a revisionist power has led the 

Pentagon analysts to argue that China could defeat US forces in a confrontation along its 

borders (“DOD releases 2020 report on military and security developments involving the 

People’s Republic of China”, 2020). Significant is also the growing perception among 89 per 

cent of Americans of China “as a competitor or enemy, rather than a partner” (Silver, Devlin, 

and Huang, 4 March 2021). Similar views have found support in Australia, the United 

Kingdom, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, South Korea, Spain and Canada (Silver, 

Devlin, and Huang, 6 October 2020).  
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It is important to point out that though a number of Western analysts view the Chinese 

foreign policy behaviour in terms of the traditional Power Transition Theory, the assumption 

of China’s adventurous policy is not endorsed by those who argue that the Chinese foreign 

policy is a mix between adventurism, and “peaceful rise/development”. Goldstein (2007), for 

example, finds China’s behaviour in East Asia mainly lends credence to expectations of 

cooperation, except in implications for the Taiwan Strait. Some other observers perceive the 

Chinese BRI as integrative in nature - peaceful as a win-win development project and 

assertive as it supports China’s ambition to alter the world order to become an influential 

global power (Liu, 2020).  

A number of non-Western countries also do not share the perception of China as 

threatening the status quo. This is evident in the Pew Research Centre survey on 5 December 

2019 that established that people around the globe are divided in their opinions of China, “A 

median of 40% across 34 countries surveyed have a favourable view of China, while a 

median of 41% have an unfavourable opinion.” (Silver, L., Devlin, K., and Huang, C., 2019). 

The survey points out that the Third World nations largely have a positive view of China’s 

economic stature. According to the survey, more people in the 18 countries, including 

Lebanon, Tunisia, Nigeria and Kenya where the survey conducted think China’s growing 

economy is a good thing than a bad thing for their country, wherein overall “a median of 55% 

see benefits to a strong Chinese economy; 30% say it is bad for their country.” For example, 

a majority of Lebanese and Tunisian people believe they benefit from China’s growing 

economy. Likewise, in Africa and Latin America, most people see China’s growing economy 

as a good thing for their country - this ranges from 83% in Nigeria to 54% in Argentina 

(Silver, L., Devlin, K., and Huang, C., 5 December 2019). Brands (2020) stresses that 

China’s “deepening its domestic repression, pressuring a democratic Taiwan, and coercing 

countries that criticised or resisted the Chinese Communist Party” has created a wave of 
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diplomatic blowback in Europe and East Asia nations that plummeted China’s favorability 

ratings among the nations of these regions. Meanwhile, the nations of developing regions, 

namely Central and Southeast Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America, have a 

positive view of China (Brands, December 2020). 

To understand the reasons for Middle Eastern states entertaining positive views of 

China’s rising power, the next section analyses China’s foreign relations with Middle Eastern 

states through three chronological phases from 1949 to 2016. 

China’s rising power and its interests in the Middle East 

The earliest records of Chinese relations with the Middle East date back to 300 AD. 

While this is a widely supported consensus among Sinologist academics, some Sinologists 

suggest that unrecorded contact between the empires of Iran and China may have occurred 

even further back in China’s pre-imperial era. The first embassy exchange occurred between 

Parthia and Han China in around 106 AD. Following this exchange, substantial trade and 

increased cultural and social interaction occurred between Chinese and Middle Eastern 

peoples. Through a network of Asian merchants, China strengthened its trading relations with 

Middle Eastern states. China had used the Silk Road as its main trade route, which had been 

extended for 4000 miles from Xian city in China to Constantinople in Turkey, to exchange 

Chinese commodities with the rest of the world. Commercial ties between China’s south 

coast and pre-Islamic Arabia started and thrived when Arab maritime tradesmen converted to 

Islam (UNESCO. Silk Roads Programme: Xi'an).  

With the advent of Islam, the relationship entered a new phase. A brief mention in the 

ancient records of the Tang dynasty suggests that Islam arrived in China during the Caliphate 

of Uthman bin Affan, the third Caliph of Islam. The Caliph had sent Sa’d bin Waqqas to 

China to invite the Chinese Emperor, Yung Wei, to embrace Islam. Though there are only 
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sparse records of the event in Arab history, Chinese Muslims believe the visit marked the 

birth of Islam in China (BBC, 29 October 2014). In order to show his admiration for and 

veneration of Islam, the Emperor ordered the formation of the first Mosque in China, now 

called the Great Mosque in Xian. This marked the presence of Muslims in China. (Ben-Dor, 

2010). Also, the Huaisheng mosque of Canton, possibly built in the early years of the Song 

Dynasty, acknowledged Islam’s link with China’s Guangdong province.  

Sizable levels of migration occurred from the Middle East towards China, and during 

the Song era, thousands of Muslims were operating as technocrats within the dynastic 

leadership. Muslim travellers and traders entered China and settled in cities such as 

Guangzhou and Changan (Xi'an). The long and interactive relationship between China and 

the various tribes and empires, through commerce, paved the way for a considerable 

sustained Islamic community within China. During the Song Dynasty, the economic 

influence of immigrant Muslims increased in China as they practically dominated 

commercial business (Ma et al., 1998).  

A significant transformation, however, occurred within the various types of Muslim 

settlements that came into China between 1279 AD and 1368 AD during the Mongol period 

(also known as the Yuan Dynasty). The Mongols brought Muslims from Central Asia and 

Persia who could be categorised as a ‘professional diaspora’:  Muslim scientists, technocrats, 

soldiers, administrators, musicians and artisans of all types settled and assisted in governing 

and administering China. Muslim arrivals during this period resulted in the emergence of 

rural Muslim communities, primarily, but not limited to, groups in north-western and south-

western China (Dillon, 1999). This policy supported creating a considerable rural Muslim 

population. The Mongols also tried to introduce China to the world through trade. China 

became part of the ‘Yuan khanate’ and was united with other territories and groupings, 

among them Mongolia, central Asia, Tibet, northern Vietnam and the Kingdom of Dali in the 
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southwest. Muslims in Central Asia also moved to the north-western regions, with Xinjiang 

emerging as a major settlement region for them. Sufis from Central Asia provided another 

link between China and the Muslim Middle East. China’s Yuan Dynasty continued to 

preserve an outstanding relationship with other Mongolian nomadic tribes, and Muslims 

continued to flourish in China during the Ming Dynasty between 1368 AD and 1644 AD 

(Chaffee, 2018). In 1390 AD, China operated naval missions – many of which called into 

ports in the Persian Gulf – which included the voyages of the Muslim eunuch Zheng He. 

However, during the rule of the Qing (1644–1912 AD), there were significant limitations 

placed on Muslims to worship freely (Dillon, 1999).  

China’s interaction with the Middle East continued until 1949 but remained severely 

limited, with the only exception being in the aftermath of the Paris Peace Conference (1919) 

that brought about increased transnational awareness among liberation movements across the 

Asian continent. With its own experience with colonialism and imperialist expansion – which 

manifested in the Opium Wars and semi-colonisation of China, among other occurrences – 

moving into the twentieth century, China fiercely opposed colonialism. Although Sun Yat-

sen was persuaded in 1922 to express Chinese support for Jewish self-determination efforts in 

the British mandate of Palestine, by 1945, Chinese support had marginally shifted towards 

support for the Arab position regarding a Jewish homeland. It was primarily by virtue of 

consistent Zionist lobbying of influential Chinese diplomat Wellington Koo that the Republic 

of China (ROC) abstained rather than opposed the 1947 United Nations Partition Plan for 

Palestine (Harris, 1993). 

Communist China and the Middle East in the 1950s and 1960s 

The policy of the Communist regime on mainland China in 1949 towards the Middle 

East combined previous preferences with new concerns related to the bipolar structure of the 

post-Second World War order. The communist regime established a close relationship with 
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the Soviet Union, evident in the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation signed in February 

1950. At this stage, the Middle East was not identified as an area of interest for China – 

China’s main concern was with domestic issues of consolidating power (Van Ness, 1970). 

Consequently, it followed the trajectory identified by the Soviet Union vis-à-vis the Middle 

East. Initially, the interests of China and the Soviet Union in the Middle East were aligned. 

China attempted to counteract the influence of the West in general, particularly the United 

States, in the Middle East. The Baghdad Pact3 in 1954 gives an example of China’s primary 

goal to disrupt the Western alliance in the region – China supported the pro-China 

Communists in Iraq to oppose it (Huwaidin, 2002).  

By the mid-1950s, the Chinese communist regime began to pay more attention to the 

developing world, building on its own identity as a developing state; it projected itself as one 

similar to other African and Asian states engaged in a struggle for asserting their significance 

at the global level. As part of this process, Beijing also engaged with Middle Eastern states. 

The process started with the Bandung Conference when Chinese leaders engaged with leaders 

of a number of Middle Eastern states. Calabrese (1991) argued that the attention to the 

Middle East enabled China to follow its domestic and international goals simultaneously by 

orienting the strategic battleground away from Chinese territory to challenging the monopoly 

of Western power in the region.  China supported the nationalist regime of Egypt, embodied 

in Nasserism, against the United States identified as a common enemy. The policy enabled it 

to establish formal diplomatic ties with Middle Eastern countries and to strengthen its 

international legitimacy. Yet, there were other factors underlying China’s effort in the Middle 

 
3 The Baghdad Pact was formed in 1954 in Baghdad between Iraq, Turkey, Pakistan and Iran with the United 

Kingdom. It was a military alliance with the West (the United States was informally involved). Iraq withdrew 

from the alliance after the coup in 1958 and the Baghdad Pact came to be known as the Central Treaty 

Organisation (CENTO) which was dissolved in 1979. 
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East during this period: Dillon (2004, pp. 42-60) locates this strategy within a context of 

implied competition with the Soviet Union for influence in countries that were emerging in 

the post Second World War era.   

During the 1960s, China continued to portray itself as a Third World state. As the 

tensions with the Soviet Union emerged towards the end of the 1950s, Beijing increasingly 

expressed its dissatisfaction with the existing international order. Assuming the role of an 

anti-status quo state, China sought to build relationships that would aid the process of altering 

the global status quo. It used foreign aid and political and military relations as the main 

instruments of building links with other developing states. China’s Middle East policy 

followed the same contours: it maintained limited cultural, economic and agricultural 

relations with Middle Eastern countries. But it also attempted to use its links with Arab 

countries to secure recognition for the PRC against the ROC in the United Nations and to gain 

a permanent seat on the Security Council. Middle Eastern countries, such as Egypt, Syria, 

Yemen and Iraq, stood out in this process (Armstrong, 1977; Khalili, 1971; and Harris, 

1985). China expanded its foreign aid and economic and cultural cooperation with the 

countries that supported China in its quest to gain this recognition (Huwaidin, 2002).  

China and the Middle East in the 1970s and 1980s. 

In the 1970s, China’s Middle Eastern policy developed against the background of 

changes in the global balance of power. The Sino-Soviet skirmishes in 1969 and the US 

willingness to engage Beijing resulted in an improvement in Sino-US relations.  It also paved 

the way for Beijing’s entry into the United Nations. On 25 October 1971, the United Nations 

General Assembly passed Resolution 2758, which simultaneously removed the ROC 

(Taiwan) from the organisation and admitted the PRC (mainland China) as a permanent 

member of the Security Council. Twelve Middle Eastern states supported the resolution: Iraq, 
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Egypt, Iran, Kuwait, Jordan, Lebanon, Bahrain, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Yemen and 

Syria (Huwaidin, 2002).  

In the altered international balance of power, the Chinese Communist regime 

implicitly sided with the United States in the Middle East while engaging in rivalry with the 

Soviet Union in the region.  China reduced its support for revolutionary movements in the 

Middle East and opted for a policy of maximising partnership and cooperation with regional 

states.  The process gained momentum with Deng pushing for economic liberalisation in 

1978. Keen to pursue economic modernisation, growth and development, China attempted to 

establish closer relations with Middle Eastern states. The regional states responded 

throughout the 1970s and later by recognising the communist regime. Turkey recognised the 

PRC in 1971, and Jordan followed suit in 1977. Kuwait was the next to recognise the 

communist regime in 1978 followed by Oman and Lebanon in 1983.  

During these years, even though China did not ignore the potential threats of the 

superpower hegemony, it was fundamentally interested in increasing the volume of trade, 

contracting commercial deals and focusing more precisely on increasing arms sales to Middle 

Eastern countries. In the 1950s and 1960s, China had utilised the economy as a marginal tool 

for its political relations with Middle Eastern states. For example, in the 1950s China’s trade 

exchange with the Middle East was estimated at seven per cent of total trade, which declined 

to about five per cent during the Cultural Revolution and then dropped even further to 

approximately three to four per cent in 1979 (Huwaidin, 2002). However, as China began 

focusing on the economy and also using it as a tool in its foreign relationships with other 

states, its economic relations with Middle Eastern states improved. Beijing became a major 

trading partner of the Middle East.  The case of the Iraq–Iran War reflects the new orientation 

of China’s foreign policy: it moved from being an anti-status-quo state of the 1950s and 
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1960s to a status quo pragmatist power that emphasised trade and commercial relations with 

both Iraq and Iran to maximise its self-interests.  

Weapons was an important Chinese export to the region. According to data published 

in 1988 by the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, 80 per cent of China’s arms 

exports during 1982 and 1986 went to the Middle East. In 1987, Saudi Arabia purchased an 

array of CSS-2 Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missiles (IRBM) from China. For China, the 

sale allowed the presence of China’s military consultants and technicians in Saudi Arabia and 

potentially contributed to Saudi Arabia recognising the PRC over ROC (Ehteshami and 

Miyagi, 2015). On 21 July 1990, the PRC established official diplomatic relations with Saudi 

Arabia. As will be detailed in chapter five, Iran and Iraq also benefited from the weapon sales 

policy.  

Deng Xiaoping’s economic modernisation as the core of China’s domestic and 

international relations particularly improved China’s trade and economic relations with the 

Middle East in the energy sector. Under Deng’s leadership, China had a sufficient amount of 

energy production to meet its domestic needs. Post-Deng liberalisation, the acceleration of 

China’s industrialisation process made China’s energy needs grow extraordinarily, making 

China a net importer of oil in the early 1990s. As a result, the Middle East emerged as the 

primary source of energy for China. China was able to supplement its domestic oil and gas 

supplies – which account for only one per cent of the global supply – with foreign supplies 

and to simultaneously operate within China’s mainstay platform of coal to supply power 

plants. 

China and the Middle East in the 1990s till 2012. 

China’s relations with the Middle East improved again with the end of the Cold War 

at the beginning of the 1990s. The USSR ceased to exist as a superpower: the new 

international system was no longer bipolar (or a variant of bipolarity). Instead, it was 
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identified as either unipolar (dominated by the remaining superpower, the United States), one 

of bipolarity (with Japan and the US leading the world), or multipolar with other powers 

emerging as significant players as well. Within this context, the Chinese Government’s 

policies towards the Middle East were governed by two key interests: energy resources and 

markets to fuel its economic growth and to achieve international peace and stability 

(including in the Middle East region) to support and secure this economic growth (Huwaidin, 

2002). China’s foreign policy decision-making became less personal and more 

institutionalised. China’s foreign policymakers perceived China as a growing major power 

with diverse interests and responsibilities and not an isolated regional state as it was during 

the Mao Zedong era (Al-Badrani, 2015). 

China began to cooperate with the United States and to avoid antagonising it in the 

Middle East to secure its own access to the region’s energy resources and markets. Kennedy 

(2010) and Olimat (2013) argue that arms sales and investment opportunities also contributed 

to a greater Chinese focus on the Middle East in the 1990s. Guided by its economic interests, 

China sought to maintain the status quo in the Middle East. China’s new policy in the region 

was one of dealing with conflicts and threats through negotiation, cooperation and conflict 

management rather than conflict resolution (Alterman and Garver, 2007). It also moved to 

establish cultural and political ties with some pivotal states in the Middle East, including 

Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq and UAE, which shaped China’s relations with the region (Olimat, 

2013).  

In order to achieve the rapid economic growth China experienced in the early twenty-

first century, China needed to vastly increase oil imports – which it did and became the 

world’s second-largest oil importer by 2009 (Warley, 2006; Bergsten, 2008). According to 

the US Energy Information Administration, in 2013, China surpassed the US as the world’s 

largest net importer of crude and refined oil. (see Figure 2.1). In 2014, oil imports were 
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approximately 6.2 million barrels per day. This need for energy sources shaped China’s 

relations with the Middle Eastern states: of its daily oil imports in 2014, 3.2 million barrels 

per day (52%) came from the Middle East. By 2019, among China’s top ten oil exporters, 

five of them were located in the Middle East: Saudi Arabia, Iran, the United Arab Emirates, 

Iraq and Kuwait (Twin, 2019).  

 

Figure 2.1. China’s oil production and consumption, 1993–2016, thousands of barrels per 

day. 

Source: Energy Information Administration (EIA), Country analysis briefs: China, last 

updated May 2015. Retrieved from: 

https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis.cfm?iso=CHN (Accessed July 2017). 

Chinese relations with the Middle East in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have 

gradually evolved from one of anti-status quo to one where it has opted to maintain 

international order while improving its relations with the states within the region. Unlike in 

about:blank
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the 1990s, China is not constrained by a need to collaborate or cooperate with the United 

States in the Middle East. Instead, as the US became more concerned about a possible 

challenge from a rising China, Beijing has become more courageous in its attempts to build 

closer ties with countries in the region, even if they are already close to the United States. 

The impact of this new trend that was apparent in the 1990s and the first decade of the new 

millennium has become more obvious since 2012 with Xi Jinping‘s rise to power.  

China and the Middle East during Xi’s era. 

Xi’s rise to power in China coincided with the political and economic instability in the 

Middle East in the wake of the Arab Spring. Coupled with the signs of diminishing US 

presence in the region and the slow economic growth due to low oil prices prompted Middle 

Eastern countries to welcome China and its financing models. Hence, China’s relationship 

with Middle Eastern countries has undergone a major turn under Xi Jinping’s leadership.  

The Middle East and The Belt and Road Initiative 

Xi’s ambition of expanding China’s presence in the region was exemplified by the 

inclusion of Middle Eastern states in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) launched in 2013, 

which has transformed economic relations between them. Even before the launch of this 

Chinese project, China designated the Middle East as a “neighbour” region at the Third 

Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China in 

November 2012. This designation indicated that China had come to consider the Middle East 

a ‘top-priority geostrategic zone’ (Lyall, 2019).  Soon it was apparent that China perceives 

the Middle East as an important regional partner to ensure the implementation and operation 

of the BRI (see Map 2.1). At the opening ceremony of the 6th Ministerial Conference of the 

Sino-Arab States Cooperation Forum held in Beijing in June 2014, President Xi made an 

important speech emphasising the promotion of the Silk Road spirit and deepening China-
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Arab collaboration. Xi stated that China and Middle Eastern states have enjoyed mutual 

friendship since the original manifestation of the Silk Road and that, as natural state partners, 

there is a joint responsibility to deliver the Belt and Road project. Additionally, President Xi 

proposed that both sides, China and the Middle Eastern states, should be engaged in the co-

construction, discussion-based cooperation to establish a community of common interest and 

common destiny. President Xi also stated that the two sides should share a practical, 

responsible and common vision to create a so-called ‘1+2+3’ cooperation framework. Under 

the precepts of this framework, energy will form the core (‘1’), infrastructure construction 

and trade/finance will serve as the two wings of the policy (‘2’), and both nodes will be 

enhanced by development cooperation in the emerging advanced fields of nuclear energy, 

space satellite technology and new energy (‘3’) (Jian, 2017; and see also the website of the 

Embassy of People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Iraq, 5 June 2014). China 

appeared optimistic about increasing its collaboration with the region; this collaboration 

could be seen in several areas, such as mutual trade and investment, industries and high-tech, 

the energy sector, a regional cooperation mechanism, and cultural and educational exchange. 

The central function of economic cooperation and development for China’s 

engagement within the Middle East was reflected and exemplified in two key Chinese 

government documents on the BRI: Arab Policy Paper (2016), and Vision and Actions on 

Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road (2015). The 

collaboration framework outlined in these two papers focused on energy, infrastructure 

construction, trade, investment and financial underwriting in the Middle East. 
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Map 2.1. China’s Belt and Road initiative. 

Source: European Council on Foreign Relations ECFR. Retrieved from: 

https://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/china_great_game_middle_east 

During Xi’s first visit to the Middle East in January 2016, he reaffirmed China's 

priority of following “the path of peaceful and win-win strategy” in its foreign relations with 

all countries. In his speech at the Arab League Headquarters on 21 January 2016, Xi stated 

that “One of [China’s] priorities is to take an active part in global governance, pursue 

mutually beneficial cooperation, assume international responsibilities and obligations, expand 

convergence of interests with other countries and forge a community of shared future for 

mankind.” (Xinhua, January 2016). Xi’s speech focused on pragmatic cooperation, people-to-

people and cultural exchanges, and the importance of the BRI in boosting Sino-Middle 

Eastern relations and setting out the guiding principles of peace. Xi Stated: 

“We need to make good use of the coming five years as the crucial period 

to jointly build the Belt and Road and set out the guiding principles of 

peace, innovation, guidance, governance and integration. We should be 
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builders of peace, promoters of development, boosters of industrialisation, 

supporters of stability and partners of people-to-people exchanges in the 

Middle East.” (Xinhua, January 2016). 

Based on such pronouncements, Quinn (2020) argues that the Chinese have advanced 

their relationship in the region “through non-military means, and with caution outlining to 

their war-weary Middle East counterparts that they wish to pursue policies of dialogue and 

financial investments. Beijing has steered clear of regional hostilities in the Middle East, in 

order not to stoke more unrest in a land greatly destabilised by the US-led wars and spawning 

of terrorist organisations.” (Quinn, 2020).  

Most of the Middle Eastern states, including those of the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC), view Chinese presence in the region positively. Instead of being alarmed by negative 

Western views of China’s transition into a global power, these countries consider the Chinese 

investments and its new strategic project BRI as playing an important role in advancing their 

much-needed economic reform and diversification agendas (Dongmei & Wenke, 2019). They 

see the BRI as an opportunity to invest alongside Chinese financial interests and create a 

trade route that would bring economic development and prosperity to the region without 

concerns of China aiming to alter the nature of political regimes in the region (Habib and 

Faulknor, 2017). To them, China offers a viable and attractive development model, and it 

does not require the countries of the region to undergo a process of democratisation or 

Westernisation before accepting China’s development assistance. In the words of a 

Palestinian economic expert and former minister of planning, Samir Abdullah, the scope of 

China-Arab cooperation is widening gradually, especially the Belt and Road Initiative, which 

fits the development agenda of Arab countries and China (“Arab experts, scholars laud Xi's 

speech on Sino-Arab ties”, 2018).  
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As a result of the increasing engagement between China and the Middle Eastern states 

under Xi Jinping, China has become the largest trading partner of Middle Eastern states in 

both raw and PPP measures. It has also become a prominent investor in the region (Woetzel, 

et al., 2019). In 2018, China pledged USD $20 billion in loans for reconstruction in the Arab 

world, in addition to USD $3 billion in loans for the banking sector (Reuters, 10 July 2018). 

Moreover, through an impressive set of financing instruments, China has provided a mix of 

concessional and commercial loans, as well as currency swaps to support central banks and 

finance mega infrastructure projects that use Chinese companies (mainly state-owned) 

(Hurley, et al., 2018).  

China’s Strategic Partnerships in the Middle East 

China has increasingly pursued ‘partnership diplomacy’ with Middle Eastern states, 

which reflects the strategic significance Beijing attaches to the region. The notion of 

‘partnership’ has been a crucial component of Chinese diplomacy since the end of the Cold 

War. Initially, it was carried out on the basis of ‘non-alliance’. But gradually, Beijing has 

shifted to use strategic partnerships as a comprehensive diplomatic framework for governing 

a wide range of policy areas. Strüver classifies China’s partnerships into three types, namely 

(1) comprehensive strategic partnership, (2) strategic partnership and (3) other partnerships 

(Strüver, 2017). The ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ refers to cooperation in the 

economic, technological, cultural and political fields; the relationship is both bilateral and 

multilateral, meaning that the dyadic countries in a comprehensive partnership may also work 

together in dealing with multilateral issues; a comprehensive relationship is multi-layer as 

well, including both government-to-government cooperation and people-to-people 

diplomacy. The term ‘strategic partnership’ means that cooperation between the two 

countries has not only overall importance to the bilateral relationship but also is stable and 

long-term, overcoming the differences in ideology and political systems (Li and Ye, 2019). 
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While Chinese partnership diplomacy initially focused on major powers and regional 

neighbourhoods, the geographical focus has expanded considerably since the turn of the 21st 

century. Under the leadership of President Hu Jintao, for instance, the Chinese Government 

has begun to focus more on developing bilateral relations with important countries in the 

Global South, as well as on seeking partners in all regions of the world (Gill, 2010). 

However, under Xi Jinping’s presidency, there were significant structural shifts in China’s 

diplomacy from bilateral relations, in the Hu Jintao period, to strategic partnership and in 

some countries to a comprehensive partnership, in the Xi Jinping period. It is worth noting 

that China’s partnership portfolio (strategic and comprehensive) shows a substantial increase 

under Xi's regime. 

Reflecting China’s growing regional and global ambition under Xi Jinping, some of 

China’s bilateral relations in the Middle East have been upgraded into strategic or 

comprehensive partnerships during state visits by the Chinese leadership to the region. The 

proliferation of China's partnerships under Xi's leadership has shown a new pattern of 

diplomacy, which was highlighted in his address to the CCP’s Central Conference on Work 

Relating to Foreign Affairs in November 2014: “China will develop a distinctive diplomatic 

approach befitting its role of a major power.” (Liu, et al., 2021, p. 192) Within this context, 

since Xi Jinping took office, he has toured the Middle East three times in 2015, 2016 and 

2018. His first visit was to Turkey in 2015, and on his second tour, he visited a number of 

countries in the region, namely, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, while on his third visit, he 

visited the UAE. Through those official visits, China advanced the level of relations with a 

number of states in the region to the level of ‘strategic partnership’ with Iraq, Jordan, Oman, 

Kuwait, Qatar, and the UAE, and to a comprehensive strategic partnership with Iran and 

Saudi Arabia (see Table 2.4). 
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 Middle Eastern countries have reciprocated with similar high-level leadership visits 

to China. A significant number of Middle Eastern leaders have visited China more than once: 

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah El-Sisi has visited China at least six times during the second 

decade of the new millennium. Three Iraqi Prime Ministers have visited China since 2010 

(Nouri Al-Maliki in 2011, Haider Al-Abadi in 2015, and Adel Abdul Mahdi in 2018). Each 

visit has been marked by the signing of a number of economic agreements, many of them on 

a large scale. Middle Eastern leaders appear keen to consolidate political ties with China in 

order to foster strong economic ties. 

Table 2.4: China’s Middle East Partnerships during Xi Jinping’s era 

Country Year signed Type of Partnership 

 

Iran 

2016 Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership 

2021 Comprehensive 

Cooperation 

Iraq 2015 Strategic Partnership 

Jordan 2015 Strategic Partnership 

Kuwait 2018 Strategic Partnership 

Oman 2018 Strategic Partnership 

Qatar 2014 Strategic Partnership 

Saudi Arabia 2016 Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership 

UAE 2018 Strategic Partnership 

Source: Sun, D. (2020). China’s partnership diplomacy in the Middle East. The Asia 

Dialogue. Retrieved from: https://theasiadialogue.com/2020/03/24/chinas-partnership-

diplomacy-in-the-middle-east/ ; Huaxia. (28 March 2021). China, Iran sign agreement to map 

out comprehensive cooperation. Xinhua. Retrieved from: 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-03/28/c_139841044.htm Accessed on 28 April 

2021.  

 

https://theasiadialogue.com/2020/03/24/chinas-partnership-diplomacy-in-the-middle-east/
https://theasiadialogue.com/2020/03/24/chinas-partnership-diplomacy-in-the-middle-east/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-03/28/c_139841044.htm
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It is important to note that the improvements in China’s relations with the Middle East 

have been received positively by people in the region. Arab experts and scholars, for 

example, lauded Xi's speech at the opening ceremony of the eighth ministerial meeting of the 

China-Arab States Cooperation Forum in July 2018, where he had announced that China and 

Arab countries had agreed to establish a strategic partnership. Abdul Aziz, a lecturer of 

journalism at the University of Baghdad in Iraq, stated: “Xi's speech elaborated China's 

policies on Arab countries, drew a roadmap for bilateral cooperation, which has signaled that 

China-Arab relations have stepped on a brand-new development stage”. Mohamed Farahat, 

head of the Asia program at Cairo-based Al-Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies, 

also found Xi's announcement at the forum that China and the Arab countries to establish a 

“Sino-Arab future-oriented strategic partnership of comprehensive cooperation and common 

development” as highly encouraging for the Arab world. To him, it showed that China-Arab 

cooperation has stood at a new starting point in history (“Arab experts, scholars laud Xi's 

speech on Sino-Arab ties”, 2018). 

There is also a widespread view held among most of the leaders and public in the 

Middle East region that the development path that China has followed since 1978 is adaptable 

to the region's conditions. As Dorsey notes, “Arab rulers marvel at China’s ability to achieve 

extraordinary economic growth while maintaining its autocratic political structures. 

Moreover, the attractiveness of the Chinese model is evidenced by surveys that show reduced 

faith in democracy among Arab youth” (Dorsey, 2017). The primary appeal of the “Beijing 

Consensus” is that “rapid economic modernisation is possible in the absence of fundamental 

democratisation or Westernisation” (Ramo, 2004). According to Sidlo, K. (2020), "the 

Middle Eastern countries appreciate Beijing not only for the tangible support it provides 

today but as a role model of an eventual – successful – development alternative” (Sidlo, 

2020, p, 71). 
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China’s rising power and its implications in the Middle East 

So, what are the implications of China’s transition into a global power for its 

relationships with Middle Eastern states? It could be argued that China’s growing dependence 

on Middle Eastern oil and gas shows that China has a significant stake in the region. 

Accordingly, China has begun increasing its engagement with many countries in the region. 

China’s thirst for energy to fuel its economic growth motivates it to strengthen its relations 

with many countries in the Middle East, such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq and Kuwait. Olimat 

(2013) states that “China seeks energy security, and its foreign policy is geared towards 

utilising its external relations to serve its economic growth” (Olimat, 2013, p. 38). Within this 

context, China has established three distinct oil corporations to secure a steady flow of oil in 

order to foster continued economic growth: China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), 

China Petrochemical Corporation (Sinopec) and China National Offshore Oil Corporation 

(CNOOC). 

China has consistently portrayed itself vis-à-vis the Middle Eastern states as a country 

committed to the declared principles of coexistence and of ‘non-interference with domestic 

political issues.’ As mentioned previously, this has made China’s model more attractive, 

popular and trustworthy in the region compared to Western models. Chinese relations with 

Middle Eastern countries are defined in terms of ‘partnership’, ‘political equality’ and ‘win-

win cooperation’. Chinese investments in the region are in infrastructure development, which 

is considered more tangible, readily beneficial and economical. These new commitments 

have encouraged conservative Middle Eastern countries to view Chinese involvement in the 

Middle East as being purely commercial based rather than ideological, imperial or 

hegemonic. Chinese investment and foreign aid to Middle Eastern countries do not require 

political preconditions. At the same time, Western powers have imposed economic sanctions 

on countries such as Iraq, Iran, Sudan and Syria on political grounds, China’s aid and 



58 
 

 

investment flow largely with no attached sanctions or political conditions. This approach has 

made China more acceptable and popular in the region as a reliable partner for development 

and friendship.  

Unlike those who are concerned about China’s power transition and a potential 

challenge to the international order, Middle Eastern states, in particular, hold a more positive 

view of Beijing’s regional policies.  As noted by Jiang, Middle Eastern states have been 

entertaining “an equal amount of enthusiasm … to take advantage of the world’s fastest-

growing market”. He stated that China’s presence is “largely perceived as non-ideological, 

economically oriented and pragmatic. Furthermore, there is little concern that China’s 

increasing status as a world power will constitute a security threat”. For Jiang, “Hegemony, 

domination, and imperialism are associated with the United States and Europe. China is not 

seen that way” (Jiang, 2007, p. 13).  

This positive view has also created the space for active participation by the Middle 

Eastern states in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, which could, at some stage, appear 

more attractive to these states than traditional relations with the US to increase their 

collective power by aligning with an alternative power.  

The increasing pervasiveness of Chinese diplomatic, commercial and cultural 

activities and pursuits in the Middle East has meant that China – a country which previously 

was largely distant and devoid from the lives of people within the region — is increasingly 

being drawn into the daily lives of people in an unprecedented way. Despite the ever-present 

scepticism and suspicions of external powers, survey results suggest that China is perceived 

favourably by the regional population. This was apparent in a survey conducted in 2008, 

which found that around half of the respondents from six Arab countries polled – Egypt, 

Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE – had a favourable view of China. 

These favourable views were in marked contrast to the negative and unfavourable views of 
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the United States by 83 per cent of the respondents, with 70 per cent expressing no 

confidence in the United States. and during the same time4. (cited in: Telhami, March 2008, 

p. 65) 

Together, these developments suggest that while China is not seriously challenging 

the US presence in the Middle East in the new millennium so far, it is enlarging its footprint 

in the area with the possibility of Beijing assuming a greater role in the Middle East. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has discussed the shift in China’s status since the establishment of the 

PRC in 1949. After 1949, China's economy had fluctuated between the improvement in the 

1950s owing to the adoption of centrally planned command economy, and the decline owing 

to the Cultural Revolution, and improvement again in the late 1970s owing to Deng's 

economic reforms. However, after the economic reforms and opening up policy during the 

1980s, become oil net importer during the 1990s, joined the WTO in the 2000s, launched the 

BRI project in 2013 and established strategic partnerships with many countries, China has 

moved from being ruled by a new communist regime that was relatively excluded from 

capitalist globalization from the 1950s through to 1980s to a state that engaged widely within 

the international community in the new millennium to become a regional power in the Asia–

Pacific region and later become an emerging superpower. Within this context, China's foreign 

policy in the Middle East moved from an anti-status quo power that supported revolutionary 

movements to a state interested in increasing its economic growth. Table 2.5 shows the 

transitioning status of China since the establishment of the PRC in 1949 to 2019. 

Table 2.5: China’s transitioning status from 1949 to 2019. 

 
4 The Arab public opinion poll (2008) was conducted in six countries, including Egypt (800 persons), Jordan 
(600 persons), Lebanon (600 persons), Morocco (750 persons), Saudi Arabia (750 persons) and the UAE (500 
persons). 
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 1949-59 1960-1977 1978-2012 2013 to 2019 

Chinese GDP * 

(trillion/ current 

US$) (average) 

0,82.3 0,59.4 1,624.9 11,683.1 

Chinese 

Economy 

 

Enhanced 

owing to the 

centrally-

planned 

command 

economy. 

Declined 

owing to the 

Cultural 

Revolution. 

Improved owing 

to some factors: 

economic 

reforms 

introduced by 

Deng Xiaoping 

in 1978; open 

Shanghai 

Stockmarket in 

1990; Join the 

WTO in 2001. 

Dramatic 

increase owing 

to the BRI, 

introduced by 

Xi Jinping in 

2013; Alibaba 

IPO in 2014; 

upgrading its 

international 

relations to 

comprehensive 

strategic 

partnerships. 

Chinese 

Foreign Policy: 

Global Level 

Not satisfied 

with the existed 

international 

order. 

A Third World 

State; seek 

support for 

recognition of 

PRC against 

the ROC; seek 

to counter the 

Soviet 

incursion.  

Promote world 

peace, opposing 

all forms of 

hegemony, 

achieving 

economic 

modernisation at 

home, and 

opening up to the 

outside world. 

A mixture of 

hard and soft 

policies, such 

as; Confucius 

Institutes; BRI; 

Strategic 

Partnerships; 

and China’s 

military actions 

in the South 

China Sea. 

Chinese Policy 

towards the 

Middle East 

Support for 

revolutionary 

movements. 

Seek political 

support to 

secure 

recognition for 

Focus on the 

economy; not 

interfering in the 

domestic issues; 

Exemplified the 

presence in the 

region through 

BRI and 
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the PRC in the 

UN; seek 

balance against 

the two main 

powers: The 

Soviet Union 

and the US. 

sided with the 

US to counter 

Soviet conquest 

in the region; 

avoid 

antagonising the 

US in the region. 

‘partnership 

diplomacy’; 

maintained the 

path of 

“peaceful and 

win-win 

strategy”. 

* Data retrieved from The World Bank website: https://data.worldbank.org/country/CN 

Accessed date 28 April 2021 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

IRAQ’S DECLINE FROM A REGIONAL POWER TO A DISRUPTED STATE 

Wars, crises and conflicts have a significant impact on a state’s stability, development 

and foreign relations. Iraq was a regional power in the Middle East that became a disrupted 

state as a result of wars, crises and conflicts. Since the Iraqi revolution, which toppled the 

monarchy and established the Republic of Iraq in 1958, Iraq had been a regional power 

enjoying well-established regional and international relationships. However, as a result of the 

Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988), the Gulf War (1990–1991), the economic sanctions imposed 

against Iraq by the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) in the aftermath of Iraq’s 

invasion of Kuwait (1991–2003), and the 2003 Iraq War, Iraq moved from being a regional 

power to a disrupted state in the new millennium. By focusing on culture and developments 

in the economic and social sectors, this chapter contrasts Iraq’s heyday with the era of decline 

when the country experienced wars, sanctions and social disruption. 

This chapter is divided chronologically into four sections. The first section covers the 

historical period and explains the significance of Iraq by analysing the major political, 

economic and social capabilities that helped it become a regional power. The second section 

analyses the impact of the Iraq–Iran War (1980–1988), which led to a significant change in 

Iraq’s economic structure. The third section discusses the ramifications of the Gulf War 

(1990–1991) and the subsequent imposition of economic sanctions on Iraq by the United 

Nations (UN) from 1991 to 2003. The fourth section explains how the United States’ (US) 
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invasion of Iraq in 2003 threatened and divided the country, transforming it from an 

influential regional power into a disrupted and dysfunctional state. 

Iraq’s history: Overview 

Iraq, with an area of 437,072 km², is located in southwestern Asia at the juncture of 

significant transportation crossroads that link the three continents of Asia, Africa and Europe. 

It is of the historical region of Mesopotamia, which has been identified as the cradle of 

civilisation. Along with India and other regions, this area is known for the great power 

contest to secure commercial routes and oil supplies, which mostly come from Middle 

Eastern countries, such as Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq. Islam arrived in the region in the 

seventh century, and Iraq became the centre of the Abbasid caliphate in the eighth century. 

Later, between 1410 and 1508, Iraq was incorporated into the Ottoman empire. By the early 

twentieth century, an agreement was reached to begin the creation of modern Iraq. The 

Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916, which was struck between Britain and France, divided the 

Ottoman empire, and Britain was granted by the League of Nations mandated control over 

Iraq, as we know now. This step was combined with the installation of a monarchical system 

under the leadership of Prince Faisal bin Hussein in 1921, but it was only in 1932 that Iraq 

became fully independent as a kingdom under Hashemite rule. However, Iraq remained 

subject to British imperial authority and sway during the next twenty-five years of turbulent 

monarchical rule until the monarchy was overthrown in 1958. Since then, Iraq has gone 

through different phases that could be broadly categorised as (1) seeking the status of a 

regional power, (2) acquiring the status of a regional power, and (3) being weakened by 

conflicts and instability, which have finally resulted in it being identified as a disrupted state. 

This chapter discusses these shifts in Iraq’s status from that of a regional power to its 

subsequent decline into a disrupted state. To this end, it starts with a discussion of regional 
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powers and disrupted states; then, it proceeds to discuss the efforts of the Iraqi monarchy to 

assume the role of regional leadership, starting with the British mandate period to the 

overthrow of the monarchy in 1958. The chapter then discusses wars and crises that led Iraq 

to become a ‘disrupted state’.  

Regional power is a commonly discussed concept in the International Relations (IR) 

literature. However, this is not to say that there is any clear consensus on the defining 

characteristics of a regional power. This stems from the different conceptions of ‘power’ in 

the study of international politics. Hans Morgenthau, a prominent realist, focused more on 

armed forces as the most important material aspect of power (Morgenthau, 1956). 

Mearsheimer, for his part, is of the view “that state behaviour is largely shaped by the 

material structure of the international system” (Mearsheimer, 1995, p. 91). Waltz (1979) 

considers a state’s power ranking to be dependent on how it scores on all the following 

elements: “size of population and territory, resource endowment, economic capability, 

military strength, political stability and competence” (p. 131). This wider definition of state 

power that includes different capabilities provides one pathway to defining regional powers. 

The concept of power, however, has undergone a change. The liberal view perceives 

it in terms of economic strength, and the constructive approach sees it in terms of projected 

identities and perceptions of others. For these alternative approaches, power refers to 

combined capabilities such as the economy and military that can be sectored and separately 

weighted. Nolte has applied a combination of different approaches in IR theory to analyse the 

concept of regional powers. These approaches include “liberal (for the internal power base), 

realist (for power resources and their application), and constructivism (for the role definitions 

and strategies)” (2010, p. 884). According to Nolte (2010), what makes the study of regional 

powers complicated and extremely multidimensional is the lack of analytical instruments to 

identify and make normative judgements of comparison “and to differentiate regional powers 
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from great powers and middle powers … as well as the lack of empirical research on the 

exercise of regional power influence in their regions makes the research topic of regional 

powers complicated and extremely multidimensional” (pp. 886-888). Hence, employing an 

eclectic approach, he defines a regional power as “a state which articulates the pretension 

(self-conception) of a leading position in a region that is geographically, economically and 

political-ideationally delimited” and which “truly has great influence in regional affairs and is 

economically, politically and culturally interconnected with the region” (Nolte, 2010, p. 893).  

In this chapter, I use the definition of power provided by Waltz to analyse Iraq’s rise 

as a regional power from the establishment of the Republic of Iraq in 1958 to the 1980s and 

the subsequent years when Iraq started to decline. The discussion of the decline in Iraq’s 

power is presented with reference to the concept of a ‘disrupted state’. The selection of state 

disruption as the reference point, instead of choosing failed or fragile state, reflects the shift 

in theoretical debates on how best to present the decline in power status of a state.  

In the post-Cold War era, scholars have used the concept of a failed state to categorise 

declining states. Gerald Helman and Steven Ratner, who mentioned the concept for the first 

time in Foreign Policy in 1992, defined a failed state as one “utterly incapable of sustaining 

itself as a member of the international community.” They equated the conditions some 

countries found themselves in after the end of the bipolar structure with the destroyed 

German state had faced at the end of the Second World War.   For them, ‘civil strife, 

government breakdown, and economic privation were creating more and more modern 

debellatios.” (Helman and Ratner, 1992, p. 3). Widely used by scholars, Olivier Nay (2013) 

argued that the concept of failed state was “no longer simply a domestic issue and [that it] 

had instead become a problem of international security” after the events of 9/11 (Nay, 2013, 

p. 327).  Andrew Taylor (2013), however, suggested that identification of some states as 

‘failed’ formed part of a hasty attempt made by policymakers “to find ways to construct some 
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form of structure in increasingly unstable areas, such as Haiti and Afghanistan.” (Taylor, 

2013).   

The concept of the ‘fragile state’ is largely used by a number of Western governments 

and international organizations since 2005 “to depict countries where the legitimacy, 

authority and capacity of state institutions are dramatically declining, weak or broken” (Nay, 

2013, p. 327). Other scholars argued that the concept of ‘fragile state’ is mainly used by the 

international donor community who believe that “the positive impact of aid on growth and 

poverty reduction, and the ability to efficiently absorb additional inflows are thought to be 

significantly low in [fragile states] compared to other recipients.” (Baliamoune-Lutz and 

McGillivray, 2011, p. 33). According to Baliamoune-Lutz and McGillivray (2011), a state is 

classified as ‘fragile’ if its country policy and institutional assessment (CPIA) score falls 

below a particular threshold. Within this context, four broad (but interrelated) causes stand 

out for state fragility: conflict, low development status, vulnerability, and the lack of a 

developmental state. A common factor in the fragility of the states and territories is the 

presence of conflict or the potential for conflict. Even without conflict, fragile states have 

been described as ‘sites of potential violence and warfare’ (Naudé, et al., 2011, p.6) and 

‘potential sites of terrorist activity’ (Putzel, 2007, p. 1). 

The use of failed and fragile states has been criticized over the years for reflecting an 

ideological bias that could result in external powers legitimizing their intervention in 

developing states. Recognizing the normative baggage of the term ‘failed state’, Dan 

Halvorson (2010) divided the concept into objective and subjective components. He argued 

that “subjectively, external agents who seek reasons to intervene apply the ‘failed state’ 

moniker, use it as a guide to fulfill their own interests” (Halvorson, 2010). Objectively, the 

term simply refers to the state’s inability to control its territory and people. Based on her 

analysis of a dozen failed states in Africa, the Carribean and South Asia, Woodward (2017) 
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drew attention to the ideological underpinnings of the concept of ‘failed states’: she argued 

that subjective components enabled external actors to intervene in other states’ affairs. Such 

criticism has also been levelled against the notion of a fragile state which is identified as 

‘fatally flawed’ for representing ‘neoconservative type of state building’ (Evers, 2014).  

Given the criticism of the concepts of ‘failed state’ and ‘fragile state’ to categorise 

declining states as reflecting ideology that could be used to intervene in developing states 

internal affairs, this chapter uses the concept ‘disrupted state’ as the framework for the 

analysis of Iraq’s transition.  George Sorensen (1999), the first scholar to use the concept, 

defines the disrupted state as “the post-colonial state, that is, the unconsolidated state in the 

periphery, often in an ongoing state of entropy” (Sorensen, 1999, p. 25). For Sorensen, 

disrupted states do not necessarily have to suffer from complete state “failure” or “collapse”; 

rather, they are characterised by differing and often fluctuating levels of incapacity, with this 

incapacity having specific elements, which, in some cases, will need to be dealt with by other 

international actors. Saikal (2000) applied this concept to a number of countries such as 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Lebanon and Pakistan. For Saikal (2000), internal or domestic sources of 

disruption may include the outbreak of national conflict, the aftermath of an economic 

collapse or the result of a dictatorial nature of the state. While external sources of state 

disruption range from war, sanctions and colonial invasion, “internal sources of disruption are 

often paralleled, or even driven, by external sources, which are themselves many and varied 

[and that] including direct foreign intervention, ‘creeping invasion’, funding of separatism, 

and unintended destabilisation from events occurring elsewhere” (Saikal, 2000, pp. 43-44). 

As a result of internal and external sources of disruption, the disrupted states become 

dysfunctional (interview with Amin Saikal, 20 October 2017). While further exploring the 

relevance of this concept with reference to Afghanistan, Saikal (2011) suggested that 

disrupted states could “manage to survive and maintain some form of sovereignty and 
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territorial integrity, despite numerous wars, invasions and swings between extreme 

ideological dispositions” (Saikal, 2011, p. 82)  

Given that, like Afghanistan, Iraq has also managed to survive despite several wars, 

invasions, economic sanctions, and domestic sectarian disputes, this chapter employs Saikal’s 

definition to discuss the internal and external disruption that took place in Iraq, which led to 

devastating consequences for Iraqi’s political, economic and social life.  

Monarchy 

Since the establishment of the monarchy in 1921, Iraq had attempted to assert its 

regional significance even if it enjoyed limited sovereignty, as clearly evidenced by the 

control over its oil reserves. Iraq played a significant role in the region in international 

projects supported by Britain, in particular, projects to block the expansion of communism 

and prevent the Soviet Union from approaching warm water port on the black sea. For 

example, Iraq was involved in two pro-Western pacts, the Saadabad Pact of 1937, “which 

was a non-aggression pact signed by Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Afghanistan” (League-of 

Nations-Treaty-Series, vol.-190, pp. 22), and the Baghdad Pact, which was a defensive 

organisation founded in 1955 by Turkey, Britain, Iraq, Iran and Pakistan to promote 

cooperation towards shared political, economic and military objectives. 

The monarchy attempted to assume a leadership position in the League of Arab 

States. Iraq had a leading role in establishing the League of Arab States in 1945, and it was a 

founding member of the League. Iraq had also played a leading role in presenting the project 

of establishing an Arab Union to the League of Arab States in 1954 (Khuri, 1990). In an 

attempt to increase its regional power, Iraq had attempted to contain Syria, which, according 

to the Sykes-Picot Agreement, was under French mandate. Iraq sought to place Syria under 

its umbrella, given the geostrategic importance of Syria’s ports in the export of Iraqi oil.  
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However, there were limits to Iraq’s power under the monarchy due to continued 

British influence despite Iraq having secured formal independence in 1932. The control of oil 

provides a clear insight into this limit to sovereignty. The exploration and production of oil in 

Iraq began in 1925. The Ottoman empire had greater control over Iraqi oil than the monarchy 

had subsequently. They granted the first privilege for the exploration and production of Iraq’s 

oil to the Turkish Petroleum Company, which was later re-named as the Iraq Petroleum 

Company (IPC). When the British were granted the mandate of Iraq by the League of 

Nations, Iraqi control over oil was contained. Oil in Iraq was first exported for commercial 

purpose only in 1927 (Alnasrawi, 1994). Since then, the limits of Iraq’s control over its oil 

resources became apparent. Two companies affiliated with the IPC, the Mosul Petroleum 

Company (MPC) and the Basra Petroleum Company (BPC), worked with other foreign 

companies to cover the production process in Iraq (see Iraq’s main oil fields during the period 

(1923–1954) in Table 3.1). British-Petroleum (BP), Shell-Petroleum (Shell), Compagnie 

Francais des Petroles (CFP) and the Near-Eastern-Development-Corporation (NEDC)-owned 

ninety-five per cent of all Iraqi oil production, while only five per cent was owned by the 

MPC and BPC. 

Table 3.1: Iraq’s main oil fields (1923–1954) 

Field Date of discovery Daily average (Barrels) 

Naft Khana 1923 3,300 

Kirkuk 1927 643,087 

Ain Zala 1939 18,425 

Zubair 1949 72,936 

Butma 1952 8,516 

Rumaila 1953 172,648 
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Bay Hassan 1953 33,387 

Jambur 1954 11,033 

Total 963,332 

Source: Derived from Marr, P., and Al-Marashi, I. (2018). The modern history of Iraq. (4th 

edition). London: Routledge. 

The situation changed only in 1952 when the monarchy signed a treaty to share the 

profits of oil production equally between Iraqi companies and foreign companies. Based on 

the treaty, Iraq would receive 12.5 per cent of the total production, which Iraq was free to sell 

at any price. In terms of contribution to the gross domestic product (GDP) and the share of 

manpower employed, the oil industry represented 16.1 per cent of the GDP, while the 

services sector consisted of 7.5 per cent of the GDP and 21.4 per cent of the manpower. 

However, after over thirty years of British domination of the new state of Iraq, local 

power groups, such as nobles, merchants, landowners, Iraq’s military-officers-who had 

previously served in the Ottoman-armed forces and the cultural elite, grew increasingly 

restless with British restrictions on the sovereignty of Iraq and the plundering of Iraq’s oil 

wealth, while Arab nationalist ideations became popular among the majority of the people, 

who were largely disenfranchised during this period. That led the nationalists to overthrow 

the monarchy in 1958. 

The period between the 1958 Coup and 1980 

On 14 July 1958, military officers overthrew the pro-Western monarchy in Iraq, and 

Abdul Karim Qasim – a nationalist republican who led those Iraqi officers – took over to 

establish the Iraqi Republic. He was strongly opposed to foreign influence in the region, and 

his top priorities were Iraq’s social and economic development instead of its international 
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relations. According to Abdul-Jabbar (1995), “the emergence of Iraq as a republic, ruled by a 

nationalist military regime, placed the country in the fulcrum of regional and international 

political dynamics, and Iraq became a contested zone for Arab nationalist and Cold War 

politics” (p. 54). Qasim’s government took some decisions aimed at the country’s 

transformation towards socialism. Therefore, the period following the revolution was 

characterised by government control of economic activities through the promulgation of laws 

that were in line with the approach adopted post-revolution. For example, in rural areas, 

Qasim’s government proceeded with agricultural reform by passing Law 30 of 1958, which 

was aimed at eliminating feudalism by setting limits to the amount of land one could own. 

This law involved creating a cooperative system aimed at serving the state and the peasantry 

and organising agricultural relations (Al-Samarrai, 1977). In the cities, Qasim’s government 

built a low-cost housing system and developed a housing association to enable civil servants 

in low-income categories to buy their own property by supporting them with low-interest 

loans (Johnson, 2004). 

To strengthen the state’s dominance over the management of its national economy – 

where the proportion of the contribution of the public sector to GDP was relatively small, not 

exceeding 19 per cent in 1960 – the state initiated laws of nationalisation. Consequently, Law 

80 of 1961 was promulgated to reassert Iraq’s national control of oil concession areas, which 

had previously been granted to the Iraq Petroleum Company but had not yet been exploited. 

That meant over 90 per cent of the original concession came under Iraqi government control 

and resulted in state oil revenues significantly increasing (Johnson, 2004). The importance of 

the law was summed up by Alnasrawi as follows: 

Law No. 80, of 1961, constituted the first step towards the strategic objective of 

the oil policy, namely, freeing oil wealth from foreign domination and 
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exploitation, bringing it back under national control and placing it in the service of 

people’s welfare (Alnasrawi, 1994, p. 12). 

In 1964, the government issued Law 11 and established the Iraqi National Oil 

Company. This law was followed by the nationalisation of foreign-held oil fields, which were 

then transferred to the Iraqi National Oil Company in 1972. In addition, other laws were 

issued to assert government control over all sectors to achieve social and economic 

development. The first of these laws, Law 98 of 1964, established the Iraqi Economic 

Organisation (nationalisation and regulation of companies), a public organisation that enjoys 

full juridical status, administrative autonomy and financial independence with the purpose of 

helping to promote the promotion of the national economy through economic activities within 

the public sector. This law was then followed by Law 99 of 1964, which nationalised some 

industrial companies; Law 100 of 1964, which nationalised commercial banks; and Law 101 

of 1964, which regulated the distribution of corporate profits. The nationalisation of Iraqi oil 

was followed by Law 157 of 1974, which enabled Iraq to accelerate the development of its 

economy by supporting industrial growth in the chemical, mineral, electrical and 

petrochemical industries (Al-Moussawi, 1997)   

Two developments contributed to the rapid increase in Iraq’s oil revenues. The first 

was the sharp rise in oil prices (from USD $3 per barrel to USD $12 by 1974), owing to the 

embargo imposed by Arab oil producers to punish the US and other Western nations in 

retaliation for their overt support-for Israel during the Yom-Kippur War (1973) against Arab 

states, led by Egypt and Syria. The second was the Islamic revolution in neighbouring Iran 

and the new Iranian government’s decision to reduce the production and export of oil. This 

new Iranian policy gave Iraq the opportunity to expand its own oil production and exports, 

making it the second-largest oil exporter in OPEC– Organisation-for Petroleum-Exporting-

Countries – after Saudi-Arabia. Therefore, as can be seen from Table 3.2, Iraqi revenues from 
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oil increased from $0.57 billion USD in 1972 to a tenfold increase in 1974 and then from 

$12,180 billion USD in 1979 to $26.3 billion USD in 1980. The increase in oil prices enabled 

the Iraqi government to progress firmly and steadily towards the implementation of economic 

development programs.  

Table 3.2: Iraqi oil revenues, selected years, 1950–1980 

Year Oil revenues (billion USD) 

1950 0.02 

1953 0.14 

1958 0.22 

1964 0.35 

1968 0.48 

1972 0.57 

1974 5.7 

1977 9.600 

1979 12.180 

1980 26.3 

Source: OPEC (Annual Statistical Bulletin, Annual Reports). 

As shown in table 3.3, during the 1970s, Iraq’s economy grew at an unprecedented 

rate. The annual rate of growth peaked at almost 11.7 per cent, which pushed Iraq’s economy 

to the forefront of the economies of the Arab region in terms of both the abundance of human 

resources and per capita GDP, which exceeded USD $4,000 in 1980. In 1960, Iraq’s GDP 

was nearly $8.7 billion USD, and this increased steadily for the next two decades until it 

amounted to $54 billion USD in 1979. 
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Table 3.3: GDP and GDP per capita 1950–1980 (USD) 

Year Population 

(Million) 

GDP 

(billion USD) 

GDP per capita 

(USD) 

1950 5.2 3.4 654 

1955 5.9 6.4 1085 

1960 6.9 8.7 1261 

1965 8.1 12.7 1568 

1970 9.4 16.4 1745 

1975 11.1 30.0 2703 

1979 12.8 54.0 4219 

1980 13.2 53.9 4083 

Source: Derived from Alnasrawi, A. (1994). The economy of Iraq: Oil, wars, destruction of 

development and prospects, 1950–2010. The United States of America: Greenwood Press. p. 

152. 

Iraq’s unprecedented economic growth allowed most Iraqi citizens to enjoy a high 

living standard. The Iraqi government used the large sums of money from oil revenues to 

build a robust infrastructure and invest in the education, industry, healthcare and agriculture 

sectors, with reasonable amounts spent on building strong government institutions and 

security forces to maintain a strong military capability for the defence of the country as well 

as strong state control over citizens. According to Koszinowski (1993), during this period, 

Iraq had the ideal conditions to become a leading power in the region in nearly every respect. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, Iraq had significant military and economic capabilities 

that enabled its transformation into a regional power. As Iraq was the closest of all the Arab 

states to Soviet borders, it was the first among Arab nations to strengthen relations with the 
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Soviet Union. Soviet–Iraqi relations were deepened significantly during the 1960s and early 

1970s. In 1967, Iraq and the Soviet Union signed a joint oil supply agreement under which 

the former would supply the latter with oil in exchange for open access to the arms market 

within the Eastern bloc. The Ba'athist regime that seized power in Iraq in 1968 “drew even 

closer to the Soviet Union, with relations hitting their peak from 1969 to 1973” (Ghareeb and 

Dougherty, 2004, pp. 508-9). In April 1972, the two countries signed a fifteen-year “Treaty 

of Friendship and Cooperation”. Iraq’s interest in cooperating with the Soviet Union was 

“based on the need for a powerful patron in its efforts to shed all the remnants of Western 

colonialism and to establish Iraq as an autonomous member of the world order of nation-

states” (Ismael and Kreutz, 2001, p. 91). Therefore, during the 1960s and until the first half of 

the 1970s, the Soviet Union was the primary arms supplier to Iraq. However, in the second 

half of the 1970s, there was a cooling of Iraqi–Soviet relations: Keen to resist any intrusion 

into the state’s domestic and foreign relations, the Iraqi regime started diversifying its arms 

sources. Iraq started purchasing a wide range of weapons from all over the world. The 

diversification of Iraq’s weapon sources gave it access to highly advanced military 

technologies and enhanced its military capabilities (Schmidt, 1991).  

When Saddam Hussein rose to power in 1978, he continued the arms diversification 

policy: while relying on Soviet arms transfers, he engaged new arms suppliers and purchased 

more aircraft, as shown in Table 3.4. However, although the Iraqi regime built a powerful 

military that put Iraq at the forefront of regional powers, the increasing arms imports had a 

negative impact on Iraq’s economy.  
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Table 3.4: Iraq’s arms imports and suppliers (1968–1979) 

Year Arms imports 

(USD $ million) 

Ratio of arms 

imports/ total imports 

(%) 

Arms suppliers 

1968 130 32.1  

 

 

USSR & France 

1969 70 15.9 

1970 50 9.8 

1971 40 5.6 

1972 140 19.8 

1973 625 69.9 

1974 625 26.3 

1975 675 16 

1976 1000 28.8 

1977 1900 48.7 

1978 2400 57 

1979 3200 44.6 USSR, France, 

Brazil, 

Czechoslovakia, 

Egypt, West 

Germany, Italy, 

Sudan, Switzerland 

Sources: Arms Control and Disarmament Agency. (various years). World military 

expenditures and arms transfers. Washington, DC: The Agency. retrieved from: 

https://www.state.gov/t/avc/rls/rpt/wmeat/c50834.htm Access date: December 13, 2018; 

https://www.state.gov/t/avc/rls/rpt/wmeat/c50834.htm
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Schmidt, R. (1991). Global arms exports to Iraq, 1960-1990. California: Rand Corp Santa 

Monica CA. p. 10. 

 Iraq’s regional orientation during the 1970s saw remarkable developments. Iraq, along 

with Saudi Arabia and Iran, began to form the main pillars of security in the region. After the 

1970s, Iraq sought a leading role in maintaining peace and security in the Arab world, 

protecting Arab countries from any foreign aggression. For example, when the Shah of Iran 

tried to fill the political vacuum caused by Britain’s withdrawal from the region in 1971 and 

tried to dominate the Gulf region by occupying three islands – the Greater and Lesser Tumbs 

and Abu-Mousa – that belong to the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Iraq considered this 

behaviour a challenge and danger to the region. Therefore, Saddam Hussein joined 14 other 

Arab states to communicate their view that the islands were Arab and not Iranian territory. He 

also was comfortable with the idea his Ba’ath Party had responsibility for the Arab Gulf, 

arising from its pan–Arab principles and aims. Furthermore, Iraq, as the most important and 

advanced country in the area and the one with enormous potential, carried the most onerous 

burden by protecting the region from dangers and encroachment (Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party 

(ABSP), 1974). Saddam’s reaction to Iran’s behaviour triggered the rivalry between Iraq and 

Iran, which increasingly strained their relations. Both countries sought a dominant role in the 

Gulf region while trying to weaken the other’s influence (Koszinowski, 1993) 

Other regional and international developments during the 1970s contributed to Iraq’s 

rise as a regional power. The deterioration of Egypt's role in the Arab world after its defeat in 

the 1967 Arab–Israeli War and the death of its president, Gamal Abdel Nasser, in 1970, led 

Iraq to take the leading role in the region. Other developments that helped boost Iraq’s 

position and that enabled it to fill the power vacuum in the region included Britain’s 

withdrawal from the Gulf region in 1971; the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran, and the 

growing speculation that the role that Iran had played as a regional policeman during the 
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Shah regime was ending; the relative retreat of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia from Arab 

issues, and the Saudi Arabian preoccupation with securing the Gulf-region through the 

founding-of the Gulf-Cooperation-Council (GCC) in-1981. Iraq became a regional power and 

an active player in achieving a power balance in the Arab region. But that rise of Iraq to the 

status of a regional power did not last long. Starting in the early 1980s, a series of events 

contributed to the decline of Iraq into a disrupted state. The process started with the Iraq–Iran 

War of the 1980s. 

Iraq–Iran War (1980–1988) 

The war between Iraq and Iran started because of historical animosities and 

competition for regional domination that were apparent in the 1970s: the altered balance of 

power after the Islamic revolution and the threats to Saddam’s government from the Islamic 

regime in Iran. Tensions between the two countries flared soon after the Iranian revolution in 

1979, led by Khomeini. The Iraqi government, under the rule of Saddam Hussein, recognised 

the danger in the unfolding Iranian revolution. Saddam’s regime feared that Iran would 

export its fundamentalist ideology to Shi’as of southern Iraq. Given the longstanding brutal 

suppression of the Shi’a opposition in Iraq, Khomeini had every reason to expect Iran’s 

propaganda calls for the defeat of Ba’ath rule to appeal to suppressed Shi’as in Iraq. 

Therefore, relations between the two regional powers began to deteriorate, reaching a critical 

turning point after several Iraqi government officials were targeted in a series of bomb attacks 

in Baghdad in April 1980. Based on those attacks, the Iraqi government executed the Iraqi 

Shi’a leaders responsible for the attacks and deported 35,000 Shia’s of Iranian descent 

(Sjoberg, 2006). 

The leaders of Iraq and Iran had signed an agreement for the demarcation of their land 

and sea borders when they met at a summit in Algeria on 6 March 1975. The agreement was 
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created in order to conclude disputes between the two states over their borders along Shat Al-

Arab and Khuzestan; however, for Iraq, the overriding reason for entering into the agreement 

was to end the Kurdish rebellion in the north of the country. However, that agreement did not 

last long. On 17 September 1980, Iraq renounced the agreement as it felt emboldened as a 

regional power facing a weakened Iran after the Islamic revolution. This prompted Iran to 

prevent all commercial ships from entering Iraq’s ports. The Iraqi regime also had asked the 

regime in Iran to withdraw its troops from the three islands in the Gulf, which the Shah’s 

forces had occupied when the British withdrew from the Gulf in 1971 (Bulloch and Morris, 

2016), but Iran refused to do so. These provocations from both sides escalated the tension 

between the two countries and led Iraqi troops to cross the shared border with Iran and invade 

part of western Iran on 22 September 1980. Although this date marks the start of the war, Iraq 

initially claimed that the war had begun earlier that month, on 4 September, when Iran 

launched artillery strikes on a number of Iraqi border posts.  

The Arab Gulf countries’ fear of Khomeini’s dangerous revolution, as opposed to 

their sympathy with Saddam, led them to support Saddam and his Ba’ath regime in their fight 

against Iran. Later, in 1985 the Gulf rulers abandoned their financial support for Saddam in 

his war against Iran. Saddam’s regime thought Arab countries with the West and even the 

entire world would rally behind Iraq in his war against Iran, but that support never 

materialised. Thus, Iraq’s decision to conduct a war against Iran was thus built on 

miscalculations.  

Saddam’s regime also had miscalculated the cost of the war against Iran; they thought 

that they would be able to fight and win a quick and limited border war without disruption of 

their economic development plans. The calculations of Saddam’s regime were totally wrong, 

and the war continued for eight years. The eight-year war resulted in increasing their 

expenditure on national economic development to about USD $24 billion in 1981 
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(Cordesman and Hashim, 1997). Iraq’s total arms purchases during the war were estimated at 

USD $63 billion, making it the world’s largest weapons importer, overtaking Iran, which was 

the leading importer during the 1970s. Table 3.5 shows Iraq and Iran’s total arms imports 

during the period from 1975 to 1985 – the second half of the war between the two countries 

(19880-1988). 

Table 3.5: Iraq and Iran arms imports in million USD (1975–1985) 

Year Iraq Iran 

1975 1,103 5,171 

1976 1,136 4,466 

1977 1,085 5,560 

1978 1,817 3,743 

1979 1,359 535 

1980 2,240 278 

1981 2,587 487 

1982 3,285 541 

1983 3,360 509 

1984 4,546 469 

1985 3,982 548 

Source: Index Mundi. Arms imports (SIPRI trend indicator values). Retrieved 

from: https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/indicators/MS.MIL.MPRT.KD/compare?country=i

r#country=ir:iq Access date 15 March 2020. 

The social and economic consequences of the war began to emerge immediately after 

Iran accepted UN Resolution 598, and the ceasefire took place on 20 August 1988. The direct 

and indirect costs of the war were estimated to be $1.190 billion USD (Hiro, 1991). Both 

https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/indicators/MS.MIL.MPRT.KD/compare?country=ir#country=ir:iq
https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/indicators/MS.MIL.MPRT.KD/compare?country=ir#country=ir:iq
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countries emerged from the war with shattered economies that needed to be reconstructed. 

Iraq’s economic losses alone were estimated at $452 million USD, equivalent to ten times its 

GDP. Iraq’s oil export facilities were destroyed or closed during the Iranian attacks. Its 

primary industries were destroyed or required maintenance, and its infrastructure was 

damaged. The agricultural sector had stagnated because the agricultural labour force had been 

conscripted into the army, causing an increasing dependence on food imports, which in turn 

further increased the economy’s dependence on the oil sector. It is no exaggeration to say that 

Iraq began the post-war era with a devastated economy and impoverished peoples. 

Additionally, the financial dependence of Iraq during the war on the oil-rich Arab countries, 

such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, weakened its position in the Gulf area. Loans to Iraq from 

the Gulf states to fight the war were estimated at $40 billion USD, while the total external 

debt of Iraq amounted to $86 billion USD (Alnasrawi, 1994).  

Table 3.6: Iraqi debts by creditor (1988) 

 Outstanding debt 

(billion USD) 

% of GDP 

Paris Club 29 95% 

Gulf States 40 129% 

Soviet and allies 11 36% 

Commercial dept 6 19% 

Total 86 278% 

Source: Metz, H. (1990, p. 126); Alnasrawi, A. (1994, p. 109 and 159) 

Although Iraq’s enormous oil wealth in 1950 had enabled its decision-makers not 

only to avoid the challenges of taxation, foreign loans, and foreign investment but also freed 

them from the pressure of budget deficits, however, after four decades since the start of the 
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pioneering national economic development era, the majority of the Iraqi people suffered from 

worsening living conditions compared to even the world's most impoverished populations. 

This was because the economic boom of the 1970s was based solely on oil export revenues. 

Hence, any decline in oil export revenues, regardless of the reasons for the decline, was to 

have a multiplier effect on the rest of the national economy. This is what happened to the 

Iraqi economy at the beginning of the war with Iran because the first result of that war was 

the destruction of Iraqi oil export facilities, which forced the oil production rate to fall. The 

year 1982 was a turning point in the war as Iran managed to push Iraqi forces out of its 

territory and extend its military operations into Iraqi territory. Accordingly, in the second 

year of the war, Iraq was willing to end the war, but the Khomeini regime rejected the offer 

of a ceasefire and insisted on toppling Saddam’s regime (Tanner, 1982; Farhang, 1985; and 

Olimat, 2013). 

Because the most important Iraqi industries were located in the southern region of 

Iraq and were easily within reach of the Iranian air force, Iranian bombing operations halted 

the Iraqi industrialisation program, including the activities that had been implemented during 

the 1960s and the 1970s. Consequently, the contribution of oil revenue to GDP declined from 

56 percent in 1980 to 20 percent in 1988, 12 percent in 1990, and 4.5 percent in 1995 (OPEC, 

annual reports). In addition to the fall in oil revenue, the closure of Iraqi ports on the Arabian 

Gulf forced Iraq to resort to land routes through Kuwait, Jordan, and Turkey for its imports, 

which caused the prices of imported goods to double. 

The effects of the Iraq–Iran War on industry were destructive and hindered economic 

development in both countries. Owing to an abundance of human and natural resources, Iraq 

had been a unique case among Third World countries in the wake of the collapse of the 

colonial system after World War II. (see Table 3.7). In development allocations between 

1975 and 1980, 30 percent – almost twice that of any other sector – went to industry. Much 
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went into developing the nucleus of heavy industry in Iraq, with a concentration on iron, 

steel, and petrochemical facilities. Among them was a massive petrochemical complex in the 

Basra-Rumaila area. Meanwhile, lighter industries were added at a somewhat slower pace, 

among them an automotive assembly facility and plants to produce electrical equipment, tires 

and paper. Roads, railroads, ports, and airports were also expanded and improved (Marr and 

Al-Marashi, 2018).  

Table 3.7: Industrial establishments and number of employees (1962–1980) 

Year Large establishments* Small establishments Total 

 Number % Employees % Number % Employees % Number Employees 

1962 1,186 5.5 77,690 64,3 20,191 94.5 43,136 35.7 21,377 120,826 

1965 1,243 5.5 88,343 63,3 31,333 94.5 48,344 36.7 22,576 131,677 

1971 1,330 4.2 103,909 60,6 29,940 95.8 67,481 39.4 31,270 171,390 

1975 1,349 3.3 134,600 56,9 39,275 96.7 101,993 43.1 40,624 236,593 

1980 1,494 4.2 180,900 70,4 34,351 95.8 76,247 29.7 36,025 257,147 

* Includes water and electricity establishments. Large establishments are those employing ten 

or more workers. 

Source: Derived from Marr & Al-Marashi. (2018). The modern history of Iraq. (4th edition). 

London: Routledge. 

In general, the effects of the Iraq–Iran War revolve around the following economic 

developments. 

Mobilisation of human resources for war 

In 1975, Iraq employed 82,000 people in the armed forces, accounting for 2.9 percent 

of the country’s total workforce. This number increased in the first five years of the war 

(1980–1985) to 420,000 people, equivalent to 13.4 percent of the total labour force in 1980. 



84 
 

 

The number reached 1 million people, equivalent to 21.3 percent of the total labour force, in 

1988, and 18.4 percent more than the proportion in 1975. Table 3.8 shows the increasing 

number of persons deployed in the armed forces as a percentage of the total labour forces 

between 1975 and 1988. 

Table 3.8: Armed forces as a percentage of total labour force (1975–1988) 

(million persons) 

Year Total labour 

force 

Armed forces Ratio of armed forces 

to labour force (%) 

1975 2.8 0.082 2.9 

1980 3.2 0.430 13.4 

1981 3.3 0.392 11.9 

1982 3.8 0.404 10.6 

1983 4.0 0.434 10.9 

1984 4.1 0.788 19.2 

1985 4.2 0.788 18.3 

1986 4.4 0.800 18.2 

1987 4.5 0.900 20.0 

1988 4.7 1.000 21.3 

Source: The annual statistical report. (various years). Iraqi Ministry of Planning, Central 

Statistical Organization. Iraq: Baghdad. 

The increasing percentage of the total labour force diverted to the armed forces left 

several negative effects on the economy, both during and after the war. During the 1975–

1988 period, of the total number of 400,000 persons inducted into the labour force, 348,000 

(87 percent) had been mobilised into the armed forces. The increase in the number diverted to 
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the armed forces caused severe shortages in the number of public servants who provided 

auxiliary services to the armed forces, such as administration, maintenance, and processing. 

The increase in the number of armed men had negatively affected the agriculture and industry 

sectors. The number of workers in the agriculture sector had decreased from 42 percent in 

1975 to 12.5 percent during the 1985–1988 period. This decline led to a sharp reduction in 

agricultural production, particularly in the production of wheat, which fell from 800,000 tons 

during the 1974–1976 period to 300,000 tons in the 1986–1988 period. This led to an 

increase in Iraq’s food imports. The number of workers in the industry sector also decreased, 

from 25 percent in 1975 to 7.8 percent during the 1985–1988 period. Military mobilisation 

left other impacts on Iraq’s national economy. For example, Iraq’s policymakers encouraged 

Arab workers from Egypt, Morocco, and Sudan to work in Iraq to fill the labour shortage in 

agriculture and industry. The flow of foreign labour into the country during the 1980s had its 

social and economic consequences as the influx of relatively inexpensive foreign labour 

suppressed domestic wage growth, with this leading to adverse implications for long-term 

growth and the welfare of Iraqi workers. 

Military expenditure was another negative impact of the Iraq–Iran War. In 1970, the 

Iraqi government’s expenditure for defence was only $0.7 billion USD, equivalent to 19.4 

percent of total GDP. Oil revenue that same year was $0.8 billion USD, equivalent to 87.5 

percent of military expenditure. To ensure victory in the war, Iraq had to increase its 

spending on defence, especially in the first half of the war period, that is, between 1980 and 

1984. The government’s defence expenditure in 1980 soared to more than six times the 

expenditure in 1980, reaching $19.8 billion USD or 36.9 percent of total GDP. 

 

 

 



86 
 

 

Table 3.9: Military expenditure as a percentage of GDP (1970–1988) (billion USD)  

Year Military 

expenditure 

Oil 

revenue 

GDP Military 

expenditure/ oil 

revenues (%) 

Military 

expenditure/ 

GDP (%) 

1970 0.7 0.8 3.6 87.5 19.4 

1975 3.1 8.2 13.8 37.9 22.5 

1980 19.8 26.4 53.6 75 36.9 

1981 24.6 10.2 37.3 236.5 66 

1982 25.1 10.1 43.7 248.5 57.4 

1983 25.3 7.8 42.5 324.4 59.5 

1984 25.9 9.4 47.6 275.5 54.4 

1985 19 10.7 49.5 177.5 38.4 

1986 11.6 6.9 47.9 168.1 24.2 

1987 14 11.4 57.9 12.8 24.2 

1988 12.9 11 55.9 117.3 23.1 

1989 12.9 14.5 64.4 89 20 

Source: Jaffar, N. (2007). Iraq's economy: Implications of the present and future trends. 

[Arabic]. Journal of Economic Sciences. Basra University. 5(19). pp. 1-18. 

Table 3.9 indicates that the share of military expenditure continued to increase, 

reaching $25.1 billion USD in 1982, equivalent to 57.4 percent of total GDP. During the five 

years between 1980 and 1985, total military expenditure was $139.7 billion USD, equivalent 

to 44 percent of total GDP. Excessive military expenditure resulted in the loss of Iraq's 

foreign currency reserves and halted expenditure on development plans and social services.  
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Apart from increasing its expenditure on the military during the war period, Saddam’s 

regime also diversified its sources of military imports and resumed importing arms from the 

Soviet Union and France – after it was suspended during the 1960s and 1970s due to the 

cooling of relations between the two countries. As table 3.10 shows, the Soviet Union and 

France had been Iraq’s main arms importers during the 1970s, but since the early years of the 

1980s, Iraq began importing arms also from Austria, Brazil, China, Czechoslovakia, Egypt, 

West Germany, East Germany, Hungary, Italy, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Poland, Saudi Arabia, 

South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, and the UK.  

Table 3.10: Iraq’s arms imports as a percentage of total imports (1980–1988) 

Year Arms imports 

(million USD) 

Percentage of total 

imports 

1980 2400 17.2 

1981 4200 20.3 

1982 7100 33.0 

1983 7000 57.5 

1984 9200 83.0 

1985 4700 44.5 

1986 5700 55.9 

1987 5500 74.2 

1988 4600 37.1 

Source: Arms Control and Disarmament Agency. (various years). World military 

expenditures and arms transfers. Washington, DC: The Agency. Retrieved from: 

https://www.state.gov/t/avc/rls/rpt/wmeat/c50834.htm Access date: December 13, 2018; 

Schmidt, R. (1991). Global arms exports to Iraq, 1960-1990. California: Rand Corp Santa 

Monica CA. p. 10. 

https://www.state.gov/t/avc/rls/rpt/wmeat/c50834.htm
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The vast destruction and human costs of the war, accompanied by a lack of wisdom 

concerning economic priorities between 1980 and 1983, forced Iraq to draw on its reserves 

and to borrow money from other countries. In the early 1950s, Iraq was foreign-debt free. 

However, in the early years after the Iraq–Iran War, Iraq emerged as a heavily indebted 

nation. At the end of the war, Iraq’s debts were estimated to be between $50 billion USD and 

$60 billion USD. By the end of 1990, reliable analysts concluded that Iraq’s total debt could 

be estimated at $80 billion USD, of which half was owed to the other Gulf states. The Iraqi 

regime insisted on considering this debt as the cost of protecting the Arab Gulf states from 

the Iranian threat (Cordesman & Hashim, 1997). However, the most severe problem that Iraq 

faced was dealing with short-term loans of between $35 and $45 billion USD, much of which 

bore high interest rates. Despite this, in terms of power, Iraq declared itself the winner of the 

war owing to its use of missiles and the superiority of the Iraqi air force. According to 

Koszinowski (1993), “by the end of the Gulf War, Iraq was not only the leading power in the 

Gulf area but was on the point of catching up with the major military power in the Middle 

East, Israel” (p. 297). 

The increasing reliance of Iraq’s economy on foreign markets in providing food 

commodities, intermediate and capital goods, and military equipment meant that any 

unexpected decline in imports or exports would directly affect other economic elements, such 

as prices, employment, and income distribution. Table 3.11 shows that military imports rose 

from $0.5 billion USD in 1975 to $2.4 billion USD in 1980 and $9.2 billion USD in 1984. 

However, Iraq’s military imports declined after 1985 until the last year of the war in 1988, 

but it was still higher than it was before the war, reaching $4.6 billion USD in at the end of 

the war in 1988. Also, Table 3.11 indicates that the annual military imports amounted to $5.6 

billion USD during the war period (1980–1988), leading to a total of ($52.4 billion USD).  
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Table 3.11: Civil and military imports (1975–1980) (billion USD) 

Year Total 

imports 

Military 

imports 

Percentage 

of total 

Non-

Military 

imports 

Percentage 

of total 

GDP Total imports/ 

GDP 

% 

1975 4.2 0.5 11.9 3.7 88.1 13.8 30.4 

1980 13.8 2.4 17.4 11.4 82.6 53.6 25.7 

1981 20.5 4.2 20.5 16.3 79.5 37.7 54.3 

1982 21.5 7.1 33.0 14.4 67.0 43.7 49.1 

1983 12.2 7.0 57.3 5.2 42.7 42.5 28.7 

1984 11.1 9.2 82.9 1.9 17.1 47.6 23.3 

1985 10.5 4.7 44.8 6.1 58.1 49.5 21.2 

1986 8.7 5.7 65.5 3.0 34.5 47.9 18.1 

1987 7.4 5.5 74.3 1.9 25.7 57.9 12.7 

1988 10.6 4.6 43.3 6.0 56.6 55.9 18.9 

Source: Arms Control and Disarmament Agency. (various years). World military 

expenditures and arms transfers. Washington, DC: The Agency. retrieved from: 

https://www.state.gov/t/avc/rls/rpt/wmeat/c50834.htm Access date: December 13, 2018; 

United Nations. National accounts main aggregates database. GDP by Expenditure, Annual 

Average Rate of Growth 1971–2016. p. 15. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

(SIPRI). (1992). Yearbook. 

The rate of military imports negatively affected the rest of civilian imports as well. 

Where the proportion of civilian imports to total imports during the early years of the war 

was estimated at 82.6 percent in 1980, it began to decline after 1982. In 1984, the government 

https://www.state.gov/t/avc/rls/rpt/wmeat/c50834.htm
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was unable to import more than $1.9 billion USD worth of civilian goods, equivalent to 17.1 

percent of total imports. 

The impact of the war on economic growth rates 

Economic growth rates usually contribute to improving the living standards of any 

state’s population. The core of economic growth lies in how the nation mobilises its financial 

and natural resources and directs productive investment to achieve GDP growth rates higher 

than population growth rates. Since the rise in economic growth rates contributes to 

improving the living standards of the population, it is necessary to direct investment spending 

in a way that ensures the attainment of high rates of growth of the national product on the one 

hand and strive to avoid wasting financial resources on the other (Jaffar, 2007; Alnasrawi, 

1994). This is what the Saddam regime failed to do when it wasted billions of dollars from oil 

revenues on the war against Iran.  

Table 3.12 points out the imbalances in the Iraqi economy and changes in economic 

growth rates as a result of the Iraq–Iran-War. These changes show the extent of the burden 

that the Iraqi national economy had to bear because of this war. According to Table 3.12, the 

growth rates achieved by the Iraqi economy during the 1970s, which peaked at 11.7 percent, 

were transformed into negative growth rates ranging from -8.1 percent annually during the 

period 1980–1985 to -7.1 percent annually during the period 1985–1989. The war also 

resulted in severe setbacks in private consumption. After achieving an annual growth rate of 

13.2 percent during the period 1970–1980, private consumption recorded negative growth 

rates of -1.6 percent during the 1980–1985 period, and -4.6 percent during the 1985–1989 

period. 
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Table 3.12: Average growth rates of selected economic indicators (1970–1989) 

 1970-1980 1980-1985 1985-1989 

GDP % 11.7 -8.1 -7.1 

Government consumption 13.6 -1.3 -4.4 

Privet consumption 13.2 -7.6 -4.6 

Gross Fixed investment  27.6 -0.3 -1.5 

Exports of goods and services  4.4 -8.8 -1.1 

Imports of goods and services  22.5 -8.2 -2.9 

GDP by Sector %    

Agriculture 1.4 6.3 -6.7 

Industry  10.2 -7.3 11.4 

Manufacturing 13.4 0.3 -3.1 

Construction 28.4 -7.8 -16.2 

Domestic Trade 16.8 1.3 -10.8 

Transport and communication 19.9 -12.4 1.8 

Source: Derived from Alnasrawi, A. (1994). The economy of Iraq: Oil, wars, destruction of 

development and prospects, 1950-2010. The United States of America: Greenwood Press. 

p.101. 

Gross fixed capital formation is one of the critical sectors for the future of economic 

growth. While total fixed investments recorded high annual growth rates of 27.6 percent 

during the years 1970–1980, these rates deteriorated and turned negative during the 1985–

1989 period, amounting to -1.5 percent. The same trend could be seen in the transport and 

construction sectors. After these sectors achieved high growth rates in the 1970s, they failed 

to maintain these growth rates in the 1980s and recorded negative growth rates. The 



92 
 

 

construction sector deteriorated by -16.8 percent in the years 1985–1989 after achieving an 

economic growth rate of 28.4 percent in 1970–1980. As for the transport sector, after 

achieving a growth rate of 19.9 percent in 1970–1980, the rate dropped to 1.8 percent during 

the years 1985–1989. Also, both the agriculture and manufacturing sectors showed negative 

growth rates after 1985, with the values being -6.7 percent and -3.1 percent, respectively. 

The toll the war took on Iraq can be measured by comparing the war cost with oil 

revenue. Total oil revenue during the period between 1931, the first year that the Iraqi 

government received oil revenues, and 1988 was $179.3 billion USD, while the cost of the 

war exceeded $452.9 billion USD. During the war, the Iraqi government wasted 2.5 times the 

oil revenue accumulated in the preceding 57 years (Mofid, 1990). The economic damage of 

the war was estimated to be at least $120 billion USD, the amount in lost oil export revenue. 

This amounted to, in aggregate, over the totality of Iraq’s oil exports from 1973 till the onset 

of war. In 1988, Iraqi debt reached $90 billion USD, with about $40 billion USD of this 

amount being owed to Kuwait and Saudi-Arabia alone. According to Ismael (2001), the “oil 

revenues over the-same period of 1988 were $13–15-billion, but civilian-imports amounted to 

$12-billion, debt-servicing amounted to $5 billion, and another $1-billion was spent on 

salaries for foreign-workers” (p. 76). 

The high rates of economic and social growth Iraq reached in the late 1970s, however, 

could not be sustained once the war with Iran began. The initial devastating results of this 

war involved the destruction of oil export facilities, which included loading stations, pumping 

stations, and transport pipelines. This destruction led to a fall in the levels of oil production 

and both GDP and GDP per capita (Alnasrawi, 1994). The prolonged Iran-Iraq War (1980-

1988) was the first reason behind an internal and external disruption of Iraq that gradually 

transformed Iraq’s status from a regional power to a disrupted state. 
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Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, the economic sanctions, and the Oil-for-Food Program 

1991–2003 

At the end of the Iraq–Iran War, the two countries were devastated and reduced to 

poverty. When the war ended in 1988, Iraq suffered from economic losses estimated at $425 

billion USD, equivalent to ten times the GDP during the war. Although Iraq suffered from a 

lack of financial resources after the end of the war, Iraqi President Saddam Hussein did not 

give up his determination to continue military investments. The Military Industrialisation 

Corporation was merged with the Ministry of Industry to form a single entity called ‘the 

Ministry of Industry and Military Manufacturing’, which underscores the importance given 

by the government to the military sector. According to Mofid (1990), this enabled Iraq to 

build a military industry after the eight-year war, which made it the second-largest army in 

the Arab region after Egypt. Despite the economic losses during the war, Iraq’s weapons still 

made it appear a regional power due to its assumed military might. Saddam’s regime 

progressed the Iraqi state further down the path of forward assertion and military adventurism 

– a set of events that culminated in the invasion of Kuwait in August 1990. The invasion of 

Kuwait resulted in devastating economic effects for Iraq. 

The severe shortage of financial resources after the war against Iran led the Iraqi 

government to take decisive steps to increase oil revenues to achieve economic growth. The 

need for increasing oil revenues, in turn, led to an oil confrontation between Iraq and Kuwait, 

as the Iraqi regime accused Kuwait of obtaining Iraqi oil through nefarious means – slant 

drilling into Iraq’s oil deposits. Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz sent a letter to Arab League 

Secretary-General Chadli Klibi, stating that “Despite our sincere efforts to continue our 

brotherly dialogue with them, the Kuwaiti officials are attempting to harm Iraq and weaken it 

in a premeditated and deliberate way.” (Nasrawi, 18 July 1990). That unprecedented 
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accusation directed at Kuwait followed a warning by Saddam Hussein to the Gulf oil 

producers that Baghdad would retaliate against them if they continued producing above their 

OPEC quotas (Nasrawi, 18 July 1990). Accordingly, top Kuwaiti officials marched to the 

other states of the GCC and to Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, and 

Morocco to discuss the Iraqi accusation and to seek support. 

On 2-August 1990, Iraqi forces invaded-Kuwait. Saddam’s regime found Kuwait, 

with its abundance of resources but limited defence capability and military exposure, an easy 

target and a solution to Iraq's economic crisis (Silk, 1990). Accordingly, Kuwait’s defence 

force personnel were swiftly overwhelmed and overrun, and those forces not destroyed 

recoiled and retreated towards the Saudi territory. By the annexation of Kuwait, the Iraqi 

regime secured command of-20 percent of the oil reserves of the world and gained control of 

a considerable amount of the Gulf coastline. As table 3.13 shows, an-examination of the 

comparative military strength of the two nations at the time of the invasion demonstrates the 

disproportionate advantage Iraq enjoyed. 

Table 3.13: Comparative military strength of Iraq and Kuwait in 1990 

 Iraq Kuwait 

Men under arms 1,000,000 20,300 

Tanks 5,500 275 

Towed Artillery 3,000 60 

Support Artillery 500 36 

Combat Artillery 513 36 

Armed Helicopters 160 18 

Naval Vessels 38 8 
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Source: Sabec, C. J. (1991). The Security Council Comes of Age: An Analysis of the 

International Legal Response to the Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait. The Georgia Journal of 

International and Comparative Law, 21(1), p. 64. 

The illusions that Saddam’s regime had of achieving economic well-being by 

annexing Kuwait disappeared after the UN acknowledged the illegality of the Iraqi invasion 

of Kuwait. On the day of the invasion, the UNSC issued Resolution 660 denouncing the Iraqi 

occupation of Kuwait and demanding that Iraq withdraw its forces immediately from Kuwait. 

On the same day, the US, Britain, and France decided to block Iraq’s assets, and the Soviet 

Union stopped military supplies to Iraq. On 6 August 1990, the UNSC approved another 

resolution, 661, which imposed economic sanctions upon Iraq and prevented the international 

community from importing any products and commodities originating in Iraq and blocked 

international funds and other economic or financial resources for Iraq, and prohibited the 

establishment of any foreign commercial or industrial utility with Iraq, except for 

humanitarian and medical purposes. These terms of sanctions defined the nature of the Iraqi 

economy for subsequent years.  

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 was ultimately a catastrophic military act, 

triggering a war with the US and its Western coalition, including Iraq’s former Western-and 

Arab allies (see map 3.1). The Iraqi forces’ attack on Kuwait offered the US and its allies the 

opportunity to reduce the military capabilities of Iraq’s armed forces. On 9 August, US-led 

coalition forces, which had raced to the Gulf region, launched Operation Desert Shield from 

Saudi Arabia. The Iraqi government, meanwhile, established its occupying military force in 

Kuwait with as many as 300,000 soldiers.  

Even though Iraq had invaded Kuwait on the assumption that it would be able to hold 

on to the annexed territories, the attack by the Coalition forces from their bases in Saudi 
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Arabia showed the weakness of its military might. The airstrikes of the US-led coalition 

under ‘Operation Desert Storm’, which began on 16 January 1991 and lasted for six weeks, 

targeted military and civilian sites. The Iraqi armed forces in the southern part of Iraq were 

rapidly overwhelmed. Ultimately, Iraq’s military forces had “actively folded – 10,000 of its 

soldiers were captured as prisoners, and a US airbase had been built up deep inside the Iraqi 

territory”. In less than four days later, the Kuwaiti territories were liberated, and “most of 

Iraq’s armed forces were either surrendered, retreated to Iraq, or been destroyed” (Editors, 

2009).  

Map 3.1: Ground Operations during Desert Storm 

 

Source: https://fanack.com/iraq/history-past-to-present/the-kuwait-crisis/ 

The economic sanctions on Iraq imposed by the international community in the 

aftermath of Kuwait liberation led to a notable 90 percent reduction in the volume of Iraqi 

imports and a 97 percent reduction in the volume of Iraqi exports, which resulted in the 

deterioration of the Iraqi economy. The economic losses resulting from the economic 

sanctions during the first six months before the start of Coalition military operations in 

https://fanack.com/iraq/history-past-to-present/the-kuwait-crisis/
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January 1991 were estimated at $17 billion USD (Middle East Economic Digest, 30 August 

1990). The losses included $10 billion USD from the suspension of oil exports, $5.1 billion 

USD due to a halt in domestic production, $1 billion USD from the increase in production 

costs, $0.7 billion USD due to the suspension of development projects, and another loss of 

$1.9 billion USD. The Iraqi people suffered from the destruction of their-country’s 

infrastructure: communication stations, factories, electricity, oil facilities, food supplies, 

water pumping stations, and houses. 

The original provisions of the sanctions cut off all types of commercial transactions 

with Iraq and blocked its funds abroad. However, after a comprehensive sanctions regime 

was imposed against Iraq in Resolution 661, the UNSC supported Resolutions 706 and 712 of 

1991 to allow Iraq to meet its obligations of providing its people with the required 

humanitarian aid, medicine, and food, in particular. Resolutions 706 and 712 of 1991 gave 

the Iraqi regime the opportunity to export its oil to purchase food, medicine, and 

humanitarian needs. Resolution 712 came to clarify that Iraq can sell what was worth up to 

1.6 billion USD from its oil export. Resolution 778 of 1992 mandated that “certain frozen 

Iraqi assets be transferred to an escrow account opened by the UN and urged states to 

contribute funds from other sources to the escrow account. A portion of these funds were to 

be used for humanitarian assistance” (UNSCR 778, 1992). Theoretically, the sanctions 

regime exempted food and medical supplies, but without export revenue, Iraq could not pay 

its import bills, rendering the exemption meaningless. 

The period following the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, followed by UN sanctions, had a 

costly and tragic impact on the lives of the Iraqi people on all levels, socially, economically, 

and politically. However, continuous negotiations between the Iraqi government and the UN 

resulted in Resolution 986 of 1995, which involved the ‘Oil-for-Food Program’. The 

resolution was established to relieve the extended sufferings of the Iraqi population by 
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permitting the Iraqi regime to export Iraq’s oil to the world’s market in exchange for 

medicine, food, and other humanitarian needs but not what Iraq would need to boost its 

military capabilities. In December 1996, after six years of forced suspension, Iraq resumed its 

oil exports, with crude oil production reaching 1231 million barrels per day and natural gas 

production reaching 3480 million cubic meters (mcm). 60 percent of Iraq’s 26 million people 

were “solely dependent on rations from the Oil-for-Food Program” (Jaffar, 2007, p. 12). The 

Iraqi government could purchase only certain items such as food and medicine. Other items 

believed to have any possible application in biological, chemical or nuclear weapons 

development were not permitted to enter Iraq, whatever the intended purpose of use. 

It is difficult to measure how much Iraq suffered during the First Gulf War in 1990. 

Neither the US, Iraqi government nor the UN had decided to release information on the 

extent of the human and material damages caused by the war. Access to such data is virtually 

impossible for many reasons. First, Saddam’s regime treated economic and other statistics on 

Iraq as state secrets. Second, it was not easy to quantify and distinguish between the relative 

impact of the Second Gulf War itself and the impact of UN sanctions on the economy and 

social life of Iraq since 1990. Third, the inconsistencies in the Iraqi government’s claims 

about war damage and the exaggerations relating to the speed of Iraq’s recovery made their 

data unreliable. However, available data suggests that Iraq suffered economically as a result 

of the invasion, and international reports such as the 1998 report by the United-Nations-

Children’s-Fund (UNICEF) have assessed the impact of the war on economic and social life 

in Iraq during the 1990s. 

The impact of the economic sanctions on Iraq’s economy 

The economic sanctions had a negative impact on Iraq’s economy and people due to 

the country’s over-reliance on oil revenues to cover its imports of essential items, such as 
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medicine and food. Sanctions and the aftermath of economic collapse were among the 

internal and external dimensions that contributed to the state’s disruption, in Saikal’s view 

(Saikal, 2000). Thus, Saikal’s definition of ‘disrupted state’ could be used to portray the 

transition in Iraq’s power status because of the economic sanctions imposed on Iraq since 

1990.  

The deterioration deepened to the extent that Iraq lost the features of a cohesive and 

civilised society that existed before the invasion of Kuwait. About two-thirds of the labour 

force were demobilised because of the closure of factories. This contributed to an increase in 

the unemployment rate and the disruption of the lives of Iraqi families whose situation was 

made worse by high rates of social violence, bribery, crime, theft, and other social 

phenomena, further contributing to the severe structural imbalance in Iraqi society. 

Educational institutions also witnessed a significant deterioration, with widespread school 

dropouts, a decline in the standard of education, and a significant brain drain from Iraq. 

Statistics estimated that over 23,000 of Iraqi scientists, scholars, doctors and engineers had 

left-the country to join over 2.5-million others who lived in exile (Williams, 24 March 1999). 

Before the sanctions, Iraq’s economic and social indicators were generally higher than 

other regional and developing countries. The GDP was $75.5 billion- USD in 1989, but it had 

dropped by two-thirds in 1991. In 1988, GDP per capita was USD $3,510, but it had dropped 

to USD $1,500 in 1991 and then declined further to USD $1,036 in 1998.  
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Figure 3.1. Per capita GDP before and after the economic sanctions 

Source: Annual statistical reports for the years 1990, 1992, 1999. Central Organization for 

Statistics. Iraq: Ministry of Planning. 

The fall in per capita GDP meant an end to about 50 years of growth and a drop in the 

standard of living of most of Iraq’s population. The imposition of economic sanctions on Iraq 

also led to structural changes in the contribution of economic sectors to GDP, changes that 

affected the oil, agricultural and industrial sectors.  

Before Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, oil revenues were estimated at over 60 percent of 

Iraq’s GDP and 95 percent of the earning of foreign currency. After the invasion and 

throughout the period when economic sanctions were in place, “oil production fell from 3.5 

million barrels per day in July 1990 to about 350,000 barrels per day in July 1991”, which 

was ten times lower than the pre-war level. Iraqi oil exports were halted from 1990, when the 

sanctions were imposed, until 1996, when the UN allowed Iraq to sell its oil in exchange for 

food under the UNSC Resolution 986 of 1995. However, the oil sector in Iraq continued to 

suffer from years of poor maintenance, lack of water facilities, corrosion problems at 
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different oil pipes, lack of materials, equipment, and spare parts, and damage to oil storage 

and pumping-facilities. 

Although Iraq had good agricultural resources compared to many countries in the 

region, Saddam’s regime did not exploit this potential. The contribution of the agricultural 

sector to Iraq’s economy had already started to decline during the Iraq–Iran war of the 1980s. 

The downward trajectory continued under economic sanctions because of inadequate 

methods, inadequate use of technology, drought, a lack of fertilizers and pesticides, and a 

lack of water and irrigation systems. The fall of irrigation systems into disrepair resulted in 

salinization, which damaged most of the irrigated croplands in Iraq’s central and southern 

parts. The lack of arable land and a rising population required increases in Iraq’s imports to 

meet its domestic food needs. The extent of this dependence is clear. In 2002, 80–100 percent 

of Iraq’s staple foods were imported through the UN Oil-for-Food Program (Alnasrawi, 

2001).  

The industrial sector also suffered under sanctions. As with all other sectors of Iraq’s 

economy, manufacturing and industrial diversification were scaled down after the Kuwait 

crisis and under subsequent economic sanctions and never recovered. Most of the 

international and non-governmental organisations, which visited Iraq during the 1990s, 

unanimously agreed that the economic sanctions imposed on Iraq had damaged the economy 

and the living conditions of its people. Although the details of the reports varied from one to 

another, the estimated magnitude of the damage was alike. 

The impact of the economic sanctions on health and social conditions 

During the economic sanctions, Iraq was transformed from a wealthy country that was 

relatively well-off to a country suffering from hardship and poverty. The per capita income of 

Iraq fell from USD $2,279 in 1984 to USD $627 at the conclusion of the war in 1991 and fell 
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again to as low as USD $450 in 1995 (Ismael, 2003). According to the World Health 

Organization (WHO), 97 percent of the Iraqis in urban areas and 78 percent of those living in 

rural areas received health care before 1991. The UNICEF reports of the 1980s indicated that 

there is a developing welfare system in Iraq, which was progressing through increasing 

outcomes for orphans and disabled children-and was increasingly able to support families 

from lower socio-economic conditions.  

Hospitals and health centres devastated by the war in 1991 remained unrepaired and 

without required maintenance, and the functional capacity of the Iraqi health care system was 

further affected by the lack of access to consistent water and energy supplies, the lack of 

efficient – and in most cases, any – transportation and the collapse of the wireless 

communications system. Thus, infectious diseases transmitted through water, such as malaria, 

which had been under control, emerged as a pandemic in 1993 and threatened the health of 

the population. The sanctions had even blocked chlorine, which was needed to disinfect water 

that had been contaminated by allied bombings. In addition, a consignment of vaccines that 

were purchased to protect Iraqi children against diphtheria and yellow fever was prohibited 

because it was deemed that the vaccines were capable of being used as a precursor to create 

some form of weapons of mass destruction (Pilger, 2000). 

The decline in access to health facilities affected the maternal mortality rate, “which 

rose from 50 deaths per 100,000 live births in 1989 to 117 deaths per 100,000 live births in 

1997” (Alnasrawi, 2001, p. 215). In addition, about 70 percent of Iraqi women suffered from 

anemia. A joint Government of Iraq–UNICEF report (1990–2000) showed rapidly declining 

social service provision within the country, which was then reflected in infant mortality rates 

that increased from 47 deaths per 1000 live births during the period (1984–1989) to 79 during 

the period (1989–1994) and 108 during the period (1994–1999). During the 1990s, Iraqi 

infant mortality rates ranked among the highest in the world, and chronic malnutrition 
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affected children under the age of five. The increase in under-five mortality in public 

hospitals was due to severe diarrhea, pneumonia, and malnutrition. For children over five, the 

increase in mortality was due to heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, cancer, and liver 

disease. Underweight rates for newborns (less than 2.5 kg) rose from 4 percent in 1990 to 

nearly a quarter of newborns in 1997 due to malnutrition at birth, with, in general, 5 percent 

of total Iraqi children suffering from malnutrition. As a result, there were around 250 deaths 

every day in Iraq because of the sanctions from 1990 to 2003. 

The gravity of the situation was made clear by the International Committee of the Red 

Cross (ICRC) in 1999 through its report Iraq: 1989–1999, a decade of sanctions. The ICRC 

declared that “the health care system in Iraq is in dire straits and the humanitarian situation in 

Iraq would continue to be miserable in the absence of a genuine recovery of the Iraqi 

economy, which cannot be achieved through therapeutic humanitarian efforts alone.”.  

In 1998, UNICEF released an independent report by UNICEF consultant, Eric 

Hoskins, which dealt with the consequences of the imposition of economic sanctions on Iraq. 

The report classified the impacts of the sanctions into three categories: “direct effects, short-

term effects, and long-term effects”. The direct or immediate effects resulted in:  

decreases in imports of medicines, food, agricultural inputs such as fertilisers, 

pesticides and spare parts, industrial/commercial inputs/parts, fuel, educational 

materials, as well as water purification; fall in exports, with impact on export 

earnings and access to foreign currency, amongst others; and decrease in access to 

communications including telecommunications and media (Hoskins, 1998).  

The second type was the short-term, or intermediate, effects that manifested in 

different areas. In the area of health, there was a deterioration in health status that included:  
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an increase in morbidity and mortality (especially among children), maternal and 

perinatal mortality, low-birth-weight babies, infectious diseases, malnutrition and 

epidemics, deterioration in water quantity and quality, deterioration in health 

services, decrease in available medicines, vaccines, laboratory and diagnostic-

tests, and breakdown of medical, X-ray and lab equipment (Hoskins, 1998).  

Effects at the food security level included “higher market prices for basic foodstuffs, 

shortages of basic food items, a decrease in household diet and caloric intake, reduced 

agricultural production, decrease in livestock production, and black market-purchases” 

(Hoskins, 1998). At the level of the economy, there was a decrease in export earnings, a 

decrease in commerce that led to the closure of businesses and industries, inflation, 

unemployment, reduced purchase power, and a decrease in other economic activity-

(commerce, industry, agriculture) owing to lack-of trading partners, funds, resources, and 

inputs. 

Finally, the third category of effects was the long-term, or chronic effects. On the 

health level, the economic sanctions resulted in:  

A reduction in the overall health status of the Iraqi population. This entailed a 

deterioration in health services and diminished national capacity to provide care, 

loss of previous gains in preventive and curative care services, and the resurgence 

of illness and disease associated with poverty (e.g. epidemics, infectious disease) 

(Hoskins, 1998).  

At the economic level, drastic reduction in economic activity reflected in:  

A decline in revenue from all sources, decline in GDP, gross national product 

(GNP), per capita income, loss of trade partners and of regional/international trade 

interests, chronically high unemployment, the collapse of public and private 

infrastructure, and decline in public education (Hoskins, 1998).  
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At the social level, the effects were “increased poverty, an increase in social 

inequality (income gap between rich and poor), social upheaval, violence, decrease in social 

cohesion, and immeasurable psychosocial impact”. At the political level, the economic 

sanctions impacted “democracy and human rights and led to a change in the regional balance 

of power and security” (Hoskins, 1998). 

During the 1990s, the government of Iraq and UN agencies had also conducted 

surveys and reports that detailed the complexity of the humanitarian crisis caused by the 1991 

US war against Iraq and exacerbated by the continuation of economic sanctions. A 1990–

2000 report by the Iraq Country Office of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 

summarised the situation in Iraq during the sanctions period:  

Iraq’s economy has been in crisis since the imposition of economic sanctions in 

1990. Despite the Oil-for-Food Program, the country continued its decline into 

poverty, particularly in the south. Food supplies continue to be inadequate in the 

centre and south of the country; the prevalence of general malnutrition in the 

centre and south has hardly changed (UNDP report, 2000, p.6). 

However, despite the leading role that Iraq played in the region in the 1970s and 

1980s and the strong military power that it possessed, the crises that it faced since the 1980s 

led to a stalling of economic development projects and reduced Iraq’s regional importance – 

it had once enjoyed the highest standards of living in the Middle East, with the most modern 

infrastructure. The sanctions caused a total loss of Iraqi sovereignty. Its regime, represented 

by Saddam Hussein, did not take any action to end the sufferings of its people, as the most 

important goal for the regime was its own survival. 
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The Iraq War of 2003: The transition to disruption 

The 2003 attack on Iraq by the US and coalition forces tried to disarm Baghdad and 

replace the Saddam regime with a government that respected human rights and had an 

interest in democracy and economic reform. The preemptive invasion by the US and coalition 

forces was based on the belief that the Iraqi regime possessed Weapons of Mass Destruction 

(WMD), and that there were close relations between Saddam Hussein’s regime and Al-

Qaeda. Both rationales gave grounds for the invasion and subsequent occupation but have 

since been disproven. A US bipartisan commission formed to investigate the 11 September 

attacks on the US reported in July 2004 that there was no evidence of a “collaborative 

operational relationship” between the Iraqi regime and-Al-Qaeda (Kessler, 2014). US leaders 

underestimated the consequences of the war against Iraq. They thought that even if the war 

had a few civilian casualties, it would probably benefit the US and its allies to rid Iraq of a 

brutal dictator. 

The US occupation of Iraq in March–April 2003 led to the removal of the sanctions 

imposed on Iraq by the UN since 1991 and ‘liberated’ the Iraqi people from the dictatorial 

regime represented by Saddam Hussein. However, the US occupation of Iraq ‘as an Arab 

Muslim country occupied by a Western power’ created a wide range of challenges and 

problems relating to Iraqi culture and regional sensitivities towards Iraq’s military overrun by 

Western powers. Most Iraqi people assumed that the US intervened in Iraq for its own 

reasons and not to liberate the Iraqi population from the Saddam regime. Therefore, they 

considered the US intervention as an ‘occupation’ rather than a ‘liberation’ (Paul and Nahory, 

2007). 

The violent insurgency that was spawned by the invasion of 2003 caused more than 

4,000 deaths among US troops and hundreds of thousands among Iraqi civilians. The 



107 
 

 

insurgency movements that arose appeared to have turned the conflict into a civil war based 

on sectarian differences between the Sunnis and Shi’as. The change in leadership and 

political system in the aftermath of the war, from Sunni political dominance before 2003 to 

Shi’a political dominance, also contributed to the violence in Iraq after 2003. 

US aggression towards Iraq in 2003 was more devastating and disruptive than the war 

against Iraq in 1990 to liberate Kuwait from Iraq. During the war of 1991, the US fired 

approximately 300 Tomahawk missiles at targets in Iraq. In the 2003 war, however, it fired 

more than 380 missiles in a single day alone and launched more than 30,000 bombs and 

20,000 cruise missiles across the first two weeks of the conflict. (Ismael & Fuller, 2008). 

According to Ismael and Ismael (2005), the US invasion of Iraq was catastrophic, causing 

over 100,000 deaths among Iraqi civilians. Also, the war in 2003 allowed terrorist 

organisations such as Al-Qaeda to emerge in Iraq. On the other hand, Iraq also witnessed the 

rise of resistance against the occupiers, namely the US and the UK, which, ultimately, caused 

a large number of deaths among American troops, effectively defeating the US and forcing it 

to withdraw its forces from Iraq in December 2011.  

After 2003, the US-led Coalition Provisional Authority formed an Interim Governing 

Council according to sectarian and ethnic quotas, which led to the rise within Iraqi society of 

groups ranging from fanaticism to political and sectarian extremism. The Interim Council 

consisted of 25 members. Shi’as, who counted 60 percent of the total Iraqi population, were 

allotted 13 seats, and the remaining 12 seats were divided among the Sunnis (5 seats), Kurds 

(5 seats), Turkmen (1 seat), and Assyrians (1 seat) (Otterman, 2005). This way of 

apportioning political power affected the Iraqi political system and disrupted the building of 

government institutions. The first Iraqi interim government, which replaced the Interim 

Governing Council, was led by Ghazi Ajil al-Yawer. Although the seats on the ruling 

councils were allotted in accordance with the sectarian and ethnic representation in the 
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population, they effectively entrenched the Shi’as (since some of the ethnic groups 

represented were also Shi’as). The sectarian and ethnic extremism in Iraq is threatening to 

divide the country and create serious civil conflict. The conflict was initially part of a struggle 

to build Iraq’s modern identity and then shifted to a mix of religious, sectarian, and ethnic 

conflicts. 

The weakness and fragility of the situation in Iraq, which resulted from a series of 

internal crises that intensified after 2003, facilitated the increase and effectiveness of the 

competition between third countries to intervene in Iraq’s internal affairs. After the US 

occupation in 2003, regional and international powers increased their presence in Iraq for 

political and economic gains, creating political and geostrategic pressures on Iraq. Following 

the collapse of Saddam’s regime, looting erupted in Iraq’s major cities, directed mostly at 

government offices and other public institutions, with serious outbreaks of violence in some 

cases. Resistance attacks in the north and north-west of Iraq concentrated in the triangle of 

Sunni-dominated territory that includes Anbar, Salah Al-Din, Ninawah, and parts of Al-

Tamim provinces carried out by the ‘Mujahadeen’ of the victorious sect and the popular 

resistance for the liberation of Iraq, while the resistance attacks in the south and south-east of 

Iraq occurred mostly in the southern provinces of Iraq, but mainly in Najaf and Basra 

provinces by ‘Jaysh Al–Mahdi’ led by Muqtada Al–Sadr, an Iraqi Shi’a cleric. The conflicts 

between the resistance groups and the occupying forces were identified as a civil war by the 

Iraqi people and most academic scholars (Pollack, 2006; Godfroy and Collins, 2019), 

although the Bush administration avoided the use of that term and preferred the term 

“sectarian violence”. The continuing attacks against the occupying troops and politicians of 

the new regime in Iraq only compounded the difficulty of rebuilding the country. The war led 

to a number of internal crises that hindered reconstruction, which exacerbated Iraq’s 

economic and social dilemma.  
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Among the seven internal factors that Saikal assumes lead to state disruption are the 

“fragmentation of the national elite and breakdown of social order, ethnic antagonisms, which 

in the absence of a robust state and corrective processes lead to open social conflict, 

antagonisms with confessional or sectarian roots, and separatism on regional, ethnic and 

religious grounds” (Saikal, 2000, p. 40). For him, “internal-sources of unrest and disruption-

are most often-paralleled, or potentially even-driven, by-external factors and occurrences, 

which are-themselves many and-varied” (p. 42). The following are some examples of these 

internal forms of disruption that took place in Iraq after the war in 2003 and contributed to a 

further decline in Iraq’s status. 

Fostering of sectarianism: the US occupation and national Cohesion 

The last three decades of Iraq’s history (1990 onwards) represent the total 

disintegration and collapse of the national secular state (Ismael & Ismael, 2015). That period 

also led to deep divisions within Iraqi society through the emergence of sectarianism. 

Historically, sectarian and ethnic differences were not politically mobilised. This meant that 

Iraqi society saw healthy relationships and intermarriage across the sects and ethnic groups 

(Yamo, 2012; Cole, 2006). Furthermore, “sectarianism as an explicit and violent political 

ideology has never before been the norm in Iraqi history” (Ismael & Ismael, 2015, p. 88). 

However, this did not endure long. Following the invasion, the US encouraged sectarianism 

in order to promote distinctions among Iraqis by encouraging sectarian identity over the 

transcending national identity and through institutionalising ideas of separation and division. 

Sectarianism prevailed in Iraq after the 2003 war and reached its peak in sectarian violence 

soon afterward, most dramatically between 2006 and 2007. For example, “when the ruling 

coalition was choosing its cabinet members, the dome of al-Askari Mosque in the Shi’ite 

shrine city of Samarra was destroyed by a bomb in February 2006, which triggered a so-
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called ‘sectarian’ civil war in Iraq” (Yamo, 2012, p. 33), and this was followed by a long 

period of elevated sectarian violence. 

Hidden agendas for dividing Iraq into three parts – Sunni, Shi’a, and Kurds divisions 

– came to the surface soon after the US invasion. The call for dividing Iraq on a sectarian 

basis by Henry Kissinger in 2006 was a clear example. A similar call the same year by US 

Vice President Joe Biden for dividing Iraq has become known as the ‘Biden plan’. 

Furthermore, General Raymond Odierno, the chief of staff of the United States Army, also 

called for the division of Iraq (Siklawi, 2016). Those proposals by some US officials and 

academics for dividing Iraq show the real intentions of the US towards Iraq and the Middle 

East region, in general. Iraqi citizens appeared unified in their opposition to the decision of 

dividing Iraq, according to a BBC opinion poll (September 2007), with only nine percent of 

more than 2,000 respondents favouring “a country divided into separate states”, while 62 

percent said they favoured a central government in Baghdad (BBC: opinion poll, September 

2007).  

Sectarianism worked and deepened the cleavages in Iraqi society: Iraqi political 

parties relied on sectarian and ethnic affiliation rather than the appeal of their political 

programs, with most political parties being preoccupied with their narrow interests in gaining 

power and wealth and most failing to get rid of their authoritarian heritage. Other examples 

are the use of assassinations and suicide bombings as a substitute for dialogue in solving 

problems, the tendency to approach the reconstruction of the Iraqi state on sectarian and 

ethnic bases, which exacerbated financial and administrative corruption in state institutions, 

and the weakness of the legal and judicial system, which allowed the ruling parties to 

influence the judiciary. Consequently, sectarian and ethnic sub-identities emerged as an 

alternative to a national identity. A new Iraqi state emerged, based on tribal and sectarian 

institutions, with the domestic and international media playing a role in dividing the Iraqi 
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people along sectarian and ethnic bases, not along political and social ones. Lastly, foreign 

interference in Iraq’s internal affairs has turned Iraq into a backyard where political clashes 

between regional powers can play out. All these factors have exacerbated extremism, which 

has fed into the Iraqi social and political fabric. 

The spread of political and administrative corruption 

Although Iraq had seen a serious rise in corruption during the 1990s, when the 

economic sanctions were in place after 2003, corruption grew significantly and affected 

Iraq’s institutions and public sector. Unsurprisingly, the post-2003 period experienced 

substantial disintegration of Iraq’s social and political life, which Saikal refers to as the 

fragmentation of society, and it has witnessed further corruption and bankruptcy. Ismael and 

Ismael (2005) have classified corruption in Iraq into three types: grand corruption, petty 

corruption, and political corruption. For them, those three types of corruption represent the 

abuse of power at different levels. For instance, all political figures and parties (in exile) who 

had opposed Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship and policies during his rule followed his path 

and led Iraq into total corruption and disintegration, thus preventing Iraq from recovering 

economically, socially, and politically from the consequences of the 2003 invasion.  

In the post-2003 period, political and administrative work in Iraq was characterised by 

widespread corruption, which reached a critical dimension. The spread of corruption was 

preceded by the distribution of administrative and political posts on a sectarian basis rather 

than on merit. This system of distributing government positions led to a decline in the 

performance of political institutions, resulting in political instability. Corruption had become 

endemic in Iraq. Access to basic public services, such as electricity, education, and health, 

was compromised by sham projects.  For example, the Iraqi government drew up a plan for 

about 9,000 illusory projects to be completed between 2006 and 2015, with an official total 
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budget of $230 billion. However, no more than 500 projects were completed (Al-Jaffal, 

2015). According to the Corruption Perceptions Index conducted by Transparency 

International, in 2003, Iraq ranked 113 among 133 countries; in 2008, it ranked 178 among 

180 countries. And in 2014, it ranked 170 among 174 countries. 

Inflation  

Bad economic policies in the 1980s and the 1990s, along with the pressure of 

international sanctions, contributed to increasing imbalances and deepened Iraq’s economic 

crisis. The economic sanctions had horrific consequences in most areas of public health, the 

environment, social life, education, and the economy (in late 1994, Iraq’s annual inflation 

rate was estimated at 24 percent).  The Iraqi economy entered a new phase under the 

American occupation beginning in 2003, a phase that can be considered a comprehensive 

crisis in terms of its intensity, complexity, and extent. After the 2003 war, Iraq inherited a 

devastated economy. Although the war destroyed Iraq’s economic infrastructure, the 

subsequent looting and destruction of the rest of the economic infrastructure have had a 

significant impact on the country, depriving it of a significant number of its economic assets 

and vital institutions. 

US auditors and the media have uncovered and reported a plethora of instances of 

waste, incompetence, and fraud. The most egregious of these failings was attributed to the 

American defence contractor Halliburton, which – across the course of the conflict and 

associated reconstruction period – was granted over USD $10 billion in security deals. Of 

particular concern, auditors operating out of the Department of Defense found that 

Halliburton did not succeed in correctly or adequately accounting for the USD $1.8 billion in 

charges for providing food and housing to the military personnel in Iraq (Bennis et al., 2005).  
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During the war, Iraqi oil production continued at levels notably lower than prior to the 

US invasion in 2003. Since the early days after the invasion, Iraqi oil production decreased to 

1.33 million barrels per day, down from a level of 2.04 million barrels per day across the 

same period in 2002. In July 2005, Iraqi oil production continued below the pre-war levels. 

Although Iraq’s oil production increased substantially in 2015 and 2016 (averaging 4.6 

million barrels of oil per day in 2016, which was 900,000 barrels per day more than the 

production level in 2015), Iraq continued importing most of its gasoline, heating fuel, 

cooking gas and other refined productions. The unemployment rate and poverty were the 

results of corruption after 2003. According to UN figures, the unemployment rate after 2003 

increased to 11 per cent of the-total labour force, and 23 per cent lived in poverty, spending 

USD $2.2 per person per day.  

The deterioration of national security 

The chaos resulting from the war of 2003 took an enormous toll on Iraqi citizens. The 

violence took thousands of Iraqi lives and left the Iraqi people in a state of continuous 

insecurity. Insurgency, which was primarily directed at foreign forces and Iraqi government 

officials and facilities alike, jeopardized security after 2003. Sectarian violence escalated to 

unprecedented levels in February 2006 after the bombing of Askari Mosque, a Shi’a shrine in 

Samarra.  Many Iraqi civilians were killed, and more were internally displaced within Iraq or 

became refugees in many different countries. Among those refugees were many well-trained 

and educated individuals who could have made valuable contributions to Iraq’s recovery. 

Also, the period after 2003 witnessed a considerable rise in crime. According to 

Baghdad’s central morgue, killings by organised crime forces went up to 8,035 in 2004 from 

6,012 in 2003. However, the year 2005 was deadlier, as the morgue reported 1,100 deaths in 
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July 2005 alone. Williams (2009) viewed the increase of organised crime during the period 

following the US invasion in terms of two prominent waves:  

The first wave followed the collapse of the state and was accompanied by the 

breakdown of social control mechanisms and the development of anomie; the 

second wave was driven by anarchy, insecurity, political ambition, and the 

imperatives of resource generation for militias, insurgents, and other groups (p. 

17). 

Additionally, with the invasion of 2003, there was a rise in resistance against the US-

led coalition troops. Despite 40,000–50,000 fatalities and arrests, the resistance persisted and 

continued to increase. There was still a heavy presence of resistance, with the volume of 

resistance fighters operating in Iraq rising from 5,000 fighters in November 2003 to 20,000 

fighters in July 2005, and the director of Iraq’s national intelligence service estimates the 

resistance forces draw more than 200,000 sympathisers. Over the course of 2005, resistance 

attacks rose by 23 percent. The number of suicide attacks also increased substantially, 

skyrocketing from 20 in 2003 to 48 in 2004 and then to more than 70 in 2005 (Horowitz, 

2015). However, in 2006 and 2007, Iraq made some progress in quelling the civil strife that 

had engulfed the country. From the end of 2008, violence in Iraq began to decline, 

except for a relative spike from August 2009 until 2011, before levelling off again as 

American forces withdrew from Iraq at the end of that year (Horowitz, 2015). However, 

stability in Iraq did not last long. 

In 2014, transnational extremist Islamist organisation ‘Islamic State in Iraq and 

Syria (ISIS)’ seized control of a substantial portion of the second-largest city in Iraq, Mosul, 

as well as other surrounding provinces, and were simultaneously able to free more than 1,000 

prisoners. This siege of Mosul resulted in a dispersion of troops and residents as people 
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attempted to flee the city. This exodus of Mosul residents hampered Iraq’s early attempts to 

suppress the accelerating and fast-spreading insurgency movement (Chulov, 2014). However, 

in December 2017, Prime Minister Haidar Al-Abadi proclaimed a resounding victory over 

the ISIS caliphate after a war that had dragged on for over three years. Despite the notable 

improvement in Iraq’s overall security situation, significant challenges lie ahead. The fall of  

ISIS within the state of Iraq left the government with the extremely difficult task and the 

daunting prospect of restoring the nation: rebuilding the country’s devastated infrastructure in 

the western provinces, reconstructing liberated areas, establishing a renewed sense of security 

and stability, and providing services and some form of social security for those who were 

previously displaced by the onset of the caliphate (Kadhim, 2019).  

Government debt and deepening reliance on foreign countries 

Since the beginning of the post-war economic crisis, Iraqi governments have tended 

to rely on external and domestic debt to revive the economy. As Figure 3.2 shows, Iraq's 

government debts in 2017 were equivalent to 63.8 percent of the country’s GDP. Earlier, 

from 2004 until 2017, government debt to GDP was estimated at 99.19 percent, recording an 

all-time high of 342.7 percent in 2004 and a record low of 31.2 percent in 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2. Iraq: government debt to GDP (2008-2017) (billion USD) 
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Source: Tradingeconomics.com, and Central Bank of Iraq. Retrieved from: 

https://tradingeconomics.com/iraq/government-debt-to-gdp. Access date: 29 June 2018. 

Poor health and the spread of incurable diseases 

The 2003 war had massive negative impacts on the health and well-being outcomes of 

a substantial number of Iraqi civilians and military personnel. Between March and September 

2004, there were between 25,000 and 100,000 civilian deaths, and between 100,000 and 

120,000 Iraqi civilians were injured (Bennis et al., 2005). A joint Iraqi–UN report published 

in May 2005 found “the estimated number of persons living with a chronic health problem 

directly caused by war is 223,000 in the ongoing war, more children, women, and elderly 

have been disabled than in previous wars” (Joint Iraqi–UN report, 2005, p. 7).  

There were also many fatalities and countless more injuries among Iraqi civilians 

attributable to conflict and violence in the post-war period, which also contributed to mental 

and physical illness. These numbers also reflect and internalise the prevailing state of the 

Iraqi health care system during this period and the impediments and barriers that existed for 

those seeking adequate health care, including difficulties in accessing services, the 

fragmentation of services, damaged facilities and infrastructure, inadequate medical 

supplies and a dire lack in properly trained and supported health workers. Problems 

associated with water, sanitation, and other infrastructure were also found. An analysis of 

Iraq’s reconstruction efforts highlights the inherent challenges and inadequacies faced in the 

process of building a new and revitalised health system based on fundamental health care 

principles, specifically in regards to freely available services.  

Iraq’s health care services have been critically and profoundly impacted by the US 

invasion. Many doctors and other health workers left the country because of the risk to their 

lives in ISIS-occupied areas; they were being threatened, targeted, kidnapped or asked to 

https://tradingeconomics.com/iraq/government-debt-to-gdp
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leave Iraq or die. According to Iraq’s Health Ministry, “25% of Iraq’s total 18,000 physicians 

have departed the country since the invasion in 2003”. The exodus of medical personnel has 

had an extremely negative effect on the health care sector in Iraq. “Hospitals were 

understaffed and the practice of inexperienced medical residents undertaking hospital 

operations which they were not fully qualified to perform is exceedingly common” (Miller, 

2005). Iraq’s healthcare sector also lacks the basic medical supplies necessary to effectively 

maintain the medical system. For example, the largest hospital in Baghdad, Al-Yarmouk 

Hospital – which comprises both emergency and non-emergency facilities – lacks all manner 

of medical equipment: disinfectants, medicine, surgical requirements, bedsheets, cleaning 

aids and-personnel. The impact on health services outside of Baghdad has often been greater, 

with these areas experiencing even worse health outcomes. 

The war has profoundly impacted the environment. During the invasion of 2003, US 

and coalition forces destroyed water and sewage systems. US tanks and temporary military 

outposts had damaged the fragile desert ecosystem. Looting in the aftermath of the war had 

profoundly contributed to the harm of the environment. Three thousand storage barrels 

containing nuclear compounds were stolen, and in addition, over 5,000 barrels of chemicals 

were spilled or burned. Many bombs were discarded, leaving unexploded ordnance (UXO) 

strewn throughout many areas of Iraq. The estimates suggest that over 12 million mines and 

UXO units are still in existence across Iraq. Furthermore, “1,000–2,000 tons of toxic and 

radioactive depleted uranium (DU), which was primarily utilised to harden shell casings, 

were dropped by the US and UK military aircraft during the course of the war” (Bennis et al., 

2005). Strewn throughout the Iraqi countryside, DU represents a serious health threat to all 

within surrounding areas.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the shift in Iraq’s status since its emergence as an 

independent state in 1932. While the Monarchy, which lasted from 1932 to 1958, had enjoyed 

a regional status that similar to other states in the regions, it was most aligned to the West – 

first to the United Kingdom and then to the United States. From 1958, with the emergence of 

the Republican regime in Iraq that toppled the Monarch in a coup led by Qasim, a reformation 

of the economic system was implemented, and Iraq’s status gradually started to improve. The 

process of Iraq’s rising regional status continued with the rise of the Ba’ath regime led by 

Ahmed Hassan Al-Bakr in 1968. Based on the domestic and foreign policies adopted by the 

Ba’ath regime, Iraq gradually emerged as a significant regional power that has a better 

economic status comparing with other states in the region, which gave it the status of regional 

power. Saddam Hussein rose to power in 1979, and that marked the beginning of the decline 

in Iraq’s power as a regional state. A series of conflicts, including the Iraq-Iran War (1980-

1988), the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait (1990-1991), the economic sanctions imposed by UNSC 

as a result of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, which lasted until 2003. As a resulted of these 

conflicts, Iraq had experienced a decline in economic capacity and also in its political standing 

– it no longer was considered to be a regional power. The process of Iraq’s declining status 

continued with the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. While the invasion was undertaken with a 

declared purpose of preventing WMDs, the reality is the US invasion and even the subsequent 

political structures developed have not improved the condition of the country; in fact, there was 

a disruption in economic and political spheres, and Iraq experienced sectarian war, crimes, 

corruption, and as a result it is no longer considered to be a regional power. By employing 

Amin Sakal’s definition of ‘disrupted state’, we could argue that Iraq has transitioned from a 

regional power of the 1970s to a disrupted state in the new millennium. 
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Figure 3.3. Iraq transitioning status from a regional power to a disrupted state (from 1932 onwards)
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CHAPTER 4 

 

THE ESTABLISHMENT PERIOD OF SINO–IRAQI RELATIONS 

 (1949–1979) 

During the second decade of the new millennium, China has emerged as Iraq’s first 

trading partner, and Iraq has become the “third-leading source of oil export to China after 

Saudi Arabia and Russia” (Calabrese, 2019). In December 2015, the Iraqi Prime Minister, 

Haider al-Abadi, visited China, and the two countries signed several agreements that led to 

the creation of the Strategic Partnership. Chinese President Xi Jinping was quoted stating that 

the “new strategic partnership would provide ‘a solid foundation’ for future advances in the 

relationship and he pledged Chinese assistance in energy, electricity, communication and 

infrastructure projects in Iraq” (Xinhua, 22 December 2015). Later in April 2019, the Chinese 

Deputy Minister of the International Liaison Ministry of the CCP Central Committee, Li Jun, 

paid a visit to Baghdad and stated that China is ready to participate in the reconstruction of 

Iraq (Kurdistan24, 16 April 2019). In September 2019, Iraq’s new Prime Minister, Adel 

Abdul Mahdi, visited China and signed eight agreements with China. He expressed the hope 

that his visit to China will be “a quantum leap” in China–Iraq ties (Yinglun, 19 September 

2019). 

The two countries reached this point after a long period of shifting relationships 

shaped by a mix of domestic and international developments. This chapter will discuss these 

shifts with reference to Sino–Iraqi relations from 1949 to 1979. The chapter is divided into 

five sections. The first section analyses the historical relations between China and Iraq 
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between 1949 and 1958 when Iraq was under Hashemite rule. The second section discusses 

the period between 1958 and 1963, starting soon after the Qasim-led Iraqi revolution when 

the Chinese government started paying more attention to Iraq and its new regime. The third 

section discusses the period of Sino–Iraqi relations between February 1963 and 1968, which 

saw the rise of Ba’ath to power for the first and the short-lived coup that followed the Arif 

family’s (Abd Al-Rahman Arif and Abd Al-Salaam Arif) rule of Iraq. The fourth section 

examines Sino–Iraqi relations from 1968 when the Ba’ath party seized power for the second 

time until the start of Deng’s rise to power in China from July 1977 to late 1978, which will 

be discussed in section five, to show how the gradual rise of China’s political and economic 

status helped to improve Sino–Iraqi relations. 

China and Iraq relations during the Hashemite era in Iraq  

The Historical Context 

The history of Iraq and China relations predates the formation of nation-states. As 

centres of ancient civilisations, both peoples made outstanding contributions to the history of 

humankind. They also interacted with each other: the earliest communication between China 

and the Arab World dates back to the Han Dynasty more than 2,000 years ago (206 BC – 220 

AD) when China used trade on the Silk Road as a tool of diplomacy to engage with the rest 

of the world, trading silk and other commodities, such as spices, amber, porcelain and ivory 

(Olimat, 2012). Iraq, located in an important strategic area of West Asia and North Africa and 

recognised as a distinguished civilisation, exported local products, such as paper or textiles 

and Qashani (ceramic patterns) to China (UNESCO website. Did you know?: Baghdad and 

the Silk Roads). Commercial exchanges occurred between China and Iraq in various fields 

through the ‘Silk Road and Perfume Road by Land and Sea’. The maritime routes connecting 

Baghdad with other metropolises of the region helped the Iraqi people set up connections 
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with other nations: many Chinese ships reached Basra in south Iraq, and ships of the Arab 

region reached Chinese ports such as the port of Canton. These links and connections 

between China and the region led many Arab merchants and scholars to settle and integrate 

with people in South China (Baghdad and the Silk Roads in UNESCO, Silk Roads: dialogue, 

diversity and development). 

The relationships between China and Iraq were reshaped and expanded between the 

7th and 10th centuries when Asia saw the synchronous rise and fall of two world empires: 

“the Islamic caliphate, led by the Umayyad (661–750) and the Abbasid dynasties in the West 

(750–1258); and the Tang empire in the East (618–907)” (George, 2015, pp. 579-81). For 

George, “the heart of this transformation was the evolution in the direct sea trade driven by 

the Arab-Persian Gulf’s merchants who served Iraq’s markets and settled on the South China 

coast” (2015, p. 581). Although interactions between the Arabs and Chinese were affected by 

the language’s barrier and by Tang regulations, they created a movement that, in turn, 

“triggered artistic emulations at both ends of the sea routes, transfers of technologies, 

exchange of plants and spices, transmission of knowledge about their medicinal properties, as 

well as ideas” (George, 2015, p. 582).  

Towards the end of the 15th century, Chinese emperors chose isolationism because 

they felt China had little to learn from the outside world. However, China’s preference for 

isolationism did not last long, as it came under Western influence and colonialism between 

1842 and 1949, in the so-called “Century of humiliation”, and some of its territories, such as 

Hong Kong and Macao, were brought under British and Portugal rule. Arab areas also went 

through a long period of decline and were colonised. Sino–Arab relations came to a halt 

during these years until both obtained independence in the 20th century. As the Second 

World War came to an end and a bipolar international system emerged, relations between 

China and Arab countries began to develop; Iraq and China established bilateral relations that 
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improved over a period of 60 years, marking a distinct phase against the backdrop of their 

long history of interaction. 

Iraq and the Communist China 

The early phase of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s policy towards Iraq needs 

to be located within the context of developments prior to their coming to power in 1949. The 

Republic of China had established diplomatic relations with the Middle East in the early 

1930s, and it recognised the Iraqi kingdom in 1942. However, the first indication of 

communist policy towards Iraq became apparent in 1941 when the pro-Germany Iraqi Prime 

Minister, Rashid Ali Al-Kaylani, plotted to overthrow the pro-British monarchical regime of 

Regent Abd al-Ilah and his Prime Minister, Nuri al-Said. The CCP’s leadership realised that 

such changes in the Middle East might facilitate Nazi-German control of the region, which in 

return could reinforce Japan’s positions in the Far East and result in Japan encircling China. 

For the communist commenters and politicians, the prospects of a German presence in the 

Middle East had become very real. Qiao Guanhua, a Chinese communist writer and later 

China’s foreign minister (November 1974 to December 1976) expressed his concern about a 

“possible German plan to use Syria as a base in an imminent attempt to come to Iraq’s rescue 

against British forces and simultaneously to attack Egypt” (Shichor, 1979, p. 10). Although 

the Second World War helped prolong the survival of the monarchy in Iraq, which was 

established by Britain in 1921, by another decade, the internal unrest in Iraq and the role of 

the military in the country’s politics meant that Hashemite rule of Iraq was never entirely 

secure.  

Once the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established in 1949, the communist 

regime took its first steps by consolidating its new foreign policy. Beijing was keen to 

maintain an ideological foreign policy with strong criticism of imperialism. In line with their 
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generalised view of imperialism, the Chinese presented Middle Eastern regimes as part of the 

imperialist network and expressed support for the masses against them. The communist 

regime also praised the revolutionary movements in the Middle East, such as the anti-British 

campaign in Egypt in 1951, Iran’s nationalisation of its oil industry in 1952–1953, and the 

Algerian anti-French struggle in 1958. Schatten (1966) wrote that “Peking [Beijing] regarded 

the Algerian Front Liberation as an avant-garde anti-colonialist movement and sought to 

shape it, along the lines of the Viet-Minh movement in Indo-China, into an instrument of 

revolutionary strategy against France and the West generally” (p. 198). However, it is 

important to mention that China’s support for the revolutionary movements in the region was 

only moral and not coupled with material support, as this support derived from China’s 

principle of ideology to fight against imperialism and its allies.  

Communist China did not establish diplomatic relations with most Middle Eastern 

regimes. These regimes, in turn, adopted an equally negative approach towards the 

communist regime. Therefore, in August 1950, the Political Committee of the Arab League 

voted to recognise Taiwan as the only legitimate government representing the Chinese people 

(Huwaidin, 2002; Harris, 1993).  

Iraq’s relations with China were shaped by this Middle Eastern response among states 

allied with the United States (US). Therefore, Iraq voted in favour of the United Nations 

General Assembly Resolution 498 6V to condemn the PRC for aggression in Korea on 1 

February 1951 despite the abstention of many Arab countries, such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 

Syria and Yemen (UNSC Resolution 498, 1 February 1951). It could be argued that Iraq’s 

position reflected the influence of the US, which had declared that the military intervention of 

the Chinese communists in the Korean War an act of ‘aggression’ and, thus, an illegal use of 

force (Withana, 2008). However, Iraqi negativity towards China also shaped the Chinese 

approach towards Baghdad. 
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The negativity did not extend to the people of Iraq. the Chinese communist regime 

identified with the citizens against the regime and presented themselves as friends of the 

oppressed in Iraq. For example, during the establishment of the China–Iraq Friendship 

Association on 29 September 1958 at a Peking mass rally, Liu Ning-Yi, President of the All-

China Federation of Trade Unions, expressed the Chinese people’s solidarity with the Iraqi 

people in their struggle against imperialists. Liu stressed that “The Chinese people have a 

particularly strong feeling of fraternal sympathy for the heroic struggle of the Iraqi people 

because, for a long time in the past, they too suffered from aggression and oppression by the 

imperialists and their lackeys”. He added, “we feel from the bottom of our hearts that the 

struggle and victory of the Iraqi people are our own. We are convinced that no imperialists 

can ever sabotage this firm friendship between the Chinese and Iraqi people” (Peking 

Review, 7 October 1958, p.19). Liu also stressed that the Chinese people fully supported the 

Iraqi people in their struggle for national independence as well as that of other Arab countries 

and demanded that the aggressive US and UK forces withdraw from Lebanon, Jordan and the 

Near and Middle East. 

China’s tendency to label the Iraqi government as pro-imperialist and its show of 

support for the Iraqi people against Hashemite rule caused tensions between the communist 

Chinese regime and the Iraqi government during most of the 1950s. The tension was evident 

during the Bandung Conference. 

The tenor of Chinese relations with Middle Eastern states had started to change during 

the mid-1950s. The first Afro–Asian Conference held in Bandung, Indonesia, was the most 

vivid manifestation of this change – it aimed “to promote Afro-Asian economic and cultural 

cooperation and to oppose colonialism or neocolonialism by any nation” (Hongoh, 2016, p. 

375). The organisers of the conference were Indonesia, Pakistan, Burma (Myanmar), India 

and Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Commonly referred to as the Bandung Conference, the event 
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brought together twenty-nine states, including “Afghanistan, Cambodia, China, Egypt, 

Ethiopia, the Gold Coast (Ghana), Iran, Iraq, Japan, Jordan, Laos, Lebanon, Liberia, Libya, 

Nepal, the Philippines, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Thailand, Turkey, the Vietnam 

Democratic Republic, South Vietnam (later reunified with the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam) and Yemen (Republic of Yemen)”. Though holding different ideological positions, 

these states established the ‘Afro–Asian movement’ with a focus on anti-colonialism and 

support for the non-aligned movement1.  As such, the Bandung conference could be 

considered a watershed in the emergence of the Global South Solidarity Movement and a 

turning point in the quest of the southerners to liberate themselves from colonialism and form 

an international order on more emancipatory and inclusive bases.  

The conference marked the start of a shift in China’s foreign policy towards the Arab 

world, and more broadly, the Middle East and North Africa. The Chinese delegation adopted 

a positive attitude towards Asian and African countries because they wanted to boost the 

national independence movement and create conditions for improved relations with these 

states. According to the 1955 China Daily, “the Chinese delegation entered into extensive 

 
1 In Benevolensky’s words: “The important document of Bandung conference was the declaration on promotion 

of world peace and co-operation. At the conference, it was unanimously declared the absolute right of all nations 

to choose a political and economic system and a way of life in keeping with the U.N. charter principles. The 

participants worked out the principles of inter-state relations, which constituted a further development of 

Panchasheela principles. These principles were the following. (1) Respect for the U.N. charter (2) Respect for 

the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all nations (3) Recognition of equality of all races and nationalities-

big and small (4) Abstention from intervention and interference in the internal affairs of other countries (5) 

Respect for the right of every country for individual or collective defence in conformity with U.N. charter (6a) 

Abstention from exerting pressure on other countries (6b) Abstention exploiting agreement on collection 

defence of self-interest on the part of big powers (7) Abstention from acts or threats of aggression and the use of 

force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any country (8) Settlement of all international 

disputes by peaceful means e.g. Negotiation, arbitration, judicial settlement or other means as the parties may 

choose in conformity which the principles of U.N. charter (9) Assistance in mutual interest and cooperation and 

(10) respect for justice and international obligations” (Benevolensky, 1985, p. 17). 
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contact with delegates of many countries, conducted frequent consultations and close 

cooperation with them and contributed positively to smooth progress and success of the 

Conference” (China Daily, 20 April 2005).  

The same positive approach, however, was not extended to Iraq. Huwaidin (2002) 

stated that “before the Bandung Conference, China categorised the Kingdom of Iraq as part 

of a capitalist camp that is under the control of Western imperialism, and hence, not a 

potential ally in the anti-imperialist front” (p. 137). The Iraqi government had joined the US-

led alliance only two months before the Bandung Conference in February 1955. Proposed by 

the Eisenhower administration as a means of preventing communist incursions and fostering 

peace in the Middle East, Pakistan, Iran, Turkey and the UK had also joined this alliance. The 

headquarters of the alliance was, however, based in Baghdad, thus giving the alliance the 

name ‘the Baghdad Pact’.  

China had criticised the establishment of the Baghdad Pact, which was perceived as a 

new paradigm of colonial control over the region that Mao described as the “Middle Zone 

countries” (Yee, 1983), and was of the view that any power that controls this zone would be 

able to control world affairs, especially in the Far East. China viewed such intervention in a 

large Asian–African context and as involving China’s interests (Shichor, 1979). China was 

alarmed at such developments in the Middle East and viewed them as part of the move 

towards encircling China. Therefore, Baghdad’s alliance with the US had prevented friendly 

diplomatic relations between China and Iraq. 

At the Bandung Conference, the Iraqi delegation criticised communist behaviour and 

considered it as one of the threats to world peace and harmony. Mohammad Jamali, Iraq’s 

former prime minister and head of the Iraqi delegation to Bandung, in his speech, referred to 
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three international forces preventing peace and harmony and urged how they must be fought 

with determination. Among these three forces were the communists. Jamali stated that:  

The communist leaders seek territorial gain. Let us ponder the fate of Turkestan, 

the Baltic states, Poland, and Czechoslovakia. Under the colonialism, the cries of 

the subjugated people could sometimes be heard: under communist domination all 

is silence. We must, therefore, defend ourselves pending ideological disarmament 

throughout the world (The National Archives of the United Kingdom, April 1955, 

p. 5).  

The Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai displayed avoided reacting sharply to allay the 

anxiety of some anti-communist delegates China was interested in building relations with. 

The interaction between the Iraqi and Chinese delegations during the conference, however, 

remained marginal compared to China’s engagement with other Arab delegations, such as 

Egypt and Syria (Olimat, 2014). In the conference, Zhou Enlai met with the President of 

Egypt, Jamal Abdul Nasser and Ahmad Al Shugari, the representative of Palestine – later 

known as the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) – who participated in the conference 

as part of the Syrian delegation. The side talks between the Chinese and Arab delegations at 

the Bandung platform enlightened China on the issues of Arab and Middle Eastern states, 

most particularly on anti-imperialism and the Arab–Israeli conflict.  

During the years after the Bandung Conference, the Chinese communist regime 

continued to identify Iraq as a pro-western and anti-revolutionary regime.  But China’s 

negative perceptions of Iraq changed a few years after the Bandung conference when the 

regime changed in Iraq in 1958 from a monarchy to a republic, and Iraq withdrew from the 

Baghdad Pact in 1959. China considered the regime change in Iraq and its withdrawal from 

the Baghdad Pact as a turning point for China, the Middle East and the whole world: “The 

triumph of the national revolution in Iraq smashed the shackles of the Baghdad Pact and 
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charted a bright course for the Arab people and all the peoples of the Middle East” (Peking 

Review, 6 January 1959, p. 6). 

End of the Monarchy: The 14 July 1958 Revolution  

The 14 July 1958 coup in Iraq, also known as the July 1958 Revolution, ended 

Hashemite rule established by King Faisal I in 1921 under British patronage. Although the 

British government had maintained a network of espionage and propaganda to retain Iraq as a 

counter to the Egyptian claim to Arab leadership, the coup heralded the end of their presence 

and strategy (Franzén, 2010). King Faisal II, Prince Abd al-Ilah and Nuri al-Said were killed 

in the coup by Abd al-Karim Qasim and Abd Al-Salam Arif – the most prominent leaders of 

the coup. Qasim assumed the position of the prime minister and Arif seized the position of 

deputy prime minister in the republican regime. 

The republican regime denounced imperialist rulers of the Hashemite kingdom, thus 

raising concerns in the US that Gamal Abdul Nasser of Egypt, with his anti-imperialist 

ideology, was behind the coup. Eisenhower remarked that the 14th of July coup was 

“fomented by Nasser under Kremlin guidance” (Osgood, 2009, p. 30). The Times newspaper 

reported in London on 15 July 1958: “The crisis in Iraq is a crisis of the Western presence in 

the Middle East ... If the July 14th Revolution succeeds, it would be a catastrophe for the 

West.” Even if the link was not proven, and Qasim was not fixated on completely ending 

Iraqi–British relations, its foreign policy decisions established anti-Western credentials for 

the new regime. Soon after the July 14th Revolution, Qasim adopted a positive attitude 

towards communists at home and extended a hand of friendship towards communist regimes. 

Thus, Qasim has established relations with communist countries, particularly the Soviet 

Union, and permitted the formation of the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) after it was forced 

underground under the monarchy (Osgood, 2009). As an extension of what was presented as 
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a non-aligned posture, the republican regime also withdrew from the Baghdad Pact 

(Huwaidin, 2002) in March 1959. Since the Baghdad Pact had been established to counter the 

perceived Soviet expansion in the Middle East, its revocation by the republican regime 

indicated its refusal to remain part of the Western alliance system. By the end of 1959, Iraq 

withdrew from all military deals signed with the UK and the US. 

From 1958 through the mid-1960s, China viewed US imperialism as its main enemy 

while also being critical of the Soviet Union due to its détente with the US, which shaped its 

policy towards the Middle Eastern states as well. The Chinese government, therefore, 

responded favourably to the revolution in Iraq due to their view of the situation in the Gulf 

and the Middle East. They were already interested in supporting anti-imperialist groups in the 

region, and so welcomed the regime change in Iraq. The regime change in Iraq in 1958 from 

a monarchy to a republic was the beginning of the Chinese political orientation towards the 

Middle East and North Africa. China interpreted the rise of Qasim to power as an opportunity 

to establish a presence in the Arab region (Behbehani, 1981). It viewed improving links with 

Iraq as part of their regional strategy to ensure that their brand of socialism, as espoused by 

Mao, attracted support in Iraq.  

Two days after the regime’s change on 16 July 1958, China recognised the new 

regime in Iraq. China’s Foreign Minister, Chen Yi, informed the Iraqi Foreign Minister, 

Abdel Jabbar Al-jamer, of the Chinese government’s decision to recognise the Iraqi 

government. Chen Yi extended “hearty congratulations” from the Chinese government to the 

Iraqi people. Chen stated:  

I am deeply convinced that relationship and co-operation between China and Iraq 

and their peoples will develop continuously on the basis of Bandung principles. 

The Chinese people will exert their utmost efforts to support your just struggle 
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against imperialism and in defence of national independence and freedom. (Peking 

Review, 22 July 1958, p. 5). 

Having the two countries recognise each other, China appointed Chen Chi-Feng, who 

had previously served as China’s ambassador to Syria in 1956–1958, as ambassador to 

Baghdad, and Iraq appointed Abd al-Haq Fazil as its ambassador to China. On 17 July 1958, 

the PRC’s Premier Zhou Enlai sent a cable to Abdel Karim Qasim to recognise the new 

regime and pledged the support of the Chinese government to the success of his regime 

against any potential coup or threat from Britain or the US. The message by Chen was 

repeated by Zhou Enlai by cable. Chou declared, “I would like to assure your Excellency that 

the Chinese government and people will give every support to your government and people in 

your struggle to safeguard national independence and oppose imperialist aggression” 

(Behbehani, 1981, p. 191). 

After the revolution of 1958, the Iraqi government recognised the PRC as the only 

representative of the Chinese people. On 18 July, Iraqi Premier Abdel Karim Qasim informed 

Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai that:  

I am pleased to inform you of the decision of the Council of Ministries of the Iraqi 

Republic to recognise the Government of the People’s Republic of China. I hope 

that this recognition will lead to cordial co-operation between the People’s 

Republic of China and the Republic of Iraq and to the promotion of world peace. 

(Peking Review, July 1958, p. 5).  

The Chinese leadership portrayed Qasim’s regime as an anti-imperialist regime that 

could challenge the Western presence in the region. The Peking Review on 22 July 1958 

stated: 

The victory of the Iraqi people has greatly changed the balance of power in the 

Middle East. A keystone of imperialist aggression has collapsed […] the Iraqi 
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revolution shows that the wrath of the peoples trampled underfoot and exploited 

by the imperialists is like a ball of consuming fire, which sooner or later will 

destroy the imperialists and their agents. (Peking Review, 22 July 1958, p. 19).  

They affirmed that the establishment of the new regime in Iraq under Qasim is 

particularly significant for the people in Asia and Africa because the monarchy, who was the 

initiator of the Baghdad Pact, was the cornerstone of imperialist aggression by the US and 

UK in the Middle East (Peking Review, 22 July 1958).   

The leaders of the newly formed Government in Iraq were grateful for Chinese 

support. On 30 July 1958, Mohammad Kubbah, Member of the Iraqi Sovereignty Council, 

stated that:  

The Arab people in general and we, the Iraqis, in particular, do not know how to 

thank People’s China for their noble and friendly attitudes toward all liberation 

movements in the Arab world. This noble attitude is certainly very impressive and 

important in stopping the aggressors because People’s China occupies a very 

important position among the nations of the world. Its manpower and material 

resources are a factor which makes the aggressors think twice before acting (Lee, 

2013, p. 23). 

The establishment of Sino–Iraqi diplomatic relations paved the way for official visits 

and cultural exchange programs between the two nations and referred to the enthusiasm of 

both sides to enhance relations between them. Accordingly, several Iraqi delegations visited 

Beijing and met Chinese leader Mao Zedong. China, in return, as a token of friendship with 

Iraq, provided Iraq with a number of Chinese-made vehicles and equipment to help Iraq with 

its development and modernisation programs (Emadi, 1994). Behbehani (1981) stated that 

within eighteen months of the revolution in Iraq, three Chinese missions visited Iraq, while 

eight Iraqi delegations visited China. He concludes that relations between China and Iraq 
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underwent “rapid development” (p. 182). Despite that, most visits from both sides were 

cultural and peace missions; these visits indicated the degree of cordiality between the two 

countries.  

China was eager to have trade deals with Iraq. Commerce with Iraq was not Beijing’s 

ultimate goal so much as having Iraq as an instrument of active resistance against Western 

imperialists. To that end, on 3 January 1959, the two countries signed their first trade and 

payment agreement. According to the agreement, Iraq exported to China cotton, hides and 

skins, oilseeds, and tens of thousands of tons of ‘Zahdi dates’. In exchange, China exported to 

Iraq “raw and industrial materials such as aluminium, steel, electrical materials, machines 

parts, industrial plant equipment, as well as textiles and luxury goods like dyestuffs, paints, 

porcelain, silk, paper, and woolen materials” (Calabrese, 1991, p. 25). By December 1959, 

eight missions from Iraq had visited China, while three delegations from China had also 

visited Iraq. The first deal was followed by the Cultural Co-operation Agreement and the 

Trade Agreement. The Cultural Co-operation Agreement was signed on 4 April 1960 in Iraq 

during the visit of China’s cultural delegation, which aimed to achieve broad co-operation in 

all spheres of cultural activities.  

China was keen to highlight positive relations with Iraq. Thus, the Chinese media 

covering the relations between China and Iraq presented the picture that the people of Iraq 

were pro-China. For example, the Chinese media portrayed the Chinese delegation that 

visited some Iraqi cities, such as Kirkuk, Basra and Baghdad, receiving a warm welcome 

from the Iraqi people who surrounded the Chinese visitors with slogans in Arabic and 

Chinese that read “Long live the friendship between the Iraqi and Chinese peoples” and 

“Long live Premier Qasim and Chairman Mao Tse-Tung!” (Peking Review, 7 April 1960, p. 

21). The Trade Agreement was signed in Beijing on 25 May 1960 during the visit of the Iraqi 

delegation to China. According to this agreement, China exported cotton cloth, silks, rolled 
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steel, machinery and various consumer goods, while Iraq exported dates, cotton, hides, oil, 

petroleum products and cement (Peking review, 31 May 1960, p. 29).  

The Chinese government was of the view that the Iraqi revolution had contributed to a 

positive view of communist and patriotic forces in many Arab conservative countries, such as 

Jordan, Morocco, Yemen and Lebanon, and the Chinese media encouraged these countries to 

opt for socialism. China encouraged Lebanon to follow Iraq’s revolution and not to be afraid 

of imperialism:  

It has proved to the people of Lebanon and all the Middle East that imperialism is 

nothing to be afraid of, that the forces of feudalism will collapse at the first 

resolute blow, that as long as they remain united and persist in their struggle, final 

victory will surely be theirs. (Peking Review, 22 July 1958, p. 19).  

In August 1958, in a message the Chinese Premier Chou En-lai sent to the new Iraqi 

leader Qasim, Chou clearly stated that “the Chinese government and people firmly opposed 

the US and British occupation of Lebanon and Jordan and their armed threat to the Republic 

of Iraq and other Arab countries [and] the United States and Britain should immediately 

withdraw their forces from Lebanon and Jordan.” He also added that “we are fully convinced 

that the Iraqi and other Arab peoples, who are awakened and are constantly strengthening 

their unity, will achieve still greater and more brilliant victories in their just struggle against 

colonialist aggression” (Peking Review, 19 August 1958, p. 21).  China hoped that the Iraqi 

revolution in 1958 would ignite other revolutions in the Arab region that would adopt the 

communist revolutionary approach. Within this context, China hoped that Jordan would 

follow Iraq and change its monarchical regime, given that leftist forces in Jordan had 

established a stronghold in the military and the bureaucracy against the Hashemite king in 

Jordan. 
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Despite the positive developments in Sino–Iraqi relations, some tensions emerged that 

were linked to domestic and regional dynamics. Regionally, from the early days of the coup 

in Iraq, Nasser, the President of Egypt, had viewed the coup and the relations between Qasim 

and the communists as a threat to the United Arab Republic of Syria and Egypt (UAR). 

Nasser put pressure on the new regime in Iraq to prevent the communists from participating 

in the state and pushed Iraq to join the UAR, which was the first step towards a larger pan-

Arab state that was meant to consist of Egypt, Syria and Iraq. Qasim was not enthusiastic 

about joining the union during the first years of the coup, but Arif had pan-Arabist 

sympathies. Arif wanted to promote closer ties with Nasser, and he pushed to join the UAR. 

Qasim perceived Arif’s behaviour as suspicious and a threat to his authority and to the 

independence of the new Iraq. Therefore, Qasim had pushed Arfi and his supporters in the 

army to a marginal position in government rather than have them arrested (Osgood, 2009, p. 

12). Doing so triggered a war between Qasim and Nasser that led to a split between the two 

leaders. Nasser considered Qasim’s behaviour toward his supporters in Iraq as an assault and 

a grave challenge. Consequently, Qasim built closer ties with the ICP.  

Some of Nasser’s supporters from the Iraqi nationalist officers in the army led a 

revolution opposed to the Government of Qasim in two cities in north Iraq: Mosul in March 

1959 and Kirkuk in July 1959. When the leaders of ICP heard about the plot, they decided to 

assist Qasim and foil the two revolts by rallying the supporters of the ICP for demonstrations 

in Mosul and Kirkuk to support Qasim’s Government. With the support he received from the 

ICP, Qasim crushed the two coups in both cities, which appeared to have had support from 

Nasser, and killed many nationalist officers. After those two coups, Qasim became more 

dependent on the ICP to balance the nationalists and to maintain his regime’s survival.  These 

developments in Mosul and Kirkuk in 1959 also triggered tension between Qasim and the 

ICP: communist leaders wanted critical positions in the government  that concerned Qasim 
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and led him to eventually suppress Iraqi communists and limit their influence, accusing them 

of plotting to overthrow his regime. Qasim banned the communist party, closed its offices 

and dismissed its members from key positions in the military and the government. Books by 

communist leaders were also banned, including Mao’s On the correct handling of 

contradictions among people, Liu Shao-chi’s On the Party and Hu Chiao-mu’s Thirty Years 

of the Chinese Communist Party (Emadi, 1994). 

Despite these tensions, regional developments prevented ties between China and Iraq 

from deteriorating. The developments around the issue of Kuwait is an example. Since the 

1930s, there had been thoughts to develop a port at Umm Qasr near the Kuwaiti border. At 

that time, these ideas had been associated with Iraqi claims to sovereignty over the whole of 

Kuwait or at the very least over the Kuwaiti islands of Warba and Bubiyan, which overlooked 

channels to Umm Qasr (Tripp, 2007).  On 19 June 1961, Qasim held a press conference to 

declare “Iraq regards Kuwait as an integral part of its territory” (Klein, 2003). Ahmed Al-

Subah, Amir of Kuwait, signed an agreement with Britain to gain independence. 

Subsequently, Kuwait became a British protectorate in 1961 and became a member of the 

Arab League on 20 July 1961. Qasim opposed these developments, claiming that Kuwait was 

part of the Basra province in southern Iraq, which was unfairly separated from Iraq by 

Britain. He announced that after the withdrawal of British troops from Kuwait, the territory 

would revert to Iraq. He threatened military action to regain Kuwait as part of Iraq. However, 

Qasim did not proceed with his threat to invade Kuwait as other Arab League members sent 

peace-keeping forces to Kuwait. 

In order to not damage its relations with Iraq and to counter UK expansion in the Gulf 

region, China did not recognise Kuwait. China was concerned that the Kuwaiti situation 

could result in Britain retaining a presence in the Gulf. As a Chinese commentator stated in 

an opinion piece published in the Peking Review:  
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After the overthrew [sic] of the monarchy regime in Iraq, the imperialists could no 

longer use their old methods to enslave the Iraqi people, but they are still trying, 

by hook or by crook, to maintain their colonial exploitation in Iraq. The 

imperialists will not lightly give up their positions [...] At the end of last 

December [of 1961], on the pretext of “increased tension” in the Middle East, 

Britain dispatched large numbers of warships and troops to threaten that region. 

(Peking Review, 23 February 1962, p. 22).  

Therefore, China took a more strategic view of the developments in the Gulf: it did 

not want to lose Iraq and be challenged by the British presence in Kuwait and the region. 

Sino–Soviet tensions also shaped Sino–Iraqi relations during the 1960s. China viewed 

the Middle East as a platform to confront Western imperialism and the Soviet Union alike.  

Therefore, China supported revolutionary movements opposed to Western and Soviet 

expansion in the Middle East and the world at large. For example, China supported the 

Dhofar Liberation Front in Oman in 1965 (that name was changed in 1968 to the Popular 

Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf), which triggered armed struggles 

against the Omani Government. China supported Oman’s liberation movement to “create a 

model of a revolutionary movement and to weaken Western influence in the Gulf region, in 

addition to competing with the Soviet Union” (Huwaidin, 2008, p. 101).  

Specifically vis-à-vis Iraq, the Chinese government avoided supporting opponents of 

the regime in Baghdad. In fact, it urged the Iraqi regime to arrest the pro-Soviet local leaders 

in Baghdad and accused them of the deaths of many revolutionaries (Huwaidin, 2008). 

Located within the context of containing Soviet and American influence, this approach was 

also motivated by the Chinese government’s interest in “limit[ing] a full separation between 

China and Iraq and, therefore, limit Western and Soviet influence in Iraq” (Huwaidin, 2002, 

pp. 138-9).  
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The impact of this policy was apparent in the 1960s: the two countries increased their 

bilateral trade activities, and China continued supporting Qasim’s regime. China continued to 

purchase Iraqi dates and oil and supported Iraq’s policy on nationalising the Iraq Petroleum 

Company (IPC) as “just actions aimed at liquidating the vestiges of colonialism and 

upholding national sovereignty” (Peking Review, 23 February 1962, p. 22). On 10 January 

1963, China and Iraq renewed the trade agreement that was signed between them in March 

1960. Under the terms of the new agreement, China’s export to Iraq included various 

commodities, such as “electrical appliance[s], industrial equipment, silk and cotton, and steel 

and timber”. In return, Iraq’s export to China included commodities, such as “crude oil, oil 

products, dates, wool, and some other products” (Peking Review, January 1963, p. 20). As a 

result of these two trade agreements between China and Iraq, the volume of trade between 

them increased from $8.5 million USD in 1959 to $17.61 million USD in 1963 (Review and 

Outlook: East winds in the Mideast, 22 March 1988). 

China supported Iraq’s desire to control the direction of its oil exports and also 

continued to support its efforts in fighting imperialism and colonialism. For example, in the 

Peking Review, Renmin Ribao published an article on 16 February 1962 stating that:  

Iraq is a leading oil-producing [sic] in the Middle East […] the British, U.S., and 

France [are] seeking to use the Iraq Petroleum Company and other monopolies to 

keep their hold on the country’s economy and prevent it from developing an 

independent national economy; and they [are] exerting pressure on Iraq to prevent 

it from enforcing its oil law against foreign monopolies. (Peking Review, 23 

February 1962, p. 22).  

Also, on the 4th anniversary of the founding of the Republic of Iraq, the Chinese 

Premier Chou En-lai sent a message to Qasim on 4 July 1962 stating that:  
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The daily growing friendly relations between China and Iraq, which were based 

on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence and the Bandung spirit, were not 

only in conformity with the common desire of the Chinese and Iraqi peoples but 

were influential in promoting solidarity between Asia and Africa nations and in 

preserving world peace. (Peking Review, 20 July 1962, p. 21).  

He concluded his message by wishing the Iraqi people “new success in the lofty cause 

of fighting imperialism and old and new colonialism” (Peking Review, 20 July 1962, p. 21). 

Speaking at the Iraqi National Day reception hosted by the Iraqi ambassador to China, the 

Chinese Vice-Premier Chen Yi reaffirmed that “the Iraqi people’s just struggle to oppose 

imperialism and safeguard national independence would always have the support of the 

Chinese people” (Peking Review, 20 July 1962, p. 21). 

These affirmations, however, occurred as Iraq continued to face increasing domestic 

instability, limiting prospects of bringing Iraq and China closer. By the early 1960s, the end 

of Qasim’s relationship with the ICP made him politically isolated and weak. The communist 

party, on the other hand, found itself under attack from the government and a number of other 

groups based in the Shi’a community, such as the Al-Da’wa Shi’a Party, who were dedicated 

to the fight against communism. Furthermore, pan-Arabists used murder and intimidation to 

drive communists out of the country. Many suspected communists and their families in 

Mosul, Baghdad and elsewhere were under attack by the pan-Arab and clandestine revival of 

the Ba’ath organisation led by Ali Al-Sa’di (Tripp, 2007). In 1961, Qasim’s Government 

faced opposition from the Kurds. The Kurds Democratic Party (KDP), who gained a license 

to operate in 1959, used the two years since gaining the license to mobilise and gain 

recognition as the foremost organisation in the Kurdish areas of Iraq. The leader of the KDP, 

Mustafa Barazani, sought to gain autonomy for the Kurdish-speaking regions of the country. 

Barazani and his followers, who were in exile in the Soviet Union during the rule of the 
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monarchy, were allowed by Qasim to return and form the KDP in 1959. Barazani hoped to 

exploit the relationships he built with the Soviet Union during his exile and the burgeoning 

relationship between the Soviet Union and Iraq to ask the leadership of the Soviet Union to 

discuss the Kurdish issue with Qasim. Nevertheless, the Soviet leadership refused to help 

Barazani, as the Soviets did not want to be involved in such a sensitive internal issue in Iraq.  

Meanwhile, Qasim had begun to harass the KDP by supporting Barazani’s rivals 

among Kurdish tribes (Tripp, 2007). When Qasim’s Government rejected Barazani’s request 

for autonomy in July 1961, Barazani returned to his traditional power base in “Barzan”, the 

northern Kurdish region. Soon fight broke out between Barazani forces and the leaders of the 

rival tribe whom Qasim’s Government had been assisting. Later, when the Barazani forces 

attacked units of the Iraqi army in September 1961, Qasim’s Government responded by 

bombing a number of Kurdish villages, including Barzan itself. By the end of 1961, a full-

scale war began between the government army and Barazani forces. Therefore, Qasim’s 

repression, the decreasing power of local communists and the War against the Kurds in 

September 1961 further weakened Qasim’s hold on power. The increased political repression 

led to the rise of some clandestine political organisations, including the Ba’ath Party, Kurdish 

parties, several Islamist groups as well as the communists (Johnson, 2004). 

The emergence of new opponents to Qasim’s Government between 1960–1963, such 

as the Ba’ath party and the KDP, contributed to the weakening of Qasim’s Government. 

From early 1962, the KDP decided that the only way to solve their dispute with Baghdad was 

to change the regime. The KDP thought they would get support from the ICP as they were 

ideologically close, but the ICP refused to cooperate with them. The KDP then turned to the 

pan-Arab group and the Ba’ath Party, because of its influence in the armed forces, to 

overthrow Qasim’s regime. This KDP approach coincided with the growing confidence of the 
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Ba’ath Party itself. The core membership of the party remained small, but it was well placed 

in the state administration and the armed forces. 

The Ba’athists in the armed forces constituted the most active group who were 

planning the downfall of Qasim’s regime. The Ba’ath party was based on a movement that 

stood for three primary principles: Arab unity, liberty and socialism (Eppel, 2004). They 

opposed foreign intervention in domestic affairs of Middle Eastern countries and actively 

propagated Nasser’s pan-Arabism. They were of the view that the artificial and Western 

boundaries imposed on the Middle East must someday be dissolved in order to unite the Arab 

nation (Helms, 1984). Qasim resisted these ideas despite him espousing anti-imperialist ideas 

because he considered the union with the UAR would undermine the sovereignty of Iraq 

(Osgood, 2009).  

Although Qasim had gained support from some of his allies among Iraqi communists 

in the army who shared his distrust of Nasser, there were some nationalists within the ruling 

regime, especially in the armed forces, that supported Ba’athist ideas. In 1962, Al-Sa’di and 

several senior Ba’athist officers, including Ahmed Hasan Al-Bakr and Salih Mahdi Ammash, 

formed “the Military Bureau of Ba’ath”. The bureau had expanded as a number of officers 

joined the bureau. The plans to overthrow Qasim in a coup were drawn up here, and the 

bureau was also intended to ensure that the Ba’ath would remain the dominant force in the 

aftermath of the coup, despite having to co-operate with non-Ba’athist officers (Tripp, 2007). 

From the Ba’athist Revolution to the Arif Regimes (1963–1968) 

On 8 February 1963, Ba’athist and Arab nationalist military figures organised a 

bloody coup to topple Qasim’s regime. After a day of fierce fighting, the rebel forces 

attacked the Ministry of Defence on 9 February, where Qasim and his colleagues were. The 

military units under the command of Ba’athist and Arab nationalist officers seized vital 
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government sites, including the radio station and the Ministry of Defence building in 

Baghdad (Johnson, 2004). The Ba’athist and pan-Arab officers immediately executed Qasim 

and his colleagues without trial. On 9 February, Ba’athists and Arab nationalists formed the 

National Council of the Revolutionary Command (NCRC), and Arab nationalist Abd Al-

Salam Arif became the president, and the Ba’athist Ahmed Hasan Al-Bakr became the vice-

president, and he held the real power by seizing 12 key government positions of a total of 16. 

But the alliance between the Arab nationalists and Ba’athists was short-lived because of 

differences among those responsible for the coup: Ba’athists and pan-Arabists increasingly 

disagreed on the orientation of the state. Additionally, there were internal divisions among 

Ba’athists on the future of Iraq and the positions they would hold within the Government 

(Tripp, 2007). An additional complication arose from the Ba’ath Party still being small in size 

and not quite consolidated, with just a few of its leaders with experience in governing, such 

as Ahmed Hasan Al-Bakr (vice-president), Salih Mahdi Ammash (defence minister) and 

Tahir Yahya (general staff chief). This new leadership did not control the whole country, and 

instead of strengthening the armed forces, increased its dependence on the National Guard. 

This impacted internal stability in Iraq, evident from the situation in Kurdish areas, and later 

led to the removal of Ba’athists from the Government.  

The internal instability in Kurdish areas north of Iraq was another challenge facing the 

newly formed government. In the aftermath of the coup, the KDP demanded exclusive 

administration by Kurds of the Kurdish province, defended by armed forces of Kurds, with 

independent finances based on domestic taxes and a steady proportion of oil revenues, with 

active Kurdish participation in the main organs of Iraq’s Government to safeguard Kurdish 

interests (Tripp, 2007). The central Government in Baghdad rejected the Kurdish request of 

extending its territories to include Kirkuk province and also rejected the principle of financial 

and military autonomy for the Kurds. Consequently, Barazani mobilised his forces once more 



145 
 

 
 

to fight against the central government in Baghdad. In return, the government launched a 

strong offensive in the Kurdish area, leading to a string of successes for the Iraqi army, 

including the capture of Barzani himself in August 1963. However, the Barazani forces and 

the KDP stayed active, benefitting from their control of the inaccessible mountain area along 

the borders with Turkey and Iran. They managed to create de facto autonomy in wide areas in 

Iraq’s northern territory that resulted in another bout of insurgency in Iraq. The Ba’athist 

regime soon realised that it is presiding over a demoralising and costly war, undermining 

confidence and creating risky resentments within the military.  

The new regime also faced foreign policy challenges linked to internal divisions. 

These challenges were apparent, for example, in the relevance of the UAR for Iraq, where the 

Ba’athist regime grappled with the idea of pan-Arabism. Arif, as a Pan-Arab nationalist, had 

supported the concept of the UAR. Once he took over as the nominal president, he initiated 

talks on reunification with Egypt and Syria. The Ba’athists were ambivalent about the idea 

floated by Nasser and were also conscious of the implications of engaging in these 

discussions of unification at a time when Al-Sa’di was holding negotiations with Kurdish 

leaders. These differences in Iraq within both the Ba’ath Party and the pan-Arab movement 

created pro-Nasserite and anti-Nasserite sentiments.  However, the talks for unification failed 

when the Ba’athist Prime Minister, Ahmed Hasan Al-Bakr, who held the real power, 

removed all non-Ba’athists from the cabinet. The dream of uniting with Egypt and Syria were 

not realised; its death resulted in clashes in Baghdad’s streets between Nasserites and the 

National Guard. Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Egyptian leader, also challenged the legitimacy of 

the Iraqi Ba’ath Party. (Tripp, 2007). The result was a souring of Iraqi relations with Egypt 

and Syria.  

The new regime also recognised the state of Kuwait. This occurred because the 

Kuwaiti Government exploited the political turbulence in Iraq and initiated contact with the 
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new Ba’ath regime, asking for diplomatic recognition. The new Iraqi regime responded 

favourably and endorsed the independence of Kuwait in October 1963. The new regime’s 

domestic and foreign policy helped sustain what was admittedly a weak relationship with 

Kuwait.  

The Iraqi decision to recognise Kuwait removed one of the issues China encountered 

in the Gulf: the possibility of a continued British presence in the newly liberated country. 

While this addressed the Chinese concern of continued British presence in the region through 

Kuwait, the relationship between China and Iraq remained less than cordial. This owed to the 

new regime adopting an anti-communist stance. Due to a fear of a communist challenge to its 

power, the Ba’athists continued to arrest, torture and execute ICP members (Ismael, 2008). 

The Ba’athist National Guard, commanded by Al-Wandawi, which grew out of the network 

of committees established by Al-Sa’di to check the power of the communists and other 

opponents of the Ba’ath on the street, was the most active in the campaign to suppress 

communists, with an estimated 3,000 made victims and 7,000 imprisoned  (Tripp, 2007).  

This anti-communist stance was bound to affect the regime’s relations with 

communist states. The Soviet Union, for example, attempted to undermine the Ba’ath regime 

by providing support through propaganda and a “small monthly stipend for Mustafa 

Barazani, the Kurdish leader, and suspending military shipments to Iraq” (Gibson, 2016, p. 

69).  

The deterioration in Iraqi–Soviet relations occurred at a time when Sino–Soviet 

differences also surfaced. Beijing came to perceive both – the US, its previously dominant 

enemy, and the Soviet Union, its new foe – as attempting to encircle China. This threat 

perception shaped Chinese responses to the new regime in Iraq. It was both accepting and 

mildly critical of the new regime. 
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 Beijing recognised the new regime in Iraq on 12 February 1963: this was conveyed in 

the form of a message from the Chinese Foreign Minister, Chen Yi, to Iraqi Foreign Minister, 

Talib Hussain AlShabeeb, and announced the Chinese government’s decision to recognise 

the new Iraqi Government (Peking Review, 15 February 1963). However, the Chinese media 

was critical of the arrests and oppression of communists in 1963 by the Ba’athists. According 

to the Peking Review, popular organisations in China protested against the persecution of 

progressives and patriots in Iraq (1 March 1963, p. 4). China also claimed that the 

‘imperialists’, the US in particular, were behind the execution of Iraqi communists, the 

disruption of unity and the strangling of Arab independence. On 1 March 1963, the Peking 

Review Editorial commented on “the persecution of patriots” in Iraq. It stated:  

Although the Arab peoples have won one victory after another, the imperialists are 

still trying by fair means and foul to disrupt their unity and strangle their national 

independence. In this respect, US imperialism is particularly active in turning the 

Arab peoples against each other. (Peking Review, 1 March 1963, p. 26).  

Such an assessment of the situation in Iraq soon underwent a slight change, which 

was linked to the changes in Iraq’s domestic political situation. 

Since the coup against Qasim in February 1963, Arif had gradually got weary of the 

Ba’athist agenda. When faced with a Ba’athist attempt to overthrow him, he decided to 

exclude them from the government. The result was the collapse of the Ba’athist regime and 

Arif’s rise to power during what was termed the November 1963 Revolution (Johanson, 

2004). Supported by nationalists in the army, Arif brought the National Guard under control 

and assumed the position of Chief of Staff. Within a few months, in January 1964, he also 

ousted al-Bakr from his position despite his earlier support in protecting him from a threat to 

his rule. Arif made it clear that he favoured a monopoly of power and would only share 

power with the most trusted associates. He retained the position of president and control over 
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the army (Gibson, 2016) and continued to rule by counting on the established system of 

patronage, kinship and tribal affiliations.  

 The removal of the Ba’athists from the regime resulted in Arif increasingly relying on 

pan-Arabists who identified with Nasser. Although Arif also admired Nasser, he was not 

prepared to cede his control over Iraq and instead opted to emulate the Nasserite model of 

governance: he appointed people who were more interested in the united, orderly and 

powerful Iraqi state. The process resulted in the decree of July 1964, which nationalised 

banks, insurance companies and leading industrial firms. Oil was the dominant feature of the 

economy of Iraq, accounting for about one-third of Iraq’s GDP. The success of the policies, 

however, were marred by Abd al-Salam Arif’s death in 1966. His brother Abd al-Rahman 

Arif took over and ruled Iraq until 1968. While he continued the policy of strengthening the 

state, the economy did not improve due to a crisis of a lack of business confidence and 

political instability in the country.  

Arif’s regime, as previously mentioned, had also adopted an anti-Communist stance 

and imprisoned several communists. Arif’s decision of excluding the Ba’ath and communists 

from the government, which led both sides to regroup their forces. The communists 

attempted to increase their support in the military and in popular organisations, while the 

Ba’athists adopted a more cautious position. In March 1965, there were full-scale military 

operations in the Kurdish region, which Arif confronted offensively. Fearing that the 

Ba’athists would create an environment conducive to overthrowing the government, the 

communists decided to ally themselves with the Muslim Brotherhood and the KDP against 

the Ba’athists (Helms, 1984). Later, the ICP split into pro-Soviet and pro-China factions. 

Aziz Al-Hajj split from the mainstream party, which had been supported by Moscow, and 

formed the Iraqi Communist Party-Central Command, which was oriented towards Maoist 

China. Al-Hajj’s group adopted a more hostile attitude towards Arif’s regime. This earned it 
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both the displeasure of the Soviet Union and the target of the government’s security forces. 

Its preference for a struggle against the Arif regime in the form of sporadic acts of violence 

resulted in the repression of Al-Hajj’s followers in the late 1960s. Many of his followers then 

returned to the pro-Soviet faction.  

In contrast to Qasim and the Ba’athists, Arif’s new regime was more palatable to the 

Chinese government. Arif’s foreign policy of maintaining a neutral stance vis-á-vis both the 

main superpowers, the US and the Soviet Union, led the Chinese government to support 

Arif’s regime. Interested in building strong ties with most Middle Eastern states to counter 

the influence of the two superpowers, Beijing aimed to build a relationship with the Arif 

regime (Emadi, 1994). Hence, like the Soviet Union, which had previously separated itself 

from the Iraqi regime due to the latter’s treatment of its communists, Beijing also refrained 

from souring its relations with Baghdad. It approved of the Arif regime’s domestic policy of 

nationalising key industrial and manufacturing enterprises and expanding relations with other 

non-aligned countries. However, keen to draw a wedge between the Soviet Union and the 

Arif regime, it held Moscow responsible for the treatment of ICP members. After the death of 

Qasim and the split of the ICP into pro-Soviet and pro-China factions, for example, China 

denounced the pro-Soviet faction and blamed their commitment to Khrushchev’s revisionism 

as the cause behind the persecution of the ICP (Peking Review, 3 April 1964, p. 18). In 

response, the Soviet Union presumed “the Chinese representatives in Iraq wanted to take 

advantage of the fact that the Iraqi Communist Party had become leaderless to create their 

schismatic group there” (Current digest of the Soviet press, 29 April 1964).   

Although Sino–Iraqi relations did not register any further improvement after the death 

of Abd Al-Salam Arif and during China’s self-isolating Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), 

China continued to maintain and develop its political and economic relations with Iraq and its 

relations with the Middle East in general. This was apparent in its response to the Arab– 
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Israeli conflict, particularly the 1967 War. The Chinese leadership portrayed the Arab-Israeli 

War as an embodiment of American imperialism. On the very first day of the Arab–Israeli 

War, 5 June 1967, the Chinese government made a statement published in Peking Review and 

condemned Israeli aggression against the UAR, Syria and other Arab states as “another 

towering crime against the Arab People Committed by US imperialism and its tool Israel as 

well as a grave provocation against the people of Asia, Africa, and the rest of the world” 

(Peking Review, 9 June 1967, p. 8). 

Opposing the US support of Israel, China denounced Israel’s status as a “made up” 

state and showed its unconditional support for the Arab World. The Chinese government 

declared it would firmly stand on the Arab people’s side and support them in their fight 

against “US–Israeli aggression” (Peking Review, 9 June 1967, p. 8). Accordingly, the 

Chinese Premier Chou En-Lai sent a message to the leaders of Egypt, Syria and Palestine to 

confirm that “The Chinese people will always remain Comrades-in-Arms of the Arab people 

in their struggle against imperialism” (Peking Review, 9 June 1967, p. 8). In line with the 

focus on supporting national liberation movements in the Middle East, China expressed its 

willingness to support the PLO in gaining independence (Alsabah, 2017).  

Iraq was involved in the War directly and indirectly as Iraq was providing military 

support at the Jordan front through its military contingent stationed in southern Jordan 

(Olimat, 2014). Owing to the significant military role that Iraq played in the 1967 Arab–

Israeli War, the Iraqi government needed to increase its arms purchases. Hence, Iraq went to 

the Soviet Union to purchase its weapons, including ten MiG-21s (fighter jets) and two 

trainer planes. The Soviets provided the first shipment of arms to Iraq in less than ten days of 

Iraq’s request. Later, the Soviet Union sent more weapons to Iraq, Syria and Egypt, 

“including 325 fighter planes, 300 tanks, and artillery and equipment.” (Schmidt, 1991, p. 6). 

At the end of the Arab–Israeli War, the Soviet Union aimed to build closer ties with Arab 
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states, including China’s favoured ally in the region, Iraq, by providing them with military 

support. Abd Al-Rahman Arif, who seized power after the death of his brother Abd Al-

Salam, was a willing recipient. Arif’s regime came to rely on the Soviet Union while 

simultaneously attempting to improve links with the West.  At the time when China was 

seeking to counter its perceived domination of the world by the US and the Soviet Union, the 

Chinese government found it difficult to continue working with the new Iraqi government 

during and after the 1967 Arab–Israeli War. 

The lack of improvement in Sino–Iraqi relations during the regimes of the Arif family 

(1963–1968) can primarily be explained in terms of the difficulties that emerged from the 

mixture of Iraqi internal turmoil, China’s cultural revolution, Beijing’s perception of the 

Soviet Union and the US as attempting to encircle China, and China’s strategy to counter 

these attempts.  

A new Ba’ath regime rise to power again in 1968 

On 17 July 1968, three principal officers in Iraq’s military with their Ba’athist allies 

seized the Broadcasting House, the Ministry of Defence and the headquarters of the 

Republican Guard in Baghdad. The three officers, who were all trusted by Abd Al-Rahman 

Arif, were Abd Al-Razzaq Al-Nayif, who was in charge of military intelligence; Ibraheem 

Abd Al-Rahman Al-Dawood, who headed the Republican Guard; and Sa’doun Ghaidan, who 

commanded the Republican Guard’s tank regiment. The Prime Minister and his cabinet were 

arrested, and President Arif was put on a plane and sent out of the country (Tripp, 2007, p. 

184). A new regime was formed with Hasan Al-Bakr as president, Al-Nayif as prime 

minister, Al-Dawood as defence minister, and Salih Mahdi Ammash as interior minister. 

Although there were several cabinet positions assigned to Ba’athists, the majority went to the 
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non-Ba’athist leaders of the coup or to other representatives of other groups in Iraq, such as a 

leader from the Muslim Brotherhood and four from the Kurds. 

The relationship between the Ba’athist and non-Ba’athist groups was a complicated 

one since neither group wanted to share power. The Ba’athist group had immediately acted to 

strengthen their hold on the armed forces, and because they had felt they would lose the 

ground to the overwhelming majority of non-Ba’athists in the officer corps, they persuaded 

some other non-Ba’athists such as Sa’doun Gaidan to join them. In doing so, Ba’athists 

succeeded in neutralising the Republican Guard. On 30 July, when Al-Dawood left the 

country on a visit to Jordan, the Ba’athists seized a strategic state building in Baghdad, and 

Al-Nayif was exiled (Tripp, 2007). Therefore, it can be said that the coup of 17 July 1968 

brought the Ba’ath Party to full power and ushered in another change in the structure and 

orientation of the Iraqi government. 

After the third military coup in Iraq, the Ba’athists had developed into a more 

organised political party than they had been in 1963, with a major focus on domestic issues 

and less focus on a pan-Arab identity. The Ba’ath Party after 1968 built Iraq into a leading 

regional power among Arab states. Under the early years of Ba’ath rule, Iraq became an 

influential oil-producing country, a development-oriented nation with an ambitious foreign 

policy agenda (Olimat, 2014).  

China watched the developments on the Iraqi scene closely. The new rise of Ba’ath to 

power in Iraq ushered in a new era for the relationship between China and Iraq. The 

relationship between the two nations improved during the new Ba’ath regime. This 

improvement took place against the backdrop of a realignment of the global power balance. 

As discussed earlier, the 1960s had been marked by tensions between the US and the Soviet 

Union, the Vietnam War, and the continuing border tensions between China and the Soviet 

Union. During the 1960s, the Chinese government perceived both the US and the Soviet 
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Union as the main threat to China and the entire world. The Chinese official interpretation, 

presented by Radio Peking, announced that the Soviets and US politicians discussed “a great 

conspiracy, on a worldwide basis ... criminally selling the rights of the revolution of [the] 

Vietnam people, [of the] Arabs, as well as [those of] Asian, African, and Latin-American 

peoples, to US imperialists” (At the Summit: Cautious Optimism. 24 June 1964, p. 1). 

Towards the end of the 1960s, however, the Soviet Union, with which China had 

major border clashes in 1969, was now seen as the only state attempting to encircle China 

(Fisher, 1971; Robinson, 1972; and George, 1977). Chinese policymakers advocated a new 

strategy with two major components to counter this perceived Soviet threat; at the global 

level, they favoured a policy of improving relations with the US. With the tension between 

China and the Soviet Union reaching a critical point, Beijing began to soften its attitude 

towards the West. The visit of former US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, and former US 

President Richard Nixon in 1971 and 1972, respectively, marked the beginning of the 

transition in China’s foreign policy directions as it focused on building ties with the US.  

At the Middle Eastern regional level, the Chinese favoured improving diplomatic 

contacts with more countries in the Middle East and North Africa region. This attempt was 

directed to strengthen its position vis-à-vis the Soviet Union by neutralising Soviet influence 

in countries already in a friendly way with Moscow and at preventing the ‘non-committed’ 

countries from establishing close economic, military and political links with the Soviet 

Union.  

 This modification in Chinese policy towards the Middle East, including Iraq, was 

apparent at the turn of the 1970s. Following the improvement of relations between the US and 

China, Beijing’s admission to the United Nations (UN) was imminent: it assumed its seat at 

the UN as representative of China on 25 October 1971. While reporting the development, 

Beijing was keen to acknowledge support from Iraq. According to the Peking Review, Iraq was 
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among other countries that voted in favour of the PRC’s admission into the UN (29 October 

1971). In the next issue of Peking Review, the Chinese editorial Renmin Ribao referred to Iraq 

and some other countries which supported China to gain a permanent seat on the United 

Nations Security Council as “friendly countries that have made unremitting efforts for years to 

restore to China her legitimate rights in the United Nations” (Peking Review, 5 November 

1971, p. 7).  

It could be argued that following Chinese admission to the UN, China’s foreign policy 

towards the Arab world was shaped by its interest in containing the expansion of Soviet 

influence in the Middle East. This was reflected in Beijing abandoning the political isolation 

and focusing on opening doors for new relationships with most of the world’s states to 

protect Chinese interests and to supports the principle of non-interference in regional affairs 

by outsiders.  

The relevance of this approach was clear as the Soviet Union proposed the Asian 

collective security system to establish a stronger presence in the Middle East and other 

regional states. Focused on preventing the Soviets from succeeding in the Middle East, 

Beijing responded by improving relations with regional states, including Iraq. China and Iraq 

signed a new agreement on economic and technical cooperation on 21 June 1971 (Peking 

Review, 2 July 1971). According to the terms of this agreement, Iraq was to export chemical 

fertiliser while importing sulphur from China; also, China had granted Iraq an interest-free 

loan of $36 million, repayable over ten years with the first payment in 1984 (Bartke, 1989).  

Before signing the agreement in Beijing, both sides hoped that the friendship and cooperation 

between the two countries would continuously develop. The Chinese Minister of Economic 

Relations with Foreign Countries, Fang Yi, stated that China develops its friendly relations 

and cooperation with Asian and African countries on the basis of the Five Principles of 

Peaceful coexistence. In response, the Iraqi delegation headed by the Iraqi Oil and Mining 
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Minister, Sadoun Hamadi, emphasised the friendly ties between the two countries. Hamadi 

regarded the development of relations, including economic and technical cooperation, as 

necessary to promote friendly relations between the two countries (Peking Review, 2 July 

1971, pp. 38-39).  

China, however, failed to contain the rapprochement between the Soviet Union and 

Iraq. This was due to Iraq’s focus on seeking support from the superpowers to support its 

status as a regional power. China was considered a third world country, as its economy had 

suffered several setbacks, and its industries were unattractive and could not compete with 

Soviet industries. The role of the Soviet Union as an influential global power and Iraq’s need 

for armaments to strengthen its military power and support its economic and industrial 

projects to undermine Western leverage over its oil industry boosted the cooperation between 

Iraq and the Soviet Union at the expense of China. The Soviet–Iraqi relationship culminated 

in the signing of the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation between the two countries on 9 

April 1972 (Calabrese, 1998).  

The Soviet–Iraq treaty came as an attempt by Saddam Hussein, who by then had 

gained influence in Iraq, to prevent the US expansion in the region. As quid pro quo, the 

Ba’athist regime agreed to stop persecuting members of the ICP (McCauley, 2017). The new 

rapprochement between Baghdad and Moscow, therefore, limited the extent to which China 

could improve relations with Iraq.  

Sino–Iraqi relations, however, did not completely collapse, as China still hoped that 

its relations with Baghdad could be restored to prevent Iraq’s complete dependence on the 

Soviet Union. Accordingly, China maintained political and economic relations with Iraq by 

sharing in the celebration of Iraq’s national day with the Iraqi government and by signing a 

protocol of technical and economic cooperation with Baghdad in December 1972 (Bartke, 

1989). 
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Meanwhile, China attempted to balance the Soviet presence in Iraq by supporting Iran 

in its conflict with Iraq over the Shatt al-Arab, the waterway that marked the Iranian–Iraqi 

boundary north of the Persian Gulf. Soon after the signing of the Soviet–Iraqi Treaty of 

Friendship and Cooperation of 1972, China declared its support for the Iranian government to 

protect its national independence and state sovereignty and safeguard its national resources. 

China justified and supported Iran’s military role in the Gulf region to protect the region from 

external threats (Ghfouri, 2017). Chinese Foreign Minister, Chi Peng-Fei, during his visit to 

Iran between 4 and 17 June 1973, declared China’s support for Iran’s military role in the 

region when he stated that “the Shah has the right to reinforce Iranian military potential to 

fight subversive activities in the oil-producing countries of the Gulf” (Behbehani, 1981, p. 

224).  

 The improvement of the Iraq–Iran relationship in 1975 was the most significant factor 

that prompted China to renew its relations with Iraq. At an OPEC meeting held in Algeria in 

March 1975, Iraq and Iran announced an agreement where Iraq acknowledged Iran’s claim to 

the eastern part of the river of Shatt Al-Arab. Iran, in return, agreed to enforce effective and 

strict control over its borders and to end all infiltration, including the support of the Iranian 

regime for Kurds. Subsequently, the War against the Kurds suddenly ended. The Algiers 

Accord signalled the success of Saddam’s pragmatic wing of the Ba’ath Party in reasserting 

its control. In April 1975, Saddam’s regime declared that relations with Iran were now 

“proceeding in such a way as to reduce the search for procurement of arms” and that Iraq 

would co-operate with Iran and other Gulf states to make the Gulf region a “peaceful zone” 

that is free of foreign military bases (Fukuyama, 1980, p. 47). 

The Soviet Union was unhappy with these developments in the region (Fukuyama, 

1980). The Soviets wished to secure dominance in the region by sending arms to the Iraqi 

government to help it solve issues with the Kurds. The Soviets had not anticipated the rapid 
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settlement between Iraq and Iran, which ended the war with the Kurds. Furthermore, the 

upheaval in world oil markets between 1973 and 1974 had increased Iraq’s trade volume with 

the West (Fukuyama, 1980). Moscow was dissatisfied with both developments of the Iraq–

Iran rapprochement and the new relations between Iraq and the West. Therefore, it focused, 

in particular, on using communists in Iraq to promote its interests. The Ba’ath Party 

responded to that by expelling communist members from the military and other posts in the 

Government (Fukuyama, 1980, p. VII), which resulted in tensions between Baghdad and 

Moscow.  

China exploited these developments to deepen its presence in the region. The Chinese 

government welcomed the new phase of the relationship between Iraq and Iran, which began 

with the signing of a joint communiqué between the Iraqi and Iranian foreign ministers in 

Algiers (March 1975) to mark the boundary between the two countries as running in the 

centre of the Shatt al-Arab. The Peking Review commented that it was an agreement between 

Iran and Iraq that “the region must be made immune from any foreign interference” (Peking 

Review, 21 March 1975, p. 29). The Iraqi Vice-President Taha Muhie-Eldin Marouf visited 

China in July 1975. He was quoted as stating that “[w]ith regard to our neighbours, Iran, 

thanks to our common goodwill, a final and immutable solution has been arrived at to the 

problems which had disturbed relations with Iran over a long period” (Peking Review, 11 

July 1975, p. 9). During this visit, China’s Vice-Premier Deng Xiaoping, in his banquet 

speech, praised Iraq and welcomed the new agreement between Iraq and Iran after it was 

taking a relatively neutral yet supportive approach towards Iraq in its conflict with Iran, and 

he encouraged all other Gulf states to tackle their issues by themselves to prevent any foreign 

intervention. Deng stated, “We are convinced that Iraq and the other Gulf countries and their 

peoples will certainly win greater victories in their just struggle to safeguard their state 

sovereignty and national independence” (Peking Review, 11 July 1975, p. 8). Marouf also 
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praised China’s struggle against aggression and foreign intervention: “We are happy that in 

visiting your great country we find ourselves so close to a part of the world which has served 

over long years and is still serving as a model of valiant and tireless struggle against 

aggression and foreign intervention” (Peking Review, 11 July 1975, p. 9). 

The Deng era: China’s economic reform and trade relations with Iraq (1977–1979) 

After the death of Mao Zedong on 9 September 1976, Deng Xiaoping ascended in the 

late 1970s to become China’s paramount leader after a two-year leadership transition (1976–

1978) under Hua Guofeng (Chen, 2002). According to Chen (2000), during the Deng era, 

China experienced a profound de-revolutionisation process, which undermined Mao’s 

revolution both as an ideal and as a reality. Based on China’s new foreign policy approach, 

China forged a pragmatic relationship with most of the world’s countries. Economic 

modernisation became the “centrepiece of China’s domestic and foreign policy” (Olimat, 

2014, p. 27). China shifted from a policy of promoting revolutionary models to one that 

placed emphasis “on government-to-government ties and increased willingness to play by the 

international diplomatic rules” (Reardon-Anderson, 2018, p. 152). The economic 

transformation of China from communism to an open market system changed China’s 

international relations, including with Iraq. 

The beginning of Deng’s era could be considered significant for both China and Iraq. 

The rise in oil prices made Iraq economically stronger than other states in the region. The 

Iraqi government used the large sums of money from oil revenues to build a robust 

infrastructure and to invest in education, industry, healthcare and agricultural sectors, with 

reasonable amounts spent on building strong government institutions and security forces to 

maintain a strong military for the defence of the country as well as to ensure strong state 

control over its citizens. At the end of the 1970s, Iraq’s economy grew at an unprecedented 
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level. The annual growth rate peaked at almost 11.7%, which pushed Iraq’s economy to the 

forefront of economies in the Arab region in terms of both the abundance of human resources 

and per capita GDP, which exceeded $4,000 in 1980 (Alnasrawi, 1994). For China, its own 

economic reforms placed it in the top economies in its East Asia region – the second 

economy in the region after Japan. The spectacular rise in the power of China is evident in its 

socioeconomic and scientific growth performance. The economic reforms established some 

preliminary foundation elements of what would now be described as a modern market 

economy. Those elements include the protection of property rights, the acknowledgement of 

the legal status of private businesses, mechanisms to enforce contracts, a modern taxation 

system, commercial banking, and a capital market (North, 1990). China’s market-oriented 

reforms were the fundamental basis of China’s rapid economic growth. The national 

economies of both states, China and Iraq, flourished, and they began to play significant roles 

in their regions. During this period, Sino–Iraqi political and economic relations improved. 

On the political front, the frequency of official visits between China and Iraq 

increased. China also continued expanding its economic ties with Iraq, with the ultimate aim 

of displacing the Soviet Union’s influence in Iraq and the region.  

On the economic level, although the economic relations between China and Iraq in the 

first half of the 1970s were minimal, Sino–Iraqi trade relations continued to improve after 

1975, with a further upswing in 1979. As table 4.1 shows, the total value of Sino–Iraqi trade 

in 1975 was $183.32 million USD, while in 1973, the total trade value was $21.59 million 

USD, which means it was 8.5 times smaller than that of 1975. The improvements in trade 

relations between China and Iraq occurred when China decided to purchase dates, chemical 

fertilisers and Sulphur from Iraq. Through a trade agreement signed in 1977, Iraq committed 

to export 100,000 tons of dates to China, becoming the leading exporter of this product 

(Calabrese, 1991). In the aftermath of signing the trade agreement in 1978, the total trade 
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value between the two countries reached $125.9 million USD, and it increased to $183.3 

million USD in 1979. 

Table 4.1: China’s trade with Iraq (export & import) 1955–1979 (in million USD) 

Year Export Import Total 

1955 0.01 - 0.01 

1956 0.03 - 0.03 

1957 0.25 - 0.25 

1958 1.16 - 1.16 

1959 4.44 3.93 8.37 

1960 5.64 1.21 6.85 

1961 5.05 3.52 8.57 

1962 10.16 4.62 14.78 

1963 10.42 7.19 17.61 

1964 13.06 3.98 17.04 

1965 13.98 7.25 21.23 

1966 18.09 5.55 23.64 

1967 14.75 6.64 21.39 

1968 16.61 4.22 20.83 

1969 18.86 4.53 23.39 

1970 17.52 4.54 22.06 

1971 20.22 4.13 24.35 

1972 18.74 7.27 26.01 

1973 16.85 4.74 21.59 

1974 54.60 69.24 123.84 

1975 65.48 117.84 183.32 

1976 55.44 83.49 138.93 
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1977 83.67 23.02 106.69 

1978 69.10 56.80 125.9 

1979 134.70 48.60 183.3 

Source: International Monetary Fund. Export and import by area and countries. Retrieved 

from: http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712 Access date: 26/11/2018. 

Huwaidin, M. B. (2002). China’s Relations with Arabia and the Gulf 1949-1999. London; 

New York: Routledge Curzon. p. 275 

 

Figure 4.1. China’s trade with Iraq (export & import) 1955–1979 (in million USD) 

Source: International Monetary Fund. Export and import by area and countries. Retrieved 

from: http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712 Access date: 26/11/2018. 

Huwaidin, M. B. (2002). China’s Relations with Arabia and the Gulf 1949-1999. London; 

New York: Routledge Curzon. p. 275. 
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Starting in 1975, China also worked in construction projects in Iraq, which could be 

seen as Beijing’s response to Moscow’s gas pipeline scheme for Iran. For example, in 1975, 

China constructed a 666-meter bridge “linking the Baghdad-Mosul highway with the 

international road from Mosul to Turkey” (Huwaidin, 2002, p. 141). In 1976, as part of a new 

economic and technical cooperation agreement, China contributed to constructing a sports 

hall in Baghdad. Moreover, in 1978, China and Iraq signed a protocol for constructing the 

Sherquat express bridge on the Tigris river in northern Iraq (Bartek, 1989). During his visit to 

Baghdad in 1979, China’s Minister of Foreign Trade, Li Chiang, underlined the freedom of 

the two countries from superpower rivalry and the maintenance of the stability of the 

international situation as the objectives of the Sino–Iraqi bilateral relationship (Emadi, 1994). 

Throughout this period, China was more interested in building its internal economy, and its 

imports from Iraq played an auxiliary role in China’s development. Therefore, the expansion 

of its trade and economic ties with Iraq meant exploiting the souring relationship between 

Iraq and the Soviet Union to sweeten its political relationship with Iraq.  

In summary, during this phase of Sino–Iraqi relations (1949–1979), the two states 

were classified as developing states, and they were enjoying a relative rise in regional power. 

China, eager to contain first the US and then Soviet influence in the Middle East and Iraq, 

moved from a distant and indifferent policy to one of slowly warming up to the regimes in 

Baghdad. China engaged in political and economic interaction, but, in general, those 

interactions were minimal and conducted in support of China’s political orientations – 

initially, the interactions between the two countries were primarily part of the struggle against 

western imperialism but later becomes part of the battle against Soviet hegemonism. The 

relationship improved incrementally as Iraq emerged as a regional power, and China, after 

the hiatus of the Cultural Revolution, proceeded to de-revolutionise its foreign policy. 
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Conclusion 

 

Figure 4.2. Timeline of main events in China and Iraq (1949-1979)  

As shown in Figure 4.2, the People’s Republic of China and Iraq followed similar 

trajectories during the 1949-79 period. While dealing with internal development such as the 

Cultural Revolution, and China’s shifting relations with the two main powers (pro-Soviet 

during the 1950s and the early 1960s, and pro-US during the 1970s onwards), China 

remained a developing state until 1979. The economic reforms that took place from the 

second half of 1978 marked the start of China’s economic developments, which contributed 

to the rise in China’s status at the global level. Iraq also went under several domestic and 

global developments that shaped its regional status during this phase (1949-1979). Initially, 

as a part of the Western system led by the United States, Iraq was an active member of the 

Baghdad Pact formed in 1955. The regime change from Monarchy to Republican in 1958 

shifted Iraq orientation from the Western system to the Soviet system. Thereafter, under the 

new republican regime, Iraq gradually began evolving across political, economic, and social 

dimensions. Despite several military coups, Iraq succeeded in enhancing its economy, 

improving the living standards of its people and continued to play an active role in its region. 
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The evolving status of Iraq reached its peak between 1975 and 1979 under the Ba’ath regime 

led by Ahmed Hassan Al-Bakr, when it was being recognised as a regional power.  

 

Figure 4.3. China and Iraq relations between 1949 and 1979 

As can be seen in figure 4.3, during this phase of China and Iraq relations (1949-

1979), the relationship went through three different stages. During the first stage (1949-

1957), Chinese and Iraqi relations with the main two superpowers, the United States and the 

Soviet Union, shaped the nature of their relationship. China looked to Iraq as part of the 

Western camp, while Iraq, at the same time, looked at China as part of the Communist system 

led by the Soviet Union, which was banned in Iraq during the ruling period of the Monarchy 

regime in Iraq. Therefore, there was an absence of any diplomatic, economic, military or 

cultural interactions between the two countries during the period between 1949 to 1957.  

In the first year of the second stage (1958-1968), the regime changed in Iraq from 

Monarchy to a Republican government. The new Iraqi republican regime was no longer part 

of the Western alliance system, nor was it anti-communist. Hence, in 1958 diplomatic 

relations were established between China and Iraq, and embassies were opened in the same 
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cultural relations
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year in both countries. However, the Sino-Iraqi relations during this second stage were 

confined to the political level, and there was no active economic, military or cultural 

engagement. Finally, the third stage of China and Iraq relations (1969-1979) was shaped by 

China’s attempts to gain Iraqi support in the United Nations and to counter the Soviet 

expansion in Iraq and the Middle East region in general. These Chinese attempts to prevent a 

close relationship between the Soviet Union and Iraq led China to increase its political and 

economic relations with Iraq. However, these Sino-Iraqi political and economic engagement 

during this stage of the relations remained limited, with no military and cultural relations 

between the two states. To conclude, the regime changes in Iraq and the Government 

transitions in China, and the two countries relations with the main superpowers throughout 

this phase of the Sino-Iraqi relations (1949-1979) had directed their diplomatic relations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

THE TRANSITIONING PERIOD OF SINO–IRAQI RELATIONS  

(1980–2002) 

At the turn of the 1980s, China began its upward transition courtesy of the 

reformations initiated under Deng’s leadership. The international system it was to operate in 

soon changed: within a decade, the collapse of the Soviet Union led to the emergence of the 

U.S. as the only dominating power. The end of bipolarity created perceived opportunities for 

countries such as Iraq, which had started asserting its regional power in the 1970s. This 

chapter investigates the changing nature of Sino–Iraqi relations between 1980 and 2002, a 

period marked by global changes and regional disputes.  

The discussion in this chapter is with reference to the considerable shifts in China and 

Iraq’s status but in a different direction. China witnessed a considerable rise in its power after 

the economic reforms of 1978, while Iraq, after asserting its status as a regional power, began 

to decline in its regional influence as a result of several wars and crises. Accordingly, the 

chapter will detail the transition in China’s relations with Iraq within the broader regional 

framework following China’s economic reforms, with reference to the Iraq–Iran War (1980–

1988), the start of the post-Cold War era, marked by the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, and 

the subsequent economic sanctions imposed by the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

on Iraq until 2002.  
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China and the Iraq–Iran War (1980–1988) 

China’s response to the Iraq–Iran War (1980–88) can be understood through the 

developments that led to the conflict. The Islamic Revolution in Iran under the leadership of 

Ayatollah Khomeini in February 1979 was soon followed by Saddam Hussain seizing power 

as President of Iraq in July 1979. The Iraqi regime, like many other regimes in the region, 

feared the emergence and spread of similar revolutionary movements by some Shi’a 

underground organisations. Baghdad was particularly concerned about the Al-Da’wa Shi’a 

organisation in the south of Iraq. However, despite its concerns, the Iraqi government swiftly 

recognised the new regime a week after the success of the revolution. But the Iranian clerics 

did not respond positively to this gesture and instead started a propaganda campaign against 

the Ba’athist regime in Iraq. This soured relations between the two neighbours.  

Under Saddam’s leadership, the Iraqi regime began a campaign of repression against 

Al-Da’wa members and other similar organisations, arresting nearly 5000 people, including a 

large number of Shi’a clerics, many of whom were executed and some expelled from Iraq 

(Tripp, 2002). In response, Iran focused on taking measures to remove Saddam’s regime in 

order to make changes favourable to the Shi’a clergy in Iran with the help of Shi’a groups. 

This, in turn, confirmed for Saddam Hussein the aggressive and sectarian nature of the new 

regime in Iran, and he suspected the loyalties of many Iraqi Shi’a. The relations between Iraq 

and Iran deteriorated. 

Iraq’s tough stance towards Iran could also be linked to Saddam Hussain’s need to 

assert Iraq’s leadership in the Arab World at a time when Iraq’s economy had shown strong 

growth. Iraq’s tough stance towards Iran was significant for his own self-image as an Arab 

leader as well. When the Arab summit held in Baghdad in February 1980 expelled Egypt 

from the Arab League after Egyptian President Anwar Al-Sadat signed a unilateral peace 

treaty with Israel, Saddam moved to replace Egypt as the leading power in the Arab World 
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and to achieve hegemony over the Gulf region. He was keen not to lose this status. Saddam 

was also interested in waging war against the nascent Islamic regime in Iran in order to right 

the supposed ‘wrong’ of the Algiers Agreement, in which Iraq had been denied the right to 

annex Iran’s southern Khuzestan province (Farrokh, 2011).  

According to the Algiers Agreement of 1975, Iraq had agreed to move the maritime 

borders between Iraq and Iran to the thalweg in the Shatt al-Arab, the waterway which 

separated the two countries. Iraq made the concession on the condition that Iran would 

withdraw its support for the Kurds of Iraq (Karsh, 1990; Gashman and Robinson, 2007). 

When Saddam seized power as the President of Iraq, he was conscious of the concessions 

imposed on Iraq by Iran and of the potential of using these concessions as a robust symbol of 

his own willingness to sacrifice the national interests of Iraq (Tripp, 2002). Since Saddam 

Hussain emphasised Iraq’s national identity, it was inescapable that more attention should be 

paid to the state’s claims to the areas at the heart of the conflict in the early 1970s. He 

withdrew from the agreement on 17 September 1980. A territorial dimension was added to 

Iraq’s tensions with Iran with a focus on the Shatt Al-Arab in particular, as in the early 1970s, 

Iraq revived its claim of full sovereignty over the whole of the waterway. This led to several 

boundary clashes that resulted in the Iraq–Iran War: Saddam Hussain invaded Iran on 22 

September 1980 and explained it in terms of the territorial dispute over the Shatt al-Arab 

(Hardy, 22 September 2005).   

The armed forces of Iraq achieved some success during the early days of the war, 

seizing Iranian Khuzestan, but later, Iraqi forces were forced out of Iranian territories. The 

war lasted eight years, and neither of the war’s belligerent states earned much ground in the 

conflict. It finally ended on 20 August 1988 when Iran accepted Resolution 598, issued by 

the United Nations (U.N.), which called for a ceasefire. 
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The war had a similar impact on both countries: “it entrenched and stabilised the 

political systems of Iraq and Iran, while deteriorating the economy and leading the two states 

into a deep conflict” that continued long after the end of the war (Zeidel, 7 October 2013). In 

the aftermath of the war, half a million soldiers were killed on both sides; one million became 

permanent invalids; $228 billion USD were directly expended mainly on arms supplies, and 

“more than $400 billion USD of damage [mostly to oil facilities, but also to cities] were 

inflicted, mostly by artillery barrages” (Zeidel, 7 October 2013). 

The Chinese response to the Iraq–Iran War. 

Throughout the war period (1980–1988), a few factors determined Chinese foreign 

policy in the Middle East. The first was China’s fears of an increased Soviet influence in the 

Gulf region, where China had developed economic interests since becoming partly dependent 

on the Gulf’s oil in the 1980s. Second, China was concerned about the spread of the war to 

other Gulf countries, such as Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. Within this broader framework, 

China was particularly concerned with the potential expansion of Soviet influence in the oil-

rich countries, such as Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Iran. Finally, China was also wary of 

Iran radicalising the Uyghur Muslim population in the Xinjiang autonomous republic in the 

event of a protracted conflict in the region (McCauley, 2017). China did not want to see a war 

in the region.  

That China viewed the Iraq–Iran War through the prism of its concern with Soviet 

expansion in the region was apparent in the manner in which the Chinese media covered the 

war. An article published in Beijing Review on 3 November 1980 discussed developments in 

the Iraq–Iran War. First, it discussed ‘openings for Moscow’, outlining that the conflict had 

already taken eyes away from Soviet activities in Afghanistan, helping Moscow “escape 

condemnation by the world community” (Beijing Review, 3 November 1980, p. 15). Second, 

it argued that the conflict had increased the interest of Arab states in wanting greater 



170 
 

 
 

interaction with the Soviet Union; for instance, Syrian President Hafez al-Assad visited the 

Soviet Union to sign “a friendship and co-operation treaty with military provisions” (Beijing 

Review, 3 November 1980, p. 15). Another article in Beijing Review noted, “the United 

States wants to restore stability upset by the fall of the Iranian monarchy. The Soviet Union, 

on the other hand, wants to capitalise on this development to expand its influence in this oil-

rich region” (Beijing Review, 21 September 1981, p. 28).  

Within this broader context, China did not want to see Iraq strengthening its friendly 

relations with the Soviet Union again after Soviet–Iraq relations had soured at the start of the 

1980s: the oppression of local communists by the Iraqi regime and Iraq’s criticism of the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 contributed to this decline. Iraq had 

condemned the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan at the special emergency session of the U.N. 

General Assembly on the Afghanistan issue held on 14 January 1980. The Chinese media had 

a positive view of this stance. The Beijing Review acknowledged that Iraq had backed the 

resolution, demanding a Soviet troop withdrawal from Afghanistan. China also welcomed 

Iraq’s flexible attitude towards the U.S. In a Beijing Review commentary, He Li, stated that:  

At the special emergency session of the U.N. General Assembly on the Afghan 

issue held on 14 January 1980, Iraq backed the resolution demanding a Soviet 

troop withdrawal from Afghanistan. It also initiated support for the calling of the 

Islamic Foreign Ministers’ Conference and endorsed the resolution adopted at the 

conference condemning the Soviet invasion [and] While it is firmly against the 

U.S. bias for Israel and the U.S. presence in the Persian Gulf, Iraq’s attitude 

towards the United States has become more flexible (Beijing Review, 8 September 

1980, p. 15). 
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He Li portrayed Iraq as “a major Gulf country, Iraq’s more positive foreign policy is 

helping to counter superpower aggression and expansion in the Gulf area and the 

maintenance of peace and stability in the region” (Beijing Review, 8 September 1980, p. 16).  

The concern of a Soviet expansion due to the Iraq–Iran war prompted China to argue 

for an early end to hostilities. This had become apparent at the start of the war: in the first 

Chinese official statement on the war on the following day of the Iraq–Iran War on 23 

September 1980, Chinese Prime Minister, Zhao Ziyang, expressed hopes for a peaceful end 

to the conflict, particularly because both were ‘friendly countries of China’. Ziyang pointed 

out that Iraq and Iran belong to the Third World and both states are friends of Beijing: “We 

are very much concerned about the recent armed conflicts between them.” He added, “We 

hope that they will settle their disputes peacefully through negotiations, guard against 

superpower interference and prevent the situation from worsening.” Ziyang noted, “this is not 

only in the interests of the people of Iran and Iraq but also conducive to peace and stability in 

the Gulf area” (Beijing Review, 29 September 1980, p. 4). 

A few days later, Beijing Review published an article on 6 October 1980, ‘Early end 

to hostilities is best’, analysing the escalating conflict between Iraq and Iran and the need for 

urgent action to limit hostilities between the two countries. The article referred to the Soviet 

Union’s push towards the Indian Ocean as “not being of much help to stabilise the Gulf 

region” (Beijing Review, 6 October 1980, p. 9). That Beijing was willing to play this role was 

clear in its approach to the conflict: instead of taking sides, China remained neutral. This 

policy of ‘neutrality’ between the two belligerents was designed to maintain friendly ties with 

both Iraq and Iran and to prevent Soviet penetration in both countries. 

Within the framework of a policy of neutrality, China strengthened its political, 

economic, military, and infrastructure ties with Iraq. On the political front, while remaining 

neutral, China avoided criticising either of the two belligerent states. China also approvingly 
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referred to Iraq’s regional policies. Even before the start of the Iraq–Iran War, China had 

welcomed the improvement in the relationship between Iraq and other Arab countries. 

Beijing also welcomed the decision by Iraqi politicians to oppose the hegemony and 

intervention of foreign powers in Iraq’s domestic affairs. A Beijing Review article published 

on 8 September 1980 discussed Iraq’s consistent policy of “independence, neutrality, non-

alignment, and opposition to hegemony” and “positive diplomatic activities and adjusting” of 

its relations to play a larger role within Arab and international affairs (Beijing Review, 8 

September 1980, p. 15). The article discussed Iraq’s increasing support for non-aligned 

developing nations and its improving relations with Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Jordan, and 

Morocco. It also discussed the important role of Iraqi foreign policy in countering 

hegemonism, stating that “on 8 February 1980, President Saddam Hussein put forward his 

‘Arab national charter’ which called for unequivocal opposition to foreign encroachment 

upon the sovereignty of all Arab states” (Beijing Review, 8 September 1980, p. 15). 

From the start of the Iraq–Iran War, China urged for a negotiated peace and called for 

a peaceful settlement of the dispute between the two combating states. China’s call for a 

peace settlement was in line with that of the U.N. In early 1982, China had welcomed the Iraq 

–Iran reciprocal agreement that allowed families of prisoners to have visitation as a ‘positive 

step’. As it was the first agreement signed by Iraq and Iran since the war began, it could be 

argued that Chinese preference for a negotiated settlement was also linked to the preference 

of the U.N. Iraq and Iran had agreed to family visits, which were appreciated by the U.N. 

Security General. It was labelled by U.N. Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar as a “positive 

development which is conducive to the search for peace” (Beijing Review, 15 February 1982, 

p. 13). China referred to it in an article by stating “the world desires an early ceasefire and 

hopes the two countries will peacefully settle their differences [and] the agreement on 
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reciprocal visits by the families of prisoners of war is a good sign” (Beijing Review, 15 

February 1982, pp. 13-14). 

Despite the Chinese hopes for an early ceasefire, the war continued. Although Iraq 

had made limited progress during the first quarter of the war by invading some Iranian 

territory, Iran retrieved practically all lost territories by June 1982. At this stage, Iraq had 

declared that it would completely withdraw its forces from all captured Iranian territories. But 

the Iranian leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, refused to halt the war until he had removed Saddam 

Hussein from office.  

China noted the developments in the war by the end of November 1981 following 

Iranian counterattacks in Bostan (west of Khuzistan Province), but it fundamentally argued 

that no actual shifts in power were occurring; rather, it was a stalemate. China argued that 

“neither side is capable of getting an upper hand, and the reconciliation is the solution to the 

conflict” (Beijing Review, 18 January 1982, p. 9), noting that Syria and Kuwait had both 

expressed their willingness to mediate the dispute. Another article published in Beijing 

Review on 19 July 1982 analysed how the removal of President Hussein would only occur if 

the Iranian regime militarily invaded Iraq, and then it discussed four issues with such an 

invasion: first, Iraqi forces were still strong at this point in time (with only principal losses of 

para-military and frontier guards), so Iran would have to mount a large campaign, which 

would naturally have high losses; second, Shi’a “account for only a small majority of Iraq’s 

population” and it is ‘open to question’ how they would react to the Iranian invasion; third, 

the Iranian invasion of Iraq would present other Arab nations with “the spectre of Persians 

invading Arab territory” across the Middle East; and fourth, the superpowers had already 

begun exerting influence and “are openly discussing the possibility of intervening in the 

situation” (Beijing Review, 19 July 1982, p. 14). The message was to desist from continuing 

and expanding the conflict. 
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By early 1983, China was expressing hope for the end to the Iraq–Iran War through 

mediations, which was, once more, in line with the position taken by the U.N. Beijing Review 

provided a lengthy analysis of the losses and efforts to mediate the conflict between Iraq and 

Iran. The article ‘When will the war end?’, published on 17 January 1983, highlighted 

international efforts to bring the war to a close, which, according to the article, was 

responsible for an estimated loss of $5 billion USD in oil facilities to Iran and $14 billion 

USD in crude oil for export alone. It estimated Iraq’s losses at $7 billion USD in oil 

installations, $36 billion USD in crude oil for export and argued that the war slowed down 

the progress of the economic programs of both countries by ten years. The article also sighted 

the creation of a mediation commission under the Islamic Popular Conference, the Gulf 

Cooperation Council sending a delegation to Baghdad and Tehran, and the Kuwait 

government sending a special envoy to the permanent members of the U.N. Security Council 

(UNSC) to urge for the adoption of effective measures (Beijing Review, 17 January 1983). On 

26 December 1983, President Li Xiannian reiterated China’s hope for an early end to the war 

between Iraq and Iran while meeting with Iraqi Vice-Premier and Foreign Minister, Tariq 

Aziz. Li said: “As the Chinese saying goes: Both would benefit from peace while neither 

would remain unscathed in fighting”. He continued that “an early conclusion of the Iraqi-

Iranian war would benefit the economic development of the two countries and their people.” 

Li had also emphasised China’s neutral position of the war by stating that, “China, as a friend 

of both Iraq and Iran, would also be happy about it”. He also noted that “We [China] hope 

that the Arab people would unite to oppose Israel’s policies of aggression and expansion” 

(Beijing Review, 26 December 1983, p. 8). 

China’s policy of advocating peace negotiations as a vehicle for ending conflict 

between Iran and Iraq also rested on its analysis of how the war was benefitting the US, 
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Israel, and the Soviet Union rather than Iraq or Iran. On 5 March 1984, a Beijing Review 

article ‘Crucial need for negotiated peace’ noted that:  

as a friend country, China sincerely hopes that they will sit down to negotiate their 

disputes through consultation and make up with each other. China holds that the 

two neighbouring Islamic countries can peacefully settle their boundary disputes 

and other differences without resorting to force. China hopes that both sides will 

strive to maintain world peace, stop wasting their strength and respond to the 

appeals and efforts of the international community and begin to negotiate under 

conditions they consider acceptable. If this comes true, it will save the two 

countries and two peoples an immeasurable amount of pain and hardship (Beijing 

Review, 5 March 1984, p. 12).  

China claimed that the U.S. and the Soviet Union were using the conflict as a way to 

further penetrate the region but that neither side has had much success with leverage over the 

other in the conflict, referring to Iraq and Iran (Beijing Review, 23 January 1984). 

The Chinese Government also supported the idea of regional states mediating in the 

conflict. An article in Beijing Review, ‘Tension over Iraq’s French jets’, that discussed French 

arms sales to Iraq suggested that ‘authoritative French sources’ claimed that “French aid to 

Iraq [was] aimed at preventing it from being defeated in the three-year-old Iran-Iraq war” 

(Beijing Review, 31 October 1983, p. 11). However, hinting at Beijing’s support for a 

regional solution, the article reported that, in response, six member states of the Gulf Co-

operation Council (Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

and Oman) entrusted UAE President Zayed bin al Nahayan to travel to Baghdad and persuade 

President Hussein not to use the five aircraft to strike Iranian oil terminals (Beijing Review, 

31 October 1983). China appeared to stand for a regional approach to settling the issue, 

urging restraint to be shown in the conduct of war, especially in the face of Iranian threats. 
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China also drew attention to the impact of the war on people in Iraq and Iran. In early 

1985, during an escalation in the conflict, the Iraq–Iran War started targeting cities and 

increased fighting in the important marshland’s area in southern Iraq. Iraq’s air attacks on a 

steel plant in Ahwaz and a nuclear power plant in Bushehr city in Iran on 4 March 1985 

triggered a number of retaliatory airstrikes by Iran, targeting civilian sites in Iraq. Iranian 

ground-to-ground artillery targeted Baghdad, Basra, and oil installations in Kirkuk. On 15 

March 1985, the UNSC issued a statement calling on both states to avoid targeting civilian 

sites and cease hostility.  

China linked its position to that adopted by the UNSC and “appealed to Iraq and Iran 

to observe last June’s agreement to forgo attacking non-military targets”. And “[China] asked 

the two nations to stop the escalation” (Beijing Review, 1 April 1985, p. 11). The Chinese 

media continued to cover the developments in the war, but its primary focus remained, 

highlighting the dangers of superpower expansion in the region and the need for negotiated 

settlement through a regional approach. Indicative of such an approach was the reporting in 

1986 of the futility of fighting. As the fighting continued to escalate, “about 100,000 Iranian 

troops crossed the Shatt Al-Arab and captured the Um-al-Rasa Island where an important oil 

complex and port were located” (Beijing Review, 10 March 1986, p. 12). Two days later, the 

Iraqis claimed, “they had recaptured the Island, while they declined to comment on the state 

of the port – the Faw” (Beijing Review, 10 March 1986, p.13).  

Similar views, combined with expressions of concern and support for a negotiated 

settlement, were expressed as the war continued. Following claims from the Iranian 

leadership that it intended to throw its whole might against Iraq to ensure a quick victory, a 

Beijing Review article detailed that many believed at the time that the war ending within a 

year was slim. Iran had made a turn in policy from pursuing a war of attrition to looking for 

an early decisive victory. In response to this, “Iraq launched counter-offensives alongside 
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increasing the aggregate size of the army, made greater use of its air superiority” (Beijing 

Review, 4 August 1986, p. 12), and Saddam Hussein also made sure to “boost his ‘prestige’ 

and general hold on power – very potentially in order to hedge against any possible drops in 

moral [sic] which could lead to pressure against the leader” (Beijing Review, 4 August 1986, 

p. 19). On the 6th anniversary of the war, another commentary referred to Iraq’s 

announcement that its warplanes had launched 5,125 airstrikes on Iran, while Iran claimed it 

had recently advanced 15 kilometres into Iraq. The economic loss for Iran over the six years 

amounted to, by then, $350 billion USD, which was equal to its Gross National Product 

(GNP) of the last 12 years. Iraq had felt similar losses (Beijing Review, 6 October 1986). 

 China’s pragmatic approach clearly indicated that it wanted to use the Iraq–Iran War 

as a pathway to building closer ties with Iraq and Iran and did not support one against the 

other. Speaking to an Iraqi delegation on 12 November 1984, Party Secretary Hu Yaobang 

noted that China sincerely hoped Iraq and Iran would develop friendly and harmonious 

relations, while China “remain[s] strictly neutral towards their long-standing war” (Beijing 

Review, 26 November 1984, p. 7). The Iraqi delegation from the Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party 

was led by Saad Qasim Hamoudi, Director of the Foreign Relations Bureau of the National 

Leadership. Hu reaffirmed China’s good relations with both parties of the conflict, and 

Hamoudi spoke highly of China’s neutral position. Hu noted that he hoped all countries 

would understand and support Iran and Iraq in all efforts at conciliation and that “this is the 

only correct position for all third countries to adopt” (Beijing Review, 26 November 1984, p. 

7).  

Little surprise then that China supported the move towards a ceasefire. On 18 July 

1988, the Iranian regime announced that it would accept the UNSC Resolution 598, which 

“called on Iraq and Iran to observe an immediate ceasefire [,] discontinue all military actions 

and withdraw all forces to the internationally recognised boundaries…” (Beijing Review, 7 
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August 1988, p. 10). At this point of the war, China welcomed the decision for a ceasefire as 

an ‘important turning point’ after both states, Iraq and Iran, had paid a high price for their war 

against each other. Chinese media reminded the parties that at the end of the war, over 1 

million had either been killed or injured in Iraq and Iran and that over $540 billion USD in 

losses had come from lost oil export or production (Beijing Review, 7 August 1988, p. 10).  

On 8 August 1988, U.N. Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar declared that Iran 

and Iraq would observe a ceasefire from 20 August for a period of two weeks and that face-

to-face talks would occur in Geneva on 25 August (Shannon, 14 August 1988). U.N. military 

observers were dispatched to monitor the ceasefire under UNSC Resolution 619 on 9 August. 

While covering these developments, China presented both states in a positive light. It referred 

to Iran as having a positive outlook by coming to the negotiating table, a year after Iraq was 

more than willing for a ceasefire under UNSC Resolution 598 on 20 July 1987 (Beijing 

Review, 28 August 1988). Talks between Iraqi and Iranian foreign ministers on 25 August 

under the sponsorship and supervision of the U.N. Secretary-General were covered in a 

similar vein. The talks were primarily aimed at implementing UNSC Resolution 598. At this 

point, “the two sides were negotiating a 10-point peace plan which would include troop 

withdrawal to internationally recognised boundaries, exchanges of prisoners, an impartial 

inquiry into the origins of the conflict and post-war reconstruction plans” (Beijing Review, 11 

September 1988, p. 10).  

During the course of the Iraq–Iran War, the significance of oil for the Chinese 

economy and its concern over the interruption of oil supplies started to emerge. At the start of 

the war, China noted that the war caused severe anxiety among oil-importing countries. In the 

Beijing Review on 27 October 1980, the ‘cause for anxiety’ was particularly concerned with 

the huge economic cost of the conflict between the two nations, which showed, at that point 

in time, “no sign of coming to an end” (p. 9). Following the suspension of the two countries’ 
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oil exports shortly after the outbreak of conflict, economic losses ran into “hundred[s] of 

millions of U.S. dollars” (Beijing Review, 27 October 1980, p. 9). The article noted that the 

war encompassed a vital area “supplying oil to the industrial West”, that “world oil output 

has gone down by 2.5 million barrels a day”, and that “Western Europe and Japan are anxious 

about keeping the Strait of Hormuz open” as it is the primary shipping lane for “60 to 70 

percent” of “global oil projection” (Beijing Review, 27 October 1980, p. 10). Another 

commentary on the war drew on an interview with Kenneth Kemp, Naval Commander of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff of the Omani Armed Forces, to emphasise that the war could impede 

traffic through either the Strait of Hormuz or the Gulf of Oman, or both. It quoted Kemp as 

confirming that “the war [had] not affected the Strait of Hormuz or the Gulf of Oman. The 

situation there was more or less normal, and some 70 tankers and other vessels instead of 80 

now pass daily through the strait” (Beijing Review, 27 October 1980, p. 10). However, the 

sub-text was that the war would impact on oil supply lanes. 

China also expressed appreciation of the link between the war and oil revenues earned 

by Iraq and Iran. On 14 April 1986, the Beijing Review article ‘Oil price affects Gulf War’ 

commented on the different positions of Iraq and Iran in relation to their revenue from oil and 

what this meant for their ability to continue the war. Iran’s oil exports, it stated, were $16 

billion USD down from $20 billion USD, while Iraq’s oil exports were $9 billion USD down 

from $26 billion USD. Iran could still finance its $14 billion USD in annual military 

expenditure, but Iraq was not able to continue financing the war, which estimated $12 billion 

USD, without the financial assistance from Arab states (Beijing Review, 14 April 1986). 

The focus on the economic dimension appears to have created space for improved 

trade links between China and Iraq. Throughout the war during the 1980s, China and Iraq 

signed several agreements. In 1980, they signed a trade agreement under which Iraq was to 

export nitrogenous fertilisers worth $46 million USD. The agreement was signed in Baghdad 
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by the Iraqi State Organization for Export and the Chinese Import Cooperation (Huwaidin, 

2002). On 8 May 1981, China and Iraq signed another agreement on economic and technical 

cooperation during the first visit of the Iraqi First Deputy Prime Minister, Taha Yassin 

Ramadan, to China. Ramadan met with Vice-Chairman Deng Xiaoping and Premier Zhao 

Ziyang, and Vice-Premier Ji Pengfei also held talks with Ramadan and “exchanged views on 

the present international situation and bilateral relations” (Beijing Review, 18 May 1981, p. 

9). The article in Beijing Review noted that “the Chinese side reiterated its consistent stand on 

the Iraq-Iran war, and expressed the hope that the two countries will end their war through 

peaceful consultation, mutual understanding and accommodation so as to avert superpower 

intervention” (Beijing Review, 18 May 1981, p. 9). It also noted that during Ramadan’s stay 

in Beijing, “China and Iraq had signed two agreements on economic, trade, and technical 

cooperation to further joint agriculture, construction, and high industry projects” (Beijing 

Review, 18 May 1981, p. 9). In December 1985, in another agreement between the two sides, 

Iraq committed to export sulphur, phosphate, and palm dates to China, while China agreed to 

export light industry products, textiles, mineral products, and metalware to Iraq. The 

agreement specified that China would proceed with its construction ventures in Iraq (Harris, 

1993; Huwaidin, 2002). In the following year, 1986, “China and Iraq signed a five-year 

agreement on economic, technical, and trade cooperation” (Wei, 1989, p. 12) during the visit 

of Zhang Jinfu, Chinese States Councillor, to Baghdad. According to the terms of the 

agreement, Chinese companies were to help in construction projects, such as building 

irrigation and draining services, railways, bridges, and highways in Iraq (Wei, 1989). 

China continued to expand its involvement in Iraq’s construction projects; it 

competed with other international agencies to gain more contracts from the Iraqi government 

before and during the war. For example, in May 1980, China’s Road and Bridge Engineering 

Company competed with seven other international companies for “the construction of bridges 
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on the Tigris River in Mosul, and it was completed in August 1984” (Bartke, 1989, p. 74). 

China also signed a contract with Japanese company “Chiyoda Chemical Engineering and 

Construction Company in 1983 to employ 700 Chinese workers to work at the Baiji oil 

refinery project in Iraq” (Emadi, 1994, p. 3317). In July 1986, Chinese companies completed 

three dams on Al-Shamiya, for which they were contracted in 1984. The project, completed 

three months ahead of schedule, provided water for irrigation to 939 square metres of 

farmland. In May 1984, the Chinese companies constructed another project that cost $174 

million USD in Al-Kifil to build the Al-Shinaffiya irrigation system on the lower reaches of 

the Euphrates River. The project provides water for agricultural lands in three Iraqi 

provinces: Babylon, Qadissiya, and Najaf. On 15 March 1985, China and Iraq signed their 

first construction contract for building three residential complexes in Baghdad. In the south of 

Iraq, Chinese companies completed the drill of three production wells in the Al-Zubayr oil 

field in November 1985. The Chinese State Construction Engineering Cooperation completed 

the project in 1987, costing approximately $9.3 million USD (Huwaidin, 2002). China and 

Iraq also signed a contract in August 1985 to build the Dibis water reservoir, 40km north of 

Kirkuk, and this project cost $10 million USD. The project provided water to agricultural 

lands in three Iraqi provinces, including Kirkuk, Salah Al-din, and Diyala (Emadi, 1994, p. 

3317).  

Economic cooperation was significant for Iraq. As discussed in chapter three, the 

eight-year war between Iraq and Iran crippled Iraq’s economy. Iraq’s war damages were 

estimated to be $250 billion USD, and its foreign debts were estimated at $80 billion USD; 

the country’s annual income ($13 billion USD) from oil revenues is too small to cover its 

debts. Because of the high cost of the war, Iraq was “unable to repay its foreign debts, rebuild 

its war-torn economy, or support its standing army, which was considered to be the fourth 

largest army in the world” (Emadi, 1994, p, 3371). Under these circumstances, Chinese 
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support was significant even though the trade relationship became one-sided with little Iraqi 

exports to China. 

The one-sided nature of the relationship was most obvious in the military realm. 

China became a significant supplier of arms for Iraq. Unlike in the 1960s and 1970s, when 

China provided arms to revolutionary movements without cost, China now began to sell 

arms. It was motivated by commercial considerations and the search for hard currency as well 

as political recognition (Emadi, 1994). The arms trade with Iraq was the dominant 

moneymaker for China during the 1980s.  

Throughout the war period, Iraq had normalised its relations with both superpowers, 

the U.S. and the Soviet Union, and maintained strong economic and military supply ties with 

China, France, Jordan, and Egypt. Additionally, Iraq managed to draw on the funds and 

backing of Gulf states in general – Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, especially. Consequently, 

although Iraq’s debt was $60 billion USD by the end of 1987, it continued purchasing 

sophisticated and complete weapons systems from the arsenals of the major powers. France 

had emerged as a significant arms supplier as French Mirage F-1s and the Soviet MiG-25s 

proved effective against Iran during the first two years of the war (Cooper, 18 October 2014). 

In 1983, France leased five Super Étendard strike fighters to Iraq. China, like other arms 

suppliers, sold weapons to Iraq, but its arms sales were based on a pragmatic policy in the 

form of arms sales to both Iraq and Iran (William, 1983). China presented itself as a viable 

alternative to other arms suppliers and portrayed itself as a state that respected the 

sovereignty of other countries and sought non-intervention. Indirectly, this was the route 

China used to assert its influence and build economic relations with many countries in the 

Middle East, especially with Iraq and Iran. During the Iraq–Iran War, China became, for the 

first time, a primary arms exporter to the Middle East region, selling almost equal amounts to 

both Iraq and Iran.  
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For Baghdad, although it had diversified its arms sources when it purchased weapons 

from the Soviet Union, France, and 15 other countries1, China remained the most significant 

arms supplier to Iraq. When the arms race between the two combating states intensified, 

China was Iraq’s third main source of weapons after the Soviet Union and France 

(McCauley, 2017). Huwaidin (2002) noted that “Chinese arms sales to Iraq and Iran during 

the period between 1982 and 1986 accounted for 70% of China’s total arms sales in the 

region” (p. 114). Garver (2006) estimated Iran’s conventional weapons purchases from China 

for the period between (1983–1989) was at $2.6 billion. While Iraq’s arms purchase from 

China for the same period were estimated at $5 billion. As Table 5.1 shows, the arms supply 

that Baghdad received from Beijing included tanks, artillery pieces, combat aircraft, and anti-

ship missiles. Despite the limited sophistication of the Chinese weapons, it proved that it was 

relatively easy for the poorly trained Iraqi forces to use (Henderson, 1991). Hence, during the 

war, Iraq became the most significant importer of Chinese weapons in the world. 

Many of the importers of China’s arms, such as Iraq, Iran, and North Korea, are very 

secretive and do not report their arms purchases. Therefore, data in Table 5.1, adopted from 

the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) yearbook, represents reported 

sales that were either announced by government officials or uncovered by the media. 

Table 5.1: Weapons transferred from China to Iraq during 1982–1988 

Weapons Delivery year(s) Quantity 

Type 59/1 130mm towed gun 1982–1988 720 

Type 531 APC 1982–1988 650 

T-59 main battle tank 1982–1988 700 

T-69 main battle tank 1983–1988 600 

Hai Ying-2 ShShM/SShM 1987 72 

C-601 anti-ship missile 1988 128 

 
1 China, Austria, Brazil, Czechoslovakia, Egypt, Hungary, Italy, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Poland, Saudi Arabia, 

South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, and the UK. 
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B-6 bomber 1988 4 

Source: SIPRI Yearbook (1989). World armament and disarmament. Stockholm: Almquist & 

Wiksell. p. 252. 

While selling arms, China also helped Iraq, as its customers from the Middle East, in 

rescheduling their payment times: when Baghdad failed to repay trade loans from China on 

time because of the decline in its foreign exchange reserves during the war, China extended 

the time payment for Iraq for two years to help Iraq to pay for Chinese exports to safeguard 

its economic and trade relations with Iraq (Huwaidin, 2002). 

China’s arms supply to both Iraq and Iran, it could be argued, helped prolong the war 

and contributed to mass destruction in both countries, costing approximately 1 million deaths 

on both sides. In this regard, during the eight-year war between Iraq and Iran, China 

supported both sides and provided them with arms. Iraq used Chinese weapons to resist the 

conventional superiority of Iran, whereas Iran used anti-aircraft missiles imported from China 

to counter the aerial superiority of Iraq. However, this policy of selling weapons to both Iraq 

and Iran did not prevent either side from continuing to rely on China’s arms or maintain good 

relations with China during and after the war. Generally, China benefited from the war during 

the 1980s, and the Gulf region became the top destination for Chinese weapons. Between 

1982 and 1986, China’s arms exports to the Gulf region were estimated at 70% of China’s 

total arms export to the world, and 77% between 1987 and 1991, during which Iraq and Iran 

were the main recipients of China’s arms transfer to the region. 
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Map 5.1. Chinese arms supply for Iraq and Iran (1980–1988) 

 

Source: (19 September 1986). China and the Iran-Iraq conflict. Central Intelligence Agency 

CIA, Directorate of Intelligence. Washington D.C. Retrieved from: 

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP86T01017R000606490001-5.pdf 

Access date: 22 December 2019. 

 

The arms sales to Iraq, it is important to note, did not include support for Iraq’s 

nuclear weapon program. Beijing did, however, support the legitimate right of Iraq to develop 

its nuclear technology for peaceful use. In a response from the International Editor Guo Ji of 

the Beijing Review (23 February 1981), Guo denied claims from an unnamed ‘foreign news 

agency’ that China had sold enriched Uranium to Iraq. He wrote that while he had not been 

able to ascertain the particular international foreign news agency, and on 9 June 1981, the 

New York Times also made this suggestion, saying that Iraq had the ability to make nuclear 

weapons in 1981 – the allegations were baseless.  Guo noted that “no Chinese officials visited 

Iraq in December 1980” (Beijing Review, 23 February 1981, p. 3).  

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP86T01017R000606490001-5.pdf
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Once the Iraq–Iran war came to an end, China used its pragmatic policy of the 1980s 

to participate in the post-war reconstruction of Iraq. On 13 March 1989, Chinese Vice-

Premier Tian Jiyun visited Iraq and offered to help with reconstructing Iraq in the post-war 

period. Jiyun’s visit was China’s highest official envoy to Iraq since 1985. In April 1989, the 

Chinese State Construction Engineering Corporation (CSCEC) began work on the Al-

Hindiya dam project in Babylon province, which cost $240 million USD, and took five years 

to complete. The project was one of the most significant of China’s overseas projects as it 

consisted of large-scale engineering developments: a barrage, six bridges, a fish passage, a 

60-MW power station, a navigation lock, and housing. The CSCEC conducted another two 

projects: one was in Baghdad to lay a 132-Kv electricity cable that cost $30.4 million USD, 

and the other one was the north Jazzira irrigation scheme that cost $170 million (Huwaidin, 

2002, p. 144). 

But soon after Tian Jiyun’s visit, the Chinese regime moved to suppress the pro-

democracy student demonstrations in Tiananmen Square on 3–4 July 1989. The move was 

widely condemned by countries like the United States, Britain, and Australia. To avoid the 

negative consequences of Tiananmen on its relations with Middle Eastern states, and Iraq in 

particular, China supported Middle East issues through UNSC resolutions, which will be 

explained in the next section. Therefore, few days after the suppression of the Tiananmen 

demonstrations, China’s government, through its embassies in Middle Eastern countries and 

through sending distinguished envoys to the region, explained the so-called ‘recent 

developments’ in China, and building cooperative and friendly relationships with other states 

(Shichor, 1992). Within this context, on 15 September 1989, China’s Foreign Minister, Qian 

Qichen, visited Jordan, Egypt, Tunisia, Syria, and Iran, followed by another visit to the region 

two months later to Iraq, Yemen, Bahrain, and Qatar. Qichen’s first visit was followed by a 

more important visit by the Chinese President Yang Shangkun in December 1989 to four 
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Middle Eastern countries: Kuwait, the UAE, Egypt, and Oman (Shichor, 1992). Yang’s visit 

to those four Middle Eastern countries was his first visit outside China since the suppression 

of pro-democracy protests in Tiananmen Square that reflected the importance of the region in 

China’s foreign policy.  

The Chinese efforts were reciprocated by governments in the Middle East in the 

aftermath of the Tiananmen Square protests.  Unlike many other countries, no leaders or 

officials in the Middle East openly criticised the Chinese government. They did not label the 

developments in the Tiananmen square as a ‘massacre’, and expressed their “full 

understanding” of the measures taken by the Chinese government, insisted that no one has the 

right to interfere in China’s internal affairs, and stressed the need to respect the sovereignty of 

other countries. A number of Middle Eastern leaders also visited China soon after the 

Tiananmen Square protests. In October 1989, Yasir Arafat, the president of Palestine, was 

one of the first major figures to arrive in China. The President of the United Arab of 

Emirates, Sheikh Zayid Bin Sultan al-Nuhayan, and the President of Egypt, Hosni Mubarak, 

both had visited Beijing in May 1990; the Vice President of Syria, in June 1990; the foreign 

ministers of Bahrain and Tunisia and the Foreign Minister of Palestine, Faruq Qaddumi, in 

July 1990 (Shichor, 1992). 

It could be argued that this muted reaction was linked to the preference within Middle 

Eastern leaders for total control within their own territories and, in the case of Yasir Arafat, 

the need for continued support for his struggle against Israeli occupation.  Irrespective of the 

reason behind the muted Middle Eastern response, the Chinese media made full use of 

available statements to suggest that Middle Eastern states understood the rationale behind 

China suppressing the pro-democracy movement.  For example,  Xinhua claimed that Middle 

Eastern leaders had expressed their “full understanding” of the measures taken by the 

Chinese government, insisted that no one has the right to interfere in China’s internal affairs, 
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and stressed the need to respect the sovereignty of other countries. Moreover, they hoped the 

situation in China would return to normal, and they pledged to continue developing friendly 

and cooperative relations with China, expressing their satisfaction with “the stable situation 

prevailing in China.” (“Remarks by King Hussein of Jordan”, Xinhua, September 1989: cited 

in Shichor, 1992, p. 90).  

Yasir Arafat’s visit also provided a chance for the Chinese Government to establish 

that Middle Eastern leaders empathised with Beijing’s situation. While giving him the full 

red-carpet treatment as president of the State of Palestine, Xinhua quoted Arafat as stating 

that, “[they] felt anxious when turmoil occurred in Beijing and were glad when China quelled 

the anti-government riot and controlled the situation.” (Xinhua, October 1989).  

As argued by Shichor (1992): 

Within a year of Tiananmen, the Chinese managed to rebuild and improve their 

base of operations in the Middle East and, no less important, their bruised 

international image. By the Summer of 1990, China had been searching for a way 

to restore that image. The opportunity was provided by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait 

on 2 August 1990, skillfully manipulated by Beijing to its own advantage (pp. 92–

93). 

China and Iraq: the Kuwait crisis and the first phase of economic sanctions (1990–1996) 

Iraq’s claim to Kuwait rests greatly on the ground that, at different times in the 19th 

century, Kuwait was an administrative dependency of Basra, an Ottoman Empire province 

(Sluglett, 2002). However, the claim that Kuwait is ‘an integral part of modern Iraq’ (after 

World War I) was initially made during the rule of nationalist King Ghazi (1935–1939) in the 

late 1930s (before Kuwait became independent or oil-rich), who seized power after the death 

of his father King Faisal I in 1933. Ghazi favoured a military option and supported not only 
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the pro-Axis and pan-Arab passion popular in Baghdad but also Kuwait’s annexation, which 

made it a frequent topic on local radio (Khadduri, 1960). During the visit of Iraqi Foreign 

Minister, Tawfiq al-Suwaydi, to London in September 1938, al-Suwaydi demanded that “as 

Kuwait had been part of the Vilayat [province] of Basra before 1914, it should now be 

‘properly incorporated’ into Iraq” (Sluglett, 2002, p. 806). However, al-Suwaydi was later 

informed that this request would not be taken seriously.  

The issue of the annexation of Kuwait claimed by Ghazi in 1938 was shelved after his 

death in a car accident in April 1939 for more than two decades. The ‘revolutionary’ Iraqi 

President Abdul Karim Qasim revived the claim in 1961, and it was later revived again by 

Saddam Hussein in 1990. Like the claims of 1938 and 1961, Saddam Hussein’s claim to 

annex Kuwait in 1990 was linked to domestic upheaval in Iraq. The Iraq–Iran War was 

marked by support from the Gulf states for Iraq. Within this context, Kuwait supported Iraq 

in restraining the Iranian revolutionary government. Between 1982 and 1983, Kuwait 

provided significant financial loans to Iraq, estimated at $14 billion USD (Nonneman, 2004); 

however, the end of the war and its impact on the Iraqi economy set the scene for the souring 

of Iraq–Kuwait relations and the revival of Iraqi claims to Kuwait. It was linked to Iraq’s 

concern that Kuwait and the UAE were violating oil production quotas by over-producing oil, 

which led to a drop in world oil prices. Saudi Arabia hosted a meeting for ministers of oil 

from Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Qatar, the UAE, and Kuwait in Jeddah on 10–11 July 1990. 

Ministers of oil from Kuwait and the UAE agreed to “reduce their output to 1.5 million 

barrels per day, down from the nearly 2 million barrels a day they had each been pumping” 

(Ibrahim, 26 July 1990, p. 1).  

However, few days after the Jeddah agreement, Iraqi officials initiated a ‘concerted 

public attack’ on oil policies of the UAE and Kuwait. The process was started on 17 July by 

Iraqi President Saddam during his speech to mark the 22nd anniversary of the “17 – 30 July 
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Revolution of 1968” (New York Times, 18 July 1990, p. 1). Saddam Hussein denounced the 

Gulf oil-producing countries that exceeded their OPEC quotas and openly threatened to use 

force against them if they did not limit their oil production, which he said had resulted in a 

slump in the oil prices and hurt the economy of Iraq. Saddam threatened that “if words fail to 

protect Iraqis, something effective must be done to return things to their natural course and 

return usurped rights to their owners” (Wall Street Journal, 3 August 1990, A4). The Iraqi 

Minister of Oil, Issam Abdul-Rahim al-Chalaby, also repeatedly identified that “Kuwait and 

UAE, which had been producing oil at averages far above the quotas mandated by OPEC 

(Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries), were the primary culprits in the slumping 

of oil prices in the early 1990s” (Ibrahim, 18 July 1990, p. 1). 

One day later (18 July 1990), Iraq radio-broadcast details-of a-memorandum, dated 15 

July 1990, which was sent by Tariq Aziz, Iraq’s Foreign Minister, to Chedli Klibi, Secretary-

General of the Arab League. Aziz detailed a number of issues raised by Saddam in his speech 

on the anniversary day. Aziz accused the Kuwaitis of having intentionally worked on 

weakening Iraq during its war against Iran: he claimed that throughout Iraq’s war against 

Iran, Kuwait had moved forward into Iraq’s borders and established armed points and oil 

facilities (Moore, 1992). Aziz also accused Kuwait of stealing large quantities of Iraq’s oil 

located in the southern part of the Rumaila oilfield in Basra province. Claiming that the 

process had started in the initial days of the war against Iran in 1980, he estimated that 

Kuwait had stolen $2,400 million USD worth of oil (based on prices between 1980 and 1990) 

and that Iraq had the right to ‘retrieve’ that amount of money. Aziz presented the prolonged 

war against Iran over eight years as a “pan-Arab battle in which Iraq had assumed the 

responsibility of defending pan-Arab security as well as the Gulf region in particular” 

(Moore, 1992, p. 5). The states of the Gulf region had funded Iraq with interest-free loans to 

maintain the fight against Iran, but Aziz, in his message, pointed out that the UAE and 
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Kuwait still recorded these funds as debt that Iraq should pay back. When the war ended in 

1988, Iraq tried unsuccessfully to convince the UAE and Kuwait to cancel their debts for 

Iraq. Furthermore, during the war, the production of Iraq’s oil declined severely, benefitting 

Gulf states, who seized on this opportunity. Aziz explained, stating “a simple calculation will 

show that the UAE and Kuwaiti loans to Iraq were not entirely from their treasuries but from 

the increases in their oil revenues as a result of the drop in Iraqi oil exports over the war 

years” (Moore, 1992, p. 6). Thus, Aziz clearly accused the UAE and Kuwait of carrying out 

an “international scheme to glut the oil market by exceeding-their oil quotas” (Moore, 1992, 

p. 6). Because of this, he argued, many Arab countries lost about $25,000 million USD as a 

result of the decline in oil prices. The effect of this Gulf states’ policy on Iraq since 1987 had 

been greater, felt at a time when Iraqis were suffering financial difficulties because of the 

prolonged war against Iran to protect all Arab states. 

Saddam Hussein’s speech, the accusations levelled by al-Chalaby and the letter by 

Aziz triggered alarm in Kuwait. On 18 July 1990, Kuwait’s army was on alert, and the 

Kuwaiti National Council held an emergency meeting to discuss Iraq’s actions. In a short 

time thereafter, the Kuwaiti National Council condemned Iraq’s letter sent by Aziz to the 

Secretary-General of the Arab League.  

Iraq’s allegations against Kuwait prompted some leaders from Arab countries to want 

to mediate. One day after Saddam’s speech on 18 July 1990, Fahd bin-Abdul Aziz, the King 

of Saudi Arabia, and the President of Yemen Ali Abdullah-Saleh, called Saddam Hussein and 

Shaikh Jabir al-Ahmad al-Jabir al-Sabah, the Amir of Kuwait, to mediate and settle 

differences between the two countries. Iraqi media, however, continued their attacks against 

Kuwait: on 23 July, the Al-Thawra newspaper, controlled by the ruling Ba’ath Party, accused 

the Amir of Kuwait of serving as a U.S. agent (Greenwood, 1991). 
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On 24 July 1990, Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak visited Kuwait, Iraq, and Saudi 

Arabia and declared that delegations from both Kuwait and Iraq would meet in Jeddah again 

in late July 1990. The President of Egypt also declared that the Iraqi regime had informed 

him that it was not intending to attack Kuwait or move two armoured divisions, totalling 

about 30,000 soldiers, towards the borders of Kuwait (Miller, 8 November 1990).  

The U.S. reacted to the increasing tension between Iraq and Kuwait. On the same day 

of issuing the reports that warned the Kuwaitis of Iraq’s military moves on 24 July, the U.S. 

armed forces positioned in the Gulf region initiated hastily arranged joint exercises with the 

UAE’s navy (Al-Nakhi, 1993). The Bush administration sent some signals to the Iraqi 

regime, showing that the U.S. did not intend to interfere in the dispute between the two 

countries. The message of the administration to Baghdad was made public in Washington by 

senior policymakers and sent directly to Saddam by April Glaspie, the U.S. Ambassador to 

Baghdad, and it clearly stated that “the United States was concerned about Iraq’s military 

buildup on its border with Kuwait but did not intend to take sides in what it perceived as a 

no-win border dispute between Arab neighbors” (Stein, 1992, p. 151). Later, on 25 July 1990, 

Glaspie met Saddam in Baghdad and asked him to settle the disputes with the Kuwaitis 

peacefully. She added, “We have no opinion on the Arab-Arab conflicts, like your border 

disagreement with Kuwait” (The New York Times, 23 September 1990, p. 1).  

The ambiguous U.S. stand on Saddam’s intention to invade Kuwait may not have 

been meant to give Iraq the green light to invade Kuwait, but that was exactly what it had 

done. Generally, the U.S. response to the conflict was very muted, reflecting the West’s 

predominant view that Iraq aggression against Kuwait was primarily “a threat tactic timed 

with the date of the conference of OPEC in Geneva meant to be held at the end of July 1990 

to accommodate Iraqi concerns over oil production and prices” (Ibrahim, 25 July 1990, p. 8). 

On 27 July 1990, OPEC members met and agreed to “set the benchmark price for oil at USD 
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$20 per barrel and had agreed to set a limit for the oil production to 22.491 million barrels per 

day until the end of 1990” (Grammas, 1991, p. 4). 

The tension in the Arab Gulf region proceeded to grow despite the mediation attempts 

made by some Arab leaders, such as the President of Egypt, the King of Jordan, the President 

of Palestine, and the King of Saudi Arabia, during Saudi Arabia mediated talks between Iraq 

and Kuwait in the city of Jeddah on 31 July 1990 (Grammas, 1991). Iraqi media reports on 

the day of the meeting were blunt and uncompromising. On 30 July 1990, the Daily al-

Jumhuriya Newspaper reported that “Iraq was participating in the Jeddah talks to retain its 

rights and not to hear new talks about ‘fraternity and solidarity’ which gained nothing”. 

Meanwhile, the Washington Post reported that on the day the talks started, six divisions of 

Iraq’s army, totalling 100,000 soldiers, were gathered along Kuwait borders. 

Talks collapsed when Kuwait refused Iraq’s demands to reduce its oil production, to 

pay Iraq a “compensation of $2.5 billion USD for oil produced in the disputed areas between 

Iraq and Kuwait” (Wall Street Journal, 3 August 1990, A5), and for “Kuwait [to] forgive its 

[Iraq’s] debts that mounted during Iraq’s war against Iran estimated at $20 billion USD” 

(Financial Times, 2 August 1990, A1).  

The invasion started at 2 am of 2 August 1990 when Iraq began an unexpected attack 

against Kuwait that ended in its annexation. Backed by 350 tanks, air forces, and over 

100,000 soldiers, Iraq crushed Kuwaiti forces, only about 20,000 strong, taking Kuwait City 

with relative ease. During the fight around the royal palace of Kuwait, Iraqi armed forces 

killed the younger brother of Emir Fahd Al-Ahmed and his two sons. On the first day of the 

invasion, along with a number of civilians, 65 Kuwaiti soldiers were killed, 500 

wounded, and another 700 captured (Cameroon, 2 August 1990). 

The Iraqi regime looked at the invasion of Kuwait as a solution to Iraq’s economic 

hardships and to its own failure to improve the living standards of its people after the 
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prolonged war against Iran. This was evident in statements made by the Deputy Prime 

Minister and the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Tariq Aziz when he stated that:  

the economic question was a major factor in triggering the current situation...This 

year’s state budget required billion dollars for debt service, which was a huge 

amount, leaving us with only enough for basic services for our country. Our 

budget is based on a price of eighteen dollars a barrel for food imports. It was a 

starvation war. When do you use your military power to preserve yourself (Viorst, 

24 September 1990, p. 90).  

A similar explanation was articulated by Aziz, a month after the invasion:  

Iraq will be able to pay its debt in less than five years; that the ‘new Iraq’ would 

have a much higher oil production quota; that its income from oil would rise to 

$38 billion; and that it would be able to vastly increase spending on development 

projects and imports (Iraq: dreams and figures, October 1990, p. 5).  

The international community reacted negatively to Iraq’s annexation of Kuwait.  The 

UNSC in Resolution 660, adopted on 2 August 1990, “condemned the invasion and 

demanded immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces to positions as they were 

on 1 August 1990” (UNSC Resolution 660, 2 August 1990). Resolution 660 also asked both 

Iraq and Kuwait to initiate immediate and intensive negotiations for the settlement. The 

representative of Iraq at the UNSC, Abdul Amir al-Anbari, articulated Iraq’s position on the 

invasion of Kuwait as follows: (1) the invasion of Kuwait is an internal issue that does not 

have relation to Iraq; (2) the assistance of Iraq was asked for by the ‘Free Provisional 

Government of Kuwait’ to impose order and security; (3) Iraq did not seek any objectives in 

Kuwait, but Iraq wanted to have cordial neighbourly relations with Kuwaitis; (4) the Kuwaitis 

themselves wanted to determine their future; thus, Iraq’s armed forces would withdraw once 

they restore order, which, the Iraqi government wished, would not take more than a few days, 
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or at most a few weeks; and (6) the Iraqi government refused U.S. intervention in Iraqi–

Kuwaiti issues. Al-Anbari concluded his talk by affirming that the Iraqi government wished 

that order would be restored in Kuwait as soon as possible and that the Kuwaiti people would 

decide on their future (S/PV. 2932).  

Saddam did not respond to the U.N. resolution, and soon after invading Kuwait, he 

threatened to expand the invasion to include other states in the Gulf, such as Saudi Arabia. 

On 7 August, Saddam threatened unlimited retaliation if the Saudi regime expanded its oil 

production to help Western powers or closed down the oil pipelines of Iraq that crossed Saudi 

Arabia territories (New York Times, 8 August 1990). As Iraq’s armed forces moved slowly 

towards the Saudi Arabian borders, the Bush administration warned the Iraqi regime that the 

‘integrity of Saudi Arabia’ was a pivotal concern for the U.S. (Washington Post, 19 August 

1990). Soon U.S. President, George W. H. Bush, ordered U.S. military aircraft and troops to 

protect Saudi Arabia from any potential attack from Iraq. On 28 August, the U.S. government 

proposed to sell military equipment to Saudi Arabia worth $6–8 billion USD (Washington 

Post, 2 October 1995).  

Faced with Iraq’s refusal to comply with Resolution 660, the UNSC approved 

Resolution 661 on 6 August that initiated the implementation of international sanctions on 

Iraq under the UNSC Chapter VII. Resolution 661 prevented all member states, including 

non-members of the U.N., from importing all products and commodities that originated in 

both Iraq and Kuwait as well as weapons or other military equipment sold to Iraq and 

Kuwait. “Medical supplies and food shipments were excluded from the economic sanctions” 

(S/PV. 2934, p. 11). Iraq still refused to comply with UNSC resolutions and announced the 

annexation of Kuwait on 8 August 1990. The UNSC also reaffirmed that the “Kuwait crisis 

was not a regional matter alone, but it is one that threatens all the international community” 

(S/PV. 2934, p. 12). 
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In light of the developments in the Iraqi–Kuwaiti issue, particularly the declaration of 

the annexation of Kuwait to Iraq by the Iraqi Revolutionary Command Council, the six 

member states of the GCC – Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE – 

requested in a letter to the UNSC dated 8 August 1990 for an urgent meeting to discuss the 

conflict between Iraq and Kuwait. The UNSC reacted by passing Resolution 662 of 9 August 

1990, which declared the annexation of Kuwait by the Iraqi regime as “null and void” and 

requested the international community not to recognise the annexation (UNSC Resolution 

662, 9 August 1990).  

The President of Romania at the UNSC drew the attention of the council members to 

the letter sent from the representative of Kuwait to the Secretary-General dated 16 August 

1990, referring to aggressive activities by Iraq’s armed forces against citizens of Kuwait and 

other foreigners (S/21561 and S/21562). Thereafter, the representative of Iraq at the UNSC 

stated that:  

The security and safety of foreign nationals were guaranteed if the United States 

and its allies guaranteed that they would not attack Iraq. However, if they 

persisted in their policy of aggression and attacked Iraq, then whatever the Iraqi 

people were subjected to would also be applied to its foreign guests (S/PV. 2937, 

pp. 42-51).  

The UNSC issued Resolution 664 on 18 August 1990, which reaffirmed resolutions 

660, 661, and 662, and demanded that Iraq permit and facilitate the departure of foreigners 

and diplomatic missions from Iraq and Kuwait after it had closed its borders and prevented 

the departure of “all foreigners except diplomatic personnel – about 2,500 US civilians could 

not leave Kuwait” (New York Times, 7 August 1990, A1). Another 500 were trapped in Iraq, 

in addition to several hundred Westerners captured in Kuwait by Iraq’s army and taken to 

Iraq’s capital Baghdad. After the UNSC issued Resolution 664, Saddam Hussein allowed 
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“over 550 American and European women and children to leave Iraq and Kuwait” 

(Washington Post, 2 September 1990, A1).  

Between 24 and 25 August 1990, six letters by representatives of Germany, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Spain, Belgium, and the Gulf states were sent to the President of the UNSC 

demanding an urgent meeting of the council to find a solution to the crisis between Iraq and 

Kuwait and to discuss the measures required to implement resolutions 660, 661, 662 and 664. 

Accordingly, the UNSC members had met, and they adopted Resolution 665 on 25 August 

1990, responding to the requests of the aforementioned states requesting an immediate and 

full implementation of the UNSC resolutions 660, 661, 662, and 664. Resolution 665 

authorised a naval blockade to enforce the economic sanctions imposed by the UNSC against 

Iraq in the aftermath of its invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990. The representative of Iraq at 

the council refused Resolution 665 and called it ‘illegal’ as it contravened Article 42 of the 

UNSC Charter (S/PV. 2938, pp. 66-67). 

Iraq’s aggression against Kuwait in August 1990 provoked strong and immediate 

condemnation by the entire international community. On 12 August 1990, Kuwait submitted 

a request under Article 51 of the UNSC Charter that allowed any country exposed to an 

outside attack to ask for collective help in its defence. Thus, the U.S. adopted the policy of 

‘interdiction’, including the use of military forces to prevent any ships trying to enter Iraq to 

circumvent UNSC economic sanctions (Washington Post, 15 August 1990). Within this 

context, the U.S. government urged many countries in the Middle East to comply with the 

U.N. sanctions against Iraq. For example, Bush offered Jordan financial assistance in order to 

agree to comply with the sanctions against Iraq, and at the same time, the U.S. warned the 

Jordanian government that U.S. warships would blockade Jordan’s port of Aqaba to ban any 

shipment of Iraqi goods (New York Times, 15 August 1990). The King of Jordan, Hussein, 

stated that he was not on the Iraqi side and did not recognise Iraq’s annexation of Kuwait, and 
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therefore, he was complying with the UNSC economic sanctions imposed against Iraq. King 

Hussein notified U.S. President Bush that “Jordan will enforce U.N. sanctions against Iraq 

and close Red Sea port of Aqaba to goods bound for Iraq” (Washington Post, 17 August 

1990, A1). Meanwhile, Iraq warned against any use of force against it. The Ambassador of 

Iraq to Athens stated that “Iraq will use chemical weapons if attacked” (Washington Post, 9 

August 1990, A1). France, Canada, and the Soviet Union had criticised the U.S. unilateral 

policy of interdiction, but the U.S. administration insisted on imposing economic sanctions 

that prevented any goods going to Iraq, except medical supplies. The US White House 

spokesman, Marlin Fitzwater, stated “it’s clearly far too early to consider any foodstuffs as 

being in a humanitarian need category” (New York Times, 14 August 1990, A11). When the 

U.S. interfered in the issue between Iraq and Kuwait, Saddam immediately reacted on 12 

August 1990 and agreed to withdraw from Kuwait with conditions. Saddam stated that he 

would withdraw his military forces from Kuwait “as part of [a] settlement of ‘all issues of 

occupation’ referring to the Israeli withdrawal from Palestine” (Washington Post, 13 August 

1990, A1). Saddam also “proposed pan-Arab force under U.N. auspices to replace the U.S. 

forces deployed in the Gulf region” (New York Times, 13 August 1990, A8).  

On 8 September 1990, a joint statement was issued by U.S. President Bush and the 

Soviet President Gorbachev when they met in Helsinki for an immediate summit to talk about 

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Bush and Gorbachev expressed their solidarity in objection to the 

invasion and their willingness to cooperate to end the crisis between Iraq and Kuwait. Bush 

stated that “If the nations of the world, acting together, continue as they have been to isolate 

Iraq and deny Saddam the fruits of aggression”. He added, “we [The U.S.] will set in place 

the cornerstone of an international order, more peaceful, stable and secure than any that we 

have known” (Washington Post, 9 September 1990, p. A1). The two leaders also agreed on 

the UNSC decision to impose economic sanctions against Iraq, but at the same time, 
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Gorbachev did not support the idea of military action to solve the issue and preferred a 

diplomatic solution. On 10 September 1990, the U.S. Secretary of State, James Baker, flew to 

Moscow, where he and Soviet Foreign Minister, Shevardnadze, issued a joint statement 

condemning Iraq, “calling upon the rest of the international community to join with us in an 

international cut off of all arms supplies to Iraq” (New York Times, 11 September 1990, p. 

A3).  

Saddam Hussein was aware of the U.S. intention to use military force to expel Iraq 

from Kuwait, and it was seeking support from the Soviets and other Western states, such as 

Germany and France, to achieve its goal. Therefore, soon after the third meeting between 

Bush and Gorbachev, Saddam Hussein sought to provoke division between the U.S. and the 

Soviet Union with a statement made by the spokesman for the Iraqi government on Iraqi 

television. In the statement, Saddam warned Gorbachev that “there are doubts in the world 

about the place of the Soviet Union as a superpower” and the “the United States was seeking 

to become the ‘sole power’ through its military deployment in the Gulf” (Washington Post, 9 

September 1990, p. A1). Later, Saddam threatened to conduct an offensive against Saudi 

Arabia’s oil fields and other Gulf states as well as Israel “if Iraq was ‘strangled’ by the 

economic sanctions” (New York Times, 24 September 1990, A1). 

The Arab League and the GCC also condemned the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. At an 

emergency summit held in Cairo on 10 August 1990, the Arab League issued a declaration 

denouncing the invasion and asked for an immediate withdrawal of Iraq’s army from Kuwait. 

The Arab leaders also voted to send armed forces to Saudi Arabia to protect Saudi Arabia 

from any potential invasion by Iraq. Libya, Palestine, and Iraq opposed the declaration; 

Yemen abstained, and Jordan voted to approve the declaration ‘with reservations’ 

(Washington Post, 11 August 1990, A1). On 11 August 1990, thousands of armed forces 

from Egypt were positioned in Saudi Arabia. Syria and Morocco had also promised to send 
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armed forces to join Arab efforts to protect Saudi Arabia. For Saudi Arabia, it had pledged a 

multi-billion dollar package for an economic assistance fund, including in-kind contributions 

of transportation and fuel supplies to assist U.S. deployment in the region, in addition to the 

funds specified for frontline countries: Egypt, Jordan, and Turkey (New York Times, 8 August 

1990). On 10 August 1990, Saddam Hussein, in response, called for a holy war, calling 

‘Muslim masses’ to “revolt against the U.S.’ armed forces in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 

region, and against the pro-Western Arab leaders, whom he accuses of blaspheming Islam” 

(Washington Post, 12 August 1990, p. A1).  

On 29 November 1990, the UNSC issued Resolution 678, which authorised the “use 

of all necessary means to restore international peace and security in the area” (UNSC 

Resolution 678). The resolution gave Iraq until 15 January 1991 to withdraw its armed forces 

from Kuwait. Meanwhile, Bush offered to send the Secretary of State, James Baker, to Iraq to 

meet Iraqi officials at a ‘mutually convenient time’ between 15 December 1990 and 15 

January 1991 (Washington Post, 1 December 1990). After two weeks, the Iraqi regime agreed 

to receive Baker on 10 January 1991. Baker and Aziz met in Baghdad on 10 January 1990 in 

attempt to find a ‘peaceful solution’ to the conflict between Iraq and Kuwait. But after more 

than six hours of discussion, they ended their meeting without solving a single issue. In the 

press conference that followed their meeting, Aziz and Baker summarised their positions in 

detail and both accused each other of being inflexible. Baker stated that “after over six hours 

of discussion, we both had pretty well made the points we had come to make, and that was 

that. I don’t think anything was left around”, while Aziz stated, “I didn’t find anything new in 

what Mr. Baker said in our meetings” (Los Angeles Times, 10 January 1990, p. 2). When the 

meeting between the two failed to narrow their differences on the crisis, the U.S. insisted that 

‘last chance’ peace talks should take place earlier than the U.N. deadline of 15 January 1991, 

which was given to allow Iraq time to withdraw its armed forces completely from Kuwait. 
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The Gulf War Starts: January 1991  

As the Gulf crisis continued without any peaceful solution, the U.S. and its allies 

resorted to the use of military force. After a long debate, “on 12 January 1991, the U.S. 

Congress approved a resolution authorising the U.S. forces against Iraq” (Congressional 

Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 January 1991, p. 65). The U.S. and its allied forces launched 

airstrikes against economic and military targets in Iraq before they proceeded into the 

southern areas of Iraq, overwhelming Iraq’s military forces. On 16 January 1991, allied 

forces bombed Iraq for 43 days and launched a ground offensive on Iraqi military positions. 

The bombing destroyed Iraq’s military establishments and its economy and forced the Iraqi 

leadership to accept the ceasefire agreement and withdraw their troops from Kuwait. 

Meanwhile, UNSC passed Resolution 686 on 2 March 1991, summarising the requirements 

for the compliance of Iraq with the ceasefire (UNSC Resolution 686, 2 March 1991). Iraq 

took two months before accepting the provisions of Resolution 686 and the coalition 

conditions for a ceasefire (Washington Post, 14 April 1991). On 3 April 1991, UNSC issued 

another resolution, Resolution 687, creating a permanent ceasefire in Iraq, and the council set 

the terms with which Iraq was to comply after losing the war in the Gulf region, which 

Baghdad accepted. The ceasefire came into effect on 11 April 1991 (Washington Post, 12 

April 1991).  

China Responds to the Crisis and the Gulf War 

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait brought the ‘Middle Kingdom’ to the centre stage of 

international politics, as both Western and anti-Iraq Gulf states started wooing Beijing to win 

its support for their respective positions on the crisis, largely because of China’s veto power 

in the UNSC. The U.S. Assistant Secretary of State, Richard Solomon, and the Foreign 

Minister of Kuwait, Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jabir Al-Sabah, visited Beijing on 20 

August 1990 to obtain its support (Emadi, 1994). The U.S. tempted China by promising 
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economic aid, loans and improving bilateral relations between the two countries. China was 

anxious not to give the impression of abandoning its Iraqi ally – a major buyer of Chinese 

weapons – by giving unqualified support to the U.S. policy initiatives and intervention in the 

Middle East. Thus, the Chinese government’s immediate reaction to the Iraqi invasion of 

Kuwait on 2 August 1990 was an expression of ‘deep concern and worry’. Li Daoyu, Chinese 

Ambassador to the U.N., told the UNSC, on the Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990, 

that “China had consistently maintained that disputes between nations should be settled by 

peaceful means instead of force” (Beijing Review, 13-19 August 1990, p. 8). Li expressed his 

regret over the invasion of Kuwait, urged Iraq to immediately cease its invasion of Kuwait, 

and expressed hope that Iraq and Kuwait – two nations in which China was in friendly 

relations– would coexist in peace. Li also stated that “disputes between nations should be 

settled by peaceful means instead of force [and] Iraq should cease its invasion immediately 

and withdraw its forces to where they were before the invasion” (Beijing Review, 13-19 

August 1990, p. 8). 

In line with this approach, China voted in favour of Resolution 660, which 

condemned the Iraqi invasion on 2 August 1990, and on 5 August 1990, China declared that 

it would comply with Resolution 661 and stop selling arms to Iraq.  

While being critical of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, China was careful not to support the 

U.S. ground intervention. Instead, it urged regional states to work together to find a 

negotiated settlement. Chinese officials agreed that Iraq should not have invaded Kuwait. 

But, they argued, it would be equally wrong for other countries to invade Iraq in retaliation 

(South China Morning Post, 24 September 2002, p. 14). The Chinese Foreign Ministry 

Spokesperson spoke of the Chinese government’s concern over the invasion, noting that 

China “appeals for an immediate end to the military action and for settlement of the dispute 

through peaceful negotiations” (Beijing Review, 13-19 August 1990, p. 8). The Chinese 
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Prime Minister, Li Peng, repeated these views at a press conference in Jakarta on 8 August 

1990, where he noted that “China had made it very clear that she is against Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait by voting for Resolutions 660, 661 and 662 of the UN Security Council” (Beijing 

Review, 20-26 August 1990, p. 4). He also noted that “China hopes the UNSC’ resolutions on 

Gulf crisis will be really implemented”. He asserted that “the crisis should be resolved within 

the Arab League and the Gulf Co-operative Committee” (Beijing Review, 20-26 August 1990, 

p. 4). However, Peng did note that it was ‘understandable’ for Saudi Arabia to take some 

defensive measures for the sake of their own defence. A letter from Qian Qichen, Chinese 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, addressed to the UN Secretary-General on 8 August 1990 

reiterated China’s position on the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in the following words:   

China has consistently maintained that disputes between States should be settled 

peacefully through negotiations instead of by resorting to force. Basing itself on 

this principle, China is opposed to Iraqi invasion and annexation of Kuwait, 

demands that the Iraqi forces immediately and unconditionally withdraw from the 

territory of Kuwait and does not accept the situation created by the Iraqi military 

invasion (Huwaidin, 2002, p. 146). 

Chinese President Yang Shangkun noted that resorting to arms and invading other 

countries should not be allowed in international affairs. He also noted that the fact that China 

had voted to support the UNSC resolutions and indicated that “we [China] oppose Iraq’s 

invasion and call on it to pull troops out of Kuwait promptly, so as to restore the sovereignty 

and territorial integrity of the country” (Beijing Review, 20-26 August 1990, p. 4). Although 

China said that the two countries should not resort to force, it did not utter any condemnation 

of aggressive Iraqi action. China’s response reflected its policy of both opposing Iraqi 

invasion, presenting itself as following international rules, and showing an understanding of 

Saudi concerns but implicitly urging them not to let the US operate from their soil.  
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Continuing on the position of China on the Gulf conflict, at a meeting with the First 

Deputy Prime Minister of Iraq, Taha Yassin Ramadan, on 7 September 1990, in Beijing, Li 

Peng, the Chinese Prime Minister, stated that:  

China believes negotiations should be conducted within the framework of the UN 

Security Council resolutions. China hopes Iraq will respond to the mediation 

efforts by Arab countries and international appeals, support the mediation by the 

UN secretary-general, withdraw its troops from Kuwait unconditionally and solve 

disputes through negotiations as soon as possible (Beijing Review, 17-23 

September 1990, p. 7).  

Li also elaborated on China’s position on the Gulf crisis by stating that:  

the Chinese government always holds that relations among countries should be 

based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, which state that each 

country’s independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity should be fully 

respected and countries should solve their disputes through peaceful, political 

ways without the use of force (Beijing Review, 17-23 September 1990, p. 7).  

Li noted that because of China’s concern for peace in the Gulf area, it had voted in 

favour of the UNSC resolutions that related to the Gulf issue, but he made it clear that China 

was opposed to the great powers’ military actions in the Gulf region, which would further 

complicate and deteriorate the issue (Beijing Review, 17-23 September 1990). 

It was this assessment of the regional situation that shaped China’s voting behaviour 

on the series of resolutions passed by the UNSC. As Table 5.2 shows, Beijing supported most 

of the UNSC resolutions that related to Iraq’s aggression against Kuwait but abstained from 

voting in favour of Resolution 678 of 29 November 1990, which authorised the use of force 

to restore international peace and security in the area. Hence, although China supported 

resolutions 660, 661, 662, it did not approve of resolution 678 and the US decision to use 
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force against Iraq to liberate Kuwait. The Chinese government justified its abstention on the 

grounds of two of its principles: “avoiding the involvement in the crises and maintaining 

normal relations with Iraq, Kuwait, and the Wast” (Liu, 2016, p. 9). 

Table 5.2: Resolutions adopted by United Nations Security Council during the Second Gulf 

crisis 

Resolution 

No. 

Date Decision China’s vote 

660 2 August 1990 Condemns the Iraq invasion of 

Kuwait and demands that Iraq 

withdraw immediately and 

unconditionally all its forces from 

Kuwait. 

Votes in favour 

661 6 August 1990 Imposes a mandatory boycott 

preventing any import of 

commodities and products 

originating in Iraq or Kuwait. 

Votes in favour 

662 9 August 1990 Declares the illegality of the 

annexation of Kuwait by Iraq. 

Votes in favour 

664 18 August 

1990 

Demands that Iraq should permit 

and facilitate the departure of 

foreigners and diplomatic missions 

from Iraq and Kuwait. 

Votes in favour 

665 25 August 

1990 

Invites Member States to co-operate 

to ensure compliance with the 

provisions of resolution 661 (1990) 

Votes in favour 
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with maximum use of political and 

diplomatic measures. 

666 13 September 

1990 

Recognises that circumstances may 

arise in which it will be necessary 

for foodstuffs to be supplied to the 

civilian population in Iraq or 

Kuwait in order to relieve human 

suffering. 

Votes in favour 

667 16 September 

1990 

Recalls the Vienna Convention on 

Diplomatic Relations of 18 April 

1961 and the Vienna Convention on 

Consular Relations of 24 April 

1963, both of which Iraq is a party. 

Votes in favour 

669 24 September 

1990 

Relief from the effects resulting 

from the implementation of 

measures required under Resolution 

661 (1990), under Article 50 of the 

Charter of the United Nations. 

Votes in favour 

670 25 September 

1990 

Confirms that resolution 661 applies 

to all means of transport, including 

aircraft. 

Votes in favour 

674 29 October 

1990 

Imposes additional measures if Iraq 

does not comply with UN 

resolutions related to the situation of 

Kuwaitis and foreigners in Iraq and 

Kuwait. 

Votes in favour 
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677 28 November 

1990 

Condemns the ongoing attempt by 

Iraq to alter the demographic 

composition of Kuwait and to 

destroy the civil records maintained 

by the legitimate government of 

Kuwait. 

Votes in favour 

678 29 November 

1990 

Demands that Iraq comply fully 

with resolution 660 (1990) and all 

subsequent relevant resolutions and 

that Iraq be allowed one final 

opportunity to comply with the UN 

resolutions before 15 January 1991, 

and authorises Member States to use 

all necessary means to restore 

international peace and security in 

the area. 

Abstained 

Source: United Nations Security Council Resolutions. (1990–1991). Retrieved from: 

https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/resolutions-0 Access date: 12 March 2020. 

 

The Chinese approach could have been motivated by a need to ensure that US 

influence in the Gulf region did not further grow. Thus, China was not supportive of the US 

push to impose economic sanctions on Iraq. Rather, Beijing condemned the economic 

sanctions imposed by the UN against Iraq after 1991 and explained it in terms of China’s 

concerns over the Iraqi people’s social and economic hardships (Jin, 2018). It did not support 

a joint UN force against Iraq to liberate Kuwait either. In this context, it harshly criticised the 

US for its military intervention in Iraq, comparing it with US interventions in Vietnam and 

Korea. According to Beijing Review (4–10 March 1991), “Several wars in history have 

https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/resolutions-0
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brought prosperity to the US economy … [For example] In both the Korean and Vietnamese 

wars, massive orders from the government for military equipment and weapons had stirred an 

increase in the US economy” (p. 9). At the same time, however, the Chinese leadership 

avoided a confrontational approach vis-a-vis the US. On 31 January 1991, the Chinese 

Foreign Ministry spokesperson, Li Zhaoxing, called upon “the warring sides to exercise 

maximum restraint so as to save the people in the Middle East from an even worse disaster” 

(Beijing Review, 11–17 February 1991, p. 5). 

China’s pragmatic approach aimed at maintaining an open dialogue and a peaceful 

settlement with Iraq and other states in the Middle East continued throughout the Gulf crisis. 

China was among the few countries that sent an emissary to the region after Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait in August 1990. China feared the use of military power and preferred a peaceful 

solution in solving the Iraq–Kuwait crisis. In November 1990, China’s Foreign Minister, 

Qian Qichen, visited Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Iraq to “explore with leaders of those 

countries the possibility of a peaceful settlement of the Gulf crisis” (Beijing Review, 17–23 

December 1990, p. 28). China, meanwhile, actively engaged with other regional countries 

and played a major role as an intermediary between the West and Iraq by promoting dialogue 

and acting as a messenger (Yang, 2012). This also provided a pathway Beijing could use to 

engage with the US and suggest alternative routes to resolving the issue of the Iraqi 

occupation of Kuwait. During his visit to the Middle East in November 1990, Qian met with 

James Baker, the US Secretary of State, in Egypt to discuss the possibility of China’s support 

in the region. He stressed the need for a peaceful solution to the Gulf crisis, the withdrawal of 

Iraq from Kuwait and opposed the use of military force in resolving the crisis, repeating that 

China would not use the veto against any UNSC resolutions that called for the use of all 

means against Iraq to liberate Kuwait (Beijing Review, 17–23 December 1990). The Chinese 

Government combined this position with the demand that differences between Iraq and 
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Kuwait should be settled through negotiations, and Iraq should accept decisions made by the 

League of Arab States and respond to international calls to withdraw troops from Kuwait at 

the earliest possible opportunity (Saleem, 1999).  

Post- Gulf War Iraq and China 

The Gulf war came to an end on 28 February 1991 when President Bush announced a 

ceasefire after the Coalition forces had crossed the Iraq–Kuwait border. Soon afterwards, 1.5 

million Kurds from the north of the country escaped to Iran and Turkey, triggering a refugee 

crisis. The US and other allies moved to create a no-fly zone in northern Iraq (Eppel, 2004). 

UNSC Resolution 688 of 5 April 1991 was initiated to condemn the way in which Iraq dealt 

with the Kurds. Once again, China acted pragmatically: it did not support the resolution, 

which was ultimately adopted with support from ten countries. But at the same time, instead 

of exercising its veto, it opted to abstain (along with India). Huwaidin (2007) argued that 

within the context of maintaining states’ independence and sovereignty, China considered 

Iraq’s treatment of the Kurds as part of exercising its sovereignty right over its territory and 

people. China was of the view that whatever the results of the Gulf conflict, Iraq must remain 

strong to avoid further destabilisation in the region. This position had been expressed 

throughout the crisis as China opposed the use of force and maintained that while imposing 

economic sanctions on Iraq, humanitarian aid in food and medicine should not be barred. The 

Chinese Foreign Minister, Qian Qichen, head of the Chinese delegation participating in the 

45th session of the UN General Assembly, also expressed these views in an interview 

conducted by Renmin Ribao [People’s Daily] on 4 October 1990 in New York (Beijing 

Review, 15-21 October 1990). 

China’s unwillingness to support the use of force against Iraq during the Gulf War 

(1991) had fostered China’s political relations with Iraq. Its position in the Gulf War could 
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also be attributed to its calculations for its future relations in the Middle East because of the 

region’s economic value. China had exported considerable quantities of armaments, including 

ballistic missiles, to Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and others in the region in the 1980s and was 

probably reluctant to lose access to these markets by adopting a pro-US position. By 

abstaining from the vote on Resolution 678, which authorised military intervention by the US 

and its international allies, and maintaining its friendship with Iraq and the people of the 

Middle East, China became the primary beneficiary of the Gulf war. The pragmatic and 

flexible policy in dealing with the crisis, China secured a loan from Kuwait to build an 

aluminium complex in China, and successfully signed a contract with Kuwait in October 

1997 “for the sale of 72 Chinese-made self-propelled howitzers” (Saleem, 1999, p. 154). The 

Chinese response to the Gulf crisis and war did not affect Beijing’s relations with the US 

either. According to Alterman, “there [was] no natural conflict between the United States and 

China in the Middle East. Both share[d] an interest in its stability, and both [were] deeply 

invested in the status quo” (Alterman, 2017, p. 8). 

China’s pragmatic approach also laid the ground for better Sino–Iraqi relations. This 

was apparent in the economic dimension of their relationship that was based on mutual 

interests. On the one hand, Iraq needed China’s support to lift the economic embargo 

imposed by the UNSC and its help to rebuild Iraq after the war of 1990 that destroyed most 

of Iraq’s infrastructure. On the other hand, China needed Iraq as a source of energy to fuel its 

economic growth and as a new market for its goods. Iraq’s oil reserves increased in their 

attractiveness to Beijing, especially with the decline of Iraq’s economy and the disruption of 

its social and health systems, which coincided with the rise of China’s status as an important 

economic power and the net importer of energy-dependent on Iraq’s energy resources to fuel 

its economic growth.  
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However, because of the economic sanctions that Beijing had to adhere to, China was 

unable to enter Iraq’s market and unable to help with Iraq’s reconstruction. Hence, the 

economic sanctions imposed on Iraq in 1991, which prevented Iraq from trading with other 

countries, made China lose an important trade partner, especially in the fields of energy and 

arms sales. The economic sanctions rendered Iraq unable to fulfil its obligations to Chinese 

companies, which lost some of their projects and profits in Iraq, estimated at $7 billion USD. 

Harris (1991) noted that “in the aftermath of the Gulf crisis, China suffered an immediate 

economic loss of $2 billion USD and lost the earnings and assets of 60 Chinese companies 

working in Iraq and Kuwait” (p. 119). Harris also noted that “the crisis led to [the] halting of 

several major development projects in both countries”. Also, “Iraq owed China a 

considerable amount of debt on which payment was frozen, and China had to evacuate about 

5,000 workers from Kuwait and about 4,000 workers from Iraq” (Harris, 1991, p. 119). 

Despite the economic losses suffered by China, Beijing continued to oppose the 

economic sanctions in principle and supported initiatives to lift economic sanctions on Iraq. 

In doing so, its position was even more favourable towards Iraq than that of France and 

Russia that had pressed for the sanctions to be eased, arguing Iraq has at least moved towards 

cooperating with the UN’ inspection mission (South China Morning Post, 5 February 1995, p. 

6). 

China’s position on the resolutions for Iraq after 2 August 1990 – starting with 

Resolution 660 as well as the other subsequent resolutions – illustrated China’s attempts to 

reconcile two issues. First, it avoided categorical objections to the US policy towards Iraq in 

order to preserve its relationship with the US, especially as the US lifted economic sanctions 

imposed on China following the Tiananmen Square protests. Second, China worked 

pragmatically to maintain friendly relations with Iraq to win economic investment 

opportunities in the oil fields. Due to this policy of ‘pragmatism’ and ‘flexibility’ in dealing 
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with the US and Iraq in the 1990s, China was able to obtain the approval of the international 

community to resume trade relations with Iraq by purchasing some of the Iraqi oil under the 

Oil-for-Food Program in December 1996. The following year, China signed oil contracts with 

the Iraqi government under that same program. 

China and Iraq: Renewal amidst Economic Sanctions and the Oil-for-Food Program 

(1996–2002) 

 The economic sanctions imposed on Iraq in the aftermath of the invasion of 

Kuwait had a severe negative impact on Iraq’s economy and the well-being of its population, 

especially after Iraq was prevented from selling its oil on the global market. Thus, the 

economic sanctions resulted in a declining humanitarian condition of the Iraqi people, with 

widespread hunger and unemployment. Carapico (1998) captured the impact of economic 

decline in daily life in Iraq when she wrote: 

While the accuracy of statistics demonstrating the impact of United Nations 

sanctions on Iraq cannot be fully determined, there is no question that their impact 

has been severe. Infant mortality has doubled from the pre-sanctions era, with the 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reporting a fivefold increase in 

mortality among children under age five. Kwashiorkor and marasmus – symptoms 

of severe protein deficiency and usually seen only in famines – are increasingly 

common (Carapico, 1998, p. 206). 

The World Health Organization (WHO) also reported in March 1996 that “The vast 

majority of the country’s population has been on a semi-starvation diet for years” (p. 8). Also, 

the FAO Mission to Iraq report in 1997 found that “25 percent of young Iraqi men and 16 

percent of young Iraqi women had a chronic energy deficiency, reflecting the deficiency of 

food over the past seven years since 1990”, and “before sanctions, 93 percent of urban and 70 
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percent of rural people had access to potable water. Currently more than half of rural people 

do not have access to the clean water” (p. 10).  

The impact that war and the subsequent economic sanctions had on Iraq and its 

valuable resources were evident finally led the UN to establish the ‘Oil-for-Food 

Programme’. Under the program, Iraq was permitted to sell oil on the world market in 

exchange for medicine, food, and other humanitarian needs for the Iraqi people without 

permitting Iraq to boost its military capabilities. The first Oil-for-Food proposal was 

suggested in the UNSC Resolution 706 of 15 August 1991. The Iraqi government, however, 

refused to implement the resolution, arguing that it violated Iraq’s sovereignty and imposed a 

‘guardianship’ on its people. Its refusal led to a long halt of the proposal until 14 April 1995, 

when under UNSC Resolution 986, the Oil-for-Food Program was established. It was 

intended as “a temporary measure to provide for the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people” 

(UN Report S/1998/90, 1 February 1998). As Table 5.3 shows, sales of oil under the Oil-for-

Food Program took place over a six-month period through ‘phases’ after which restoration 

was needed if Iraq was to be authorised to export more oil. The Oil-for-Food Program was 

implemented in December 1996, and the first food shipment arrived in March 1997. The 

majority of Iraq’s population (26 million in 1997) was primarily reliant on the items provided 

by this Program. 

Despite the Oil-for-food program, to some extent, having had eased the implications 

of the economic sanctions, severe deprivation and malnourishment still existed in Iraq. Two 

years later, the complex and unique experience of this ‘humanitarian program’ proved to be 

incapable of providing the basic requirements for the Iraqi people. In 1997, a UNICEF report 

estimated that about one million of Iraq’s children were chronically malnourished (BBC, 23 

December 1998). In 1999, the Secretary-General sent a report to the Security Council, which 

provided a two-year review of the Oil-for-Food Program, which found that “the [program] 
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cannot – and was never meant to – meet all the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people, nor 

can it restore Iraq’s economic and social infrastructure to pre-1990 levels” (UN Report 

S/1999/48, 28 April 1999). Later, the former UN Assistant Secretary-General and 

Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq, Denis Halliday, also stated that “we are in the process of 

destroying an entire society. It is as simple and terrifying as that. It is illegal and immoral” 

(The Independent, 15 October 1998, p. 1). 

 Thus, in phase three (5 December 1997 to 29 May 1998), the Iraqi government 

requested extra funds, and it submitted an ‘enhanced distribution plan’ elaborating on its 

proposed use of that fund. On 19 June 1998, the UNSC approved resolution 1175, which 

permitted Iraq to spend $300 million USD on importing spare parts to fix its oil facilities 

(BBC, 31 October 1998). Following the approval of this resolution, the enhanced distribution 

plan was implemented in phase four of the Oil-for-Food Program (started on 30 May 1998). 

The developed distribution plan was formed to rebuild Iraq’s infrastructure, such as ‘water 

supply and sanitation’, which presented “major obstacles to improved health and nutrition” 

(UNICEF report, 1998, p. 6). According to the UNICEF report (1998), the Oil-for-Food 

Program provided around 2,300 calories in a day to meet the body’s minimum needs, and that 

included the providing of milk, cheese, and weaning-cereal for infants. 

Table 5.3: Oil-for-Food distribution 

Resolution Phase Date Comments 

986 I 10/12/1996 – 

7/6/1997 

Oil exports begin 15/12/96. First 

contracts approved 1/97; first food 

arrives 3/97; first medicine arrives 

5/97. Less than one-third of food 

distributed by end of May. Most 
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electrical supplies for north expected 

to arrive by 12/98. 

1111 II 8/6/1997 – 

4/12/1997 

Same distribution plan as Phase I. 

UK and US demand more stringent 

monitoring of distribution. As of 

3/98 only 75% (50%) of health 

imports had arrived in Iraq for 

South/Central; North, 59% (27%) for 

water/sanitation, 37% (45%) for 

education, and 48% (10%) for 

electricity/power (expected in North 

early 1999). 

1143 III 5/12/1997 – 

29/5/1998 

Similar distribution plan to Phases I 

and II. Proposed ration 2,030 

calories/day. Agricultural pesticides 

arrived too late for season due to 

slow rate of approval and 

contracting. Electrical supplies 

expected in north mid-1999. 

1153 IV 30/5/1998 – 

25/12/1998 

Ration recommended by Secretary-

General: 2,463 calories; ration 

accepted by Government: 2,300 

calories; ration distributed due to 

falling oil price: 2,030 calories: 

therapeutic milk, high-protein 

biscuits and vitamin supplements 
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delayed (being purchased for first 

time), expected in early 1999. 

1210 V 26/12/1998 – 

25/5/1999 

 

Sources: UNICEF 1998, UN Office of the Iraq Program, S/1998/1100. 

 

The Oil-for-Food Program seemed to have assisted the people of Iraq from 1997 to 

2002 with the help of  $67 billion USD of Iraqi oil revenues. According to the US General 

Accounting Office:  

the average daily food intake increased from around 1,275 calories per person per 

day in 1996 to about 2,229 calories at the end of 2001. Malnutrition rates for 

children under 5 fell by more than half. In February 2002, the United Nations 

reported that the Oil for Food program had considerable success in several sectors 

such as agriculture, food, health, and nutrition by arresting the decline in living 

conditions and improving the nutritional status of the average Iraqi citizen (US 

General Accounting Office, 2004, p. 3). 

The economic sanctions imposed against Iraq had negatively impacted China’s 

economy and limited China’s business opportunities in Iraq. Meanwhile, China witnessed a 

growing need for energy to meet its economic growth that made China a net importer of 

crude oil in 1993. The deficiency of China’s domestic oil production and its increasing 

consumption created a production and consumption gap, estimated at 400,000 barrels per day 

in 1996. Downs (2000) estimated that the shortfall between China’s domestic oil production 

and its consumption would continue to expand over time, and it is estimated to rise to 5.2 

million barrels per day in 20201.  

 
1 China’s crude oil imports have grown from 11 per cent in 1996 to almost 60 per cent in 2020. 
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To access Iraq’s oil, China had called for the lifting of the economic sanctions on 

Iraq. In May 1996, the Ambassador of China to the UN, Qin Huasen, expressed the Chinese 

hope that the UNSC would go a step further to assist the Iraqi people by easing the economic 

sanctions. He stated that: 

The UNSC should evaluate Iraq’s efforts to implement related resolutions of the 

UN Security Council in an objective and fair manner, gradually eliminate 

sanctions in accordance with the progress of Iraq’s implementation of the UN 

resolutions, and, first of all, remove the sanction of oil export by Iraq (Beijing 

Central Television Program One Network in Mandarin, 7 May 2001).  

China also welcomed the decision by the US President Bill Clinton to introduce the 

Oil-for-Food Program under Resolution 986, which allowed Iraq to sell oil worth $2 billion 

USD every six months to buy essential humanitarian supplies for its people (Reuters, 20 May 

1996; Reuters, 22 May 1996).  

As the Oil-for-Food Program was implemented, trade relations between China and 

Iraq slightly improved. It is important to note that China was not the only beneficiary of this 

program: “other countries, such as Rusia [sic] and France also had a business interest in Iraq 

which they were eager to pursue but could-not while sanctions still in place” (Financial 

Times, 3 December 1996, 6). Nevertheless, only Russia’s Lukoil and China’s CNPC were 

granted concessions, while some memoranda of understandings were signed with the Iraqi 

regime (South China Morning Post, 12 May 2003, p. 3). Under the terms of the Oil-for-Food 

Program, “Iraq signed its first oil deals with foreign companies to sell crude oil” (Washington 

Post, 10 December 1996, A21).  
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Table 5.4: Iraq’s Imports under Oil-for-Food Program (1996–2003) (millions USD) 

Year World U.S. France UK China Russia 

  % of 

total 

 % of 

total 

 % of 

total 

 % of 

total 

 % of 

total 

1996 568.4 3.1 0.5 0.0 0.0 19.3 3.4 1.1 0.2 0.0 0.0 

1997 1136.0 90.2 7.9 52.8 4.6 11.5 1.0 46.9 5.7 5.7 0.5 

1998 1852.8 117.2 6.3 281.3 15.2 46.9 2.5 115.0 6.2 47.4 2.6 

1999 2110.3 21.6 1.0 327.4 15.5 63.0 3.0 162.7 7.7 83.1 3.9 

2000 3449.6 12.0 0.3 392.5 11.4 84.8 2.5 320.0 9.3 98.9 2.9 

2001 5665.3 51.0 0.9 650.3 11.5 95.3 1.7 437.6 7.7 206.1 3.6 

2002 5869.9 34.8 0.6 487.5 8.3 78.2 1.3 462.9 7.9 403.2 6.9 

2003 4684.1 347.2 7.4 190.7 4.1 237.7 5.1 61.7 1.3 240.2 5.1 

Resource: International Monetary Fund (IMF). (August 2004). Direction of Trade Statistics. 

As can be seen from Table 5.4, China was able to benefit from the implementation of 

the Oil-for-Food Program, and the late 1990s marked China’s expansion into Iraq’s oil 

market, where the Chinese government signed several oil agreements with the Iraqi regime 

under Saddam Hussein. Within this context, the China National Petroleum Corporation 

(CNPC) signed a 22-year production-sharing agreement with Iraq to help develop the Al-

Ahdab oilfields to be invested once sanctions were lifted (Calabrese 1998). The Iraqi Deputy 

Prime Minister, Tariq Aziz, declared that “The strengthening of relations between Iraq and 

China [through the Al-Ahdab agreement] will help restore a balance of power on the 

international scene, in the face of the policy of hegemony” (Asia Times, 6 June 1997). The 

Iraqi government had not concealed the fact that contracts were divided among the members 

of the UNSC sympathetic to Iraq. The Iraqi Minister of Oil, Amir Muhammad Rashid, clearly 

stated that “the distribution of oil contracts was based on the show of support for Iraq in the 

UN Security Council” (FBIS-NES, 30 May 1997, p. 5).  
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Calabrese (1998) considered the energy profile of Iraq as compatible with the energy 

profile of China. On the one hand, he argued, “Iraq has the second-largest proven oil reserves 

in the world, after Saudi Arabia, and its greatest discovered oil fields had not yet been 

developed” (Calabrese, 1998, p. 298). On the other hand, “China’s growing demand for 

energy during the 1990s intensified China’s interests in Iraq” (p. 298). Since then, China’s 

economic interests in Iraq, especially in the energy sector, remained a straightforward matter. 

China hoped that restoring the free flow of Iraq’s oil would create a new energy market to 

fuel China’s growing economy. 

The Washington Post (24 May 1997) stated that “although there was no clear 

evidence of a quid pro quo, it might not be a coincidence, Qian Qichen travelled to Iraq five 

days before the declaration of the Al-Ahdab agreement”, affirming that China favoured an 

early end to the economic sanctions. Consequently, the Chinese oil companies, CNPC (China 

National Petroleum Corporation) and NORINCO (China Ordnance Industries Group 

Corporation Limited), formed the ‘Al-Waha company’ to develop the Al-Ahdab oilfields; the 

consortium owned 50 percent equity in the project (Downs, 2000). It was estimated that the 

combined output of these two companies could provide China with about 50 percent of its 

annual oil imports in 1997 alone (South China Morning Post, 11 March 2003, p. 16). 

Simultaneously, China held another round of negotiations to sign new deals on at least three 

other oilfields, including Halfaya, Luhais, and Suba (Downs, et al., 2000, p. 18). The progress 

in the 1997 Al-Ahdab oilfields was stymied by the second US war against Iraq in 2003. But it 

still does not alter the fact that an interest in fueling its economic growth during the 1990s 

underpinned China’s interest in the removal of the UN economic sanctions imposed on Iraq 

in the aftermath of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990. 

 The need for oil imports was linked to a related interest in regional stability to ensure 

reliable supplies from the region. However, Beijing was careful to present its support in 
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favour of lifting the sanctions on Iraq through the humanitarian lens: China argued that it was 

concerned for the Iraqi people who suffered from the sanctions.  

As China sought every possible chance to improve its relations with Iraq, it attempted 

to exploit, therefore, the legal and political gaps in the international resolutions against Iraq, 

which allowed China to resume and strengthen trade and economic links with Iraq. In May 

2001, China proposed changes to the sanctions on Iraq at the UNSC. The Chinese Deputy 

Ambassador to the United Nations in New York, Wang Yingfan, suggested that the proposed 

changes to the sanction’s regime would remove sanctions on all non–military-related goods 

and ban the import of other military-related merchandise as well as inspect goods that might 

possibly be used for military purposes. Wang said that “we believe that it takes time for the 

consultations on the draft resolution. It may be better to just extend the current oil-for-food 

program and then tackle the sanctions issue in another resolution” (CNN, 18 May 2001). In 

January of the same year, China had urged Iraq to comply with the UNSC resolutions. Its 

Foreign Minister, Tang Jiaxuan, called on Iraq to respect UN resolutions and cooperate with 

UN weapons inspectors, stating that “although China is opposed to sanctions, Iraq needs to 

respect UN resolutions” (Washington Post, 8 January 2000, p. A14) 

China continued to support Iraq in the UNSC. On 10 April 1997, Bill Richardson, the 

US Ambassador to the UN, called for condemning Iraq for breaching the air sanctions by 

flying more than 100 Iraqi pilgrims to Mecca – the holy Muslim area in Saudi Arabia (United 

Press International, 10 April 1997). The US Defense Department asserted that although the 

US opposed the principle of the flights, it did not intend to use military power to stall such a 

minor and humanitarian operation (Washington Post, 23 May 1997). Nevertheless, owing to 

China’s opposition and some other countries, such as Egypt, Russia, and France, the UNSC 

released a statement that did not denounce Iraq for flying its citizens to Mecca in spite of the 

UN decision to impose air sanctions against Iraq (New York Times, 17 April 1997). Later on 
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28 November 2000, the Chinese Foreign Minister, Tang Jiaxuan, stated that “the 

establishment of the no-fly zones by some Western countries violated the UN Charter and 

norms of international relations and ignored and tramples the sovereignty of Iraq” (FBIS-

CHI-2000-1128, 28 November 2000, p. 23).  

In addition to the oil agreements, Beijing also benefitted from the reconstruction 

contracts in Iraq. More than 70 mainland firms returned to Iraq as the Oil-for-food program 

started, and by early 2003 “had signed contracts worth US$3.6 billion to build hospitals, 

bridges, roads, power stations and power transmission systems” (South China Morning Post, 

11 March 2003, p. 16). Although the UN economic sanctions against Baghdad prevented any 

unauthorised investment or export of Iraqi oil, China signed statements of ‘understanding’ 

with Iraq to secure contractual rights to major oilfields despite these deals only taking effect 

after the UN sanctions have been lifted. Iraq’s strategy aimed to use foreign oil deals as an 

attempt to increase pressure on the international community to end the sanctions. In October 

2002, Iraq, under Saddam’s regime, had signed other multi-billion-dollar deals with foreign 

oil companies. These deals, estimated at $38 billion USD for new or ‘greenfield’ 

development, offered up to 20 percent rates of return for companies from China, Italy, 

Russia, Spain, Turkey, France, and India (Bamett, 2003). However, these projects could not 

start due to the economic sanctions and the impending US invasion.  

As figure 5.1 shows, in 1996, China’s total volume of imports from and export to Iraq 

was estimated at $1.15 million USD. By 1997, the total trade volume between China and Iraq 

increased to $93.2 million USD and amounted to $517.09 million USD in 2002.  
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Figure 5.1. China’s trade with Iraq (export & import) 1980–2002 (million USD) 

Source: International Monetary Fund. Export and import by area and countries. Retrieved 

from: http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712 Access date: 26/11/2018. 

 

During these years, the sanctions that stifled Iraq’s oil exports and foreign 

participation in its energy industry also indirectly facilitated Sino-Iraqi cooperation in the 

energy sector (Calebrese, 1998, p. 297).  As discussed earlier, China was economically 

motivated, while Iraq’s primary motivation was political as it tried to gain China’s support in 

the UNSC. According to Dr. Ibtisam Al-Amiri, a professor of political science at Baghdad 

university, “China as a permanent member of the UN Security Council could help Iraq by 

voting in favor of its interest or at least abstaining from voting against it in the Security 

Council sessions”. She added, “China’s foreign relations with Iraq’s regional neighboring 

countries such as Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey could also contribute to solving Iraq’s issues 

http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712
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with its neighboring countries” (Interview with Al-Amiri, 9 April 2017). However, Iraq’s two 

main political objectives behind building energy cooperation with China and other countries 

were, in the short term, to weaken support for sanctions and, in the long term, to regain 

substantive independence by maintaining control over its energy assets.  

Though Chinese interests vis-à-vis Iraq were predominantly economic in nature, its 

growing economic interaction appears to have caused concern in the United States of an 

emerging Sino-Iraqi strategic relationship. President George W. Bush expressed such 

concerns in his first White House news conference as President in February 2001: he 

maintained that China was aiding Iraq to build a more sophisticated and effective defence 

against American and British air patrols that could endanger [US and British] pilots.  This 

was coupled with him categorically stating that the US was “concerned about the Chinese 

presence in Iraq” (South China Morning Post, 24 February 2001, p. 9).  Though Iraq denied 

the allegations of Chinese help in building its defence line, the Chinese Foreign Ministry 

spokesman Zhu Bangzao merely stated that he had “no information to confirm the 

allegations” (South China Morning Post, 24 February 2001, p. 9).  The ambiguous Chinese 

response suggests the possibility of some exploration of military collaboration between China 

and Iraq prior to the US attack on Iraq in 2003, but it is difficult to be certain of it.  

An Imminent US Attack on Iraq 

As the US attack on Iraq became imminent, Beijing’s concerns revolving around oil 

security increased. China had no strategic reserves, and its oil imports were rising every year, 

making it vulnerable to the higher prices that would follow such a war. A possible US attack 

under these circumstances meant a greater oil import bill than was the case already. There 

were also fears that Saddam Hussein might attack oil facilities in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia 

and disrupt exports which could have further impacted upon China’s access to energy 
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resources (South China Morning Post, 19 September 2002, p. 18). 

Guided by the interest in continued access to energy resources, China opposed the 

United States and its Western alliance's push for the use of force against Iraq to remove 

Saddam Hussein and disarm Iraq from its WMDs. As early as November 1998, when the 

crisis developed over the weapons inspection program in Iraq, the Chinese Foreign Minister 

Tang Jiaxuan opposed military action against Iraq and urged further diplomacy to resolve the 

issue. He stated that:  

“As long as even a ray of hope exists, diplomatic efforts should not be given up. 

[And] right now the situation has not developed to the stage where military action 

must be taken” (South China Morning Post, 16 November 1998, p. 9).  

As the US attack on Iraq became imminent towards the end of 2002, the Chinese 

Government continued its opposition to sanctions and “US-British aerial strikes” (South 

China Morning Post, 9 October 2002, p. 16). But its global interest in maintaining a working 

relationship with the United States reduced this opposition to merely the declared level.  The 

Chinese Government, informed of the possible harm to the Sino-US relationship (South 

China Morning Post, 3 July 2002, p. 14), voiced its criticism (along with Russian and France) 

to the United States warmongering at the UN Security Council without concrete actions. 

Instead, it drew attention to the calls made by the Iraqi Government to ‘all Arab citizens to 

strike US interests in the Middle East if Washington launched a military attack against 

Baghdad (South China Morning Post, 11 September 2002, p. 10). In other words, Arabs and 

not China was to take concrete measures to support Iraq if and when faced with the US 

invasion. Commenting on the developments in Iraq, South China Morning Post (6 September 

2002, p. 18) encapsulated the Chinese situation in a comment that “Washington [had] Beijing 

largely where it want [ed] it, trapped between rhetoric and more concrete opposition” (South 

China Morning Post,).  
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Conclusion 

 

Figure 5.2. Timeline of main events in China and Iraq (1979-2002) 

As shown in Figure 5.2 the People’s Republic of China and Iraq followed different 

trajectories during the 1980-2002 period. China’s status at the regional and global levels 

increased courtesy of its economic reforms and the opening-up to global capitalism. Though 

Beijing’s response to the Tiananmen Square protests negatively affected China’s global 

image and its development process for a couple of years (1989-91), it soon recovered, rebuilt 

closer ties with the international community, and resumed the process of its economic 

development. Its domestic oil production proved insufficient to support its economic growth, 

and therefore, China becomes world’s oil net-importer in1993.  

Iraq, on the other hand, experienced a power transition in the opposing direction. At 

the end of the Iran-Iraq War (1980-88), Iraq had emerged as the strongest military power in 

the Middle East. But soon, its invasion of Kuwait (August 1990) and the retaliatory war by 

the US-led coalition in 1991, resulted in destroying Iraq’s military power. The United 

Nations Security Council’s economic sanctions against Iraq in response to the invasion of 

Kuwait undermined the Iraqi economy. Combined with the economic weakness that had 
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already resulted from the eight years of conflict with Iran, Iraq moved from being a regional 

power to a state that faced difficulties politically, economically, militarily, and socially. 

 

 

Figure 5.3. China and Iraq relations between 1980 and 2002 

 As can be seen in figure 5.3, during this phase of China and Iraq relations (1980-

2002) the relations went through three different stages. During the first stage (1980-1988), 

the arms sales in the wake of the Iran-Iraq War shaped the Sino-Iraqi relations. In the second 

stage (1989-1996), the economic sanctions imposed (against China between 1989-1991, and 

against Iraq following its invasion of Kuwait) affected the nature of diplomatic, economic, 

and military interactions between the two countries. There was a degree of support extended 

by each state to the other, which was apparent, for example, at the deliberations of the UNSC. 

 During the third stage, China seized the opportunity arising from the Oil-for-Food 

Program started by the UNSC in 1996 to renew its relations with Iraq, especially in the oil 

field. China also signed deals for construction projects in Iraq, but the relationship did not go 

•China benefited 
economically from 
selling weapons to 
Iraq

•Iraq benefited from 
China's weapon to win 
its war against Iran.

•Increasing political, 
economic, and 
military relations

Mutually beneficial 
relations

(1980-1988)
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China after 
Tiananmen Square 
protests
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stand after the 
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•No active diplomatic, 
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Mutual political support 
(1989-1996) •China urged UNSC to 

lift the economic 
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•Economic Interaction: 
signied oil contracts 
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beyond economic interaction. There was little movement on the military, political and 

cultural cooperation between the two states.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

THE GREAT LEAP IN THE SINO–IRAQI RELATIONSHIP  

(2003–2016) 

At the turn of the 21st century, China's rapid economic modernisation, increasing 

energy demands, and active diplomacy became the driving force of China's policy towards 

the Middle East region. Within this context, China's relations with Iraq after the United States 

(US)' invasion of 2003 provides an interesting insight into how China managed to benefit 

from dramatic changes after the invasion. Iraq viewed China as different from former 

colonial powers such as the United Kingdom (UK) or the new superpowers such as the US.  

This chapter argues that the relationship between China and Iraq improved under the 

leadership of Hu Jintao (2003–2013) and Xi Jinping (2013–present) due to Iraq being 

abundantly rich in resources essential for China's long-term growth. China's participation in 

the post-war reconstruction in Iraq and the expansion of the strategic cooperation were the 

prominent features for the Sino-Iraqi relationship during this phase 2003-2016.  

The first part is a prelude to the US Invasion of Iraq, then the second part of this 

chapter is Iraq's foreign policy orientation. The third part will concentrate on the Chinese 

reaction to the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. The fourth part will analyse how the relations 

between the two countries have evolved in the aftermath of the US-led invasion of Iraq in 

2003. An assessment of the areas, such as energy, trade, investment, military and cultural, 

and technical cooperation that made Iraq a strategic partner to China in the decade since the 

invasion are critical to understanding how both countries perceive each other in terms of 
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overall trade and global strategy. The last part of this chapter explores Iraq’s position on the 

Chinese ‘Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)’. 

 The Iraq War of 2003 

Prelude to the US Invasion of Iraq 

The attacks of 9/11 against the US are pivotal to understanding the war on Iraq 

despite the fact that Iraq had not been involved in it. The attacks revealed an extreme threat to 

the US, emerging from the Middle East and Muslim countries, for which the US found it 

necessary to retaliate. While designing a response to Al-Qaeda and the Taliban regime in 

Afghanistan, the neo-conservatives in the George W. Bush Government also considered 

attacking Iraq as a route to making the Middle East region safe for the United States (Lieven, 

25 August 2003). This preference dated back to the 1990s when the United States led the 

coalition to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation. Against the backdrop of the UN Security 

Council resolutions that aimed at limiting adventurism on the part of Saddam Hussein's 

regime, the US Government floated the idea of a regime change in Iraq. The Iraq Liberation 

Act passed by the US Congress in October 1998 followed the Iraqi President's decision in 

August 1998 to expel the UN weapons inspectors based in the country to ensure that Iraq did 

not possess weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).  The Bush administration continued the 

policy but formalised it through what came to be described as the Bush Doctrine. Building on 

the elements of unilateralism, opposition to WMDs and the preference for actively supporting 

democratic regime changes, his administration developed a case for an attack on Iraq 

(Record, 2003). The US National Security Strategy of the United States issued on the 17th of 

September 2002 focused on "prevent[ing] our enemies from threatening us, our allies, and 

our friends with weapons of mass destruction" indicated a push to use military force (Record, 

2003, p. 4). This reasoning was used, ostensibly, to argue that Saddam's regime was "linked 
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to al-Qaeda and was actively developing WMDs which could be turned over to terrorists or 

used on their behalf" (Record, 2003, p. 4). Hence, Iraq represented a pressing threat to the 

US, and Saddam Hussein, as the face of authoritarianism, needed to be removed from power. 

On 10–11 September, President Bush secured a resolution approved by the US Congress 

authorising his government to use military power against Iraq to protect US national security 

and enforce all relevant UN resolutions that Iraq did not comply with. 

The Bush Administration proceeded to garner support for such an action both within 

and outside the United National Security Council.  During what could be labelled as the 

"preparatory phase", During this 'preparatory phase', the Vice-President of the United States 

Cheney visited eleven states in the Middle East between 10th and 20th of March 2002 to gain 

support for the anti-terrorism campaign of the US and to talk about the Iraq issue. On 16 July 

2002, the US Deputy Secretary of Defense, Paul D. Wolfowitz, also conducted a discussion 

with the Turkish government on military cooperation between the US and Turkey if the US 

invaded Iraq (New York Times, 18 July 2002). 

The Bush Administration also asked the UNSC to declare that Iraq breached all the 

UN resolutions and needed to revert to complying with the weapons inspection regime. The 

pressure finally resulted in the UNSC adopting Resolution 1441 on 8 November 2002, giving 

Iraq a final chance to comply with its disarmament obligations or face critical consequences. 

This Resolution found Iraq in 'material breach' of UN resolutions; it also set a strict deadline 

for Iraq to comply with the UNSC resolutions, readmit UN inspectors, and threaten critical 

consequences if Iraq did not comply.  The UNSC resolution also urged Iraq to provide a 

comprehensive report of all Iraq's weapons' programs within one month ((Washington Post, 9 

November 2002; New York Times, 9 November 2002). 

Some experts asserted that UN Resolution 1441 paved the way for authorising war 

"under particular circumstances" (Martyn, 13 December 2002). Although the US Ambassador 
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to the UN, John Negroponte, questioned such assessment by maintaining that there were no 

"hidden Triggers" and no "automacity" concerning the use of force, his full statement 

suggested that the US had retained the right to take unilateral action if, in its assessment, Iraq 

posed a threat to the US Security. He stated: 

If the Security Council fails to act decisively in the event of further Iraqi 

violations, this Resolution does not constrain any Member State from acting to 

defend itself against the threat posed by Iraq or to enforce relevant United Nations 

resolutions and protect world peace and security. (UNSC Verbatim report 4644, 8 

November 2002, p. 3). 

 These moves were not always supported by other states who questioned the claimed 

link between Al-Qaeda and the presumed WMDs in Iraq. Most Arab states, including Saudi 

Arabia, Egypt and Jordan, had also expressed their concern over "a potential US attack 

against Iraq that might destabilise the Middle East" (New York Times, 14 March 2002, p. 

A1). The final communique of the Arab League summit also rejected any use of military 

power against Iraq as a quid pro quo for Iraq renouncing all claims to Kuwaiti territory 

(Associated Press, 28 March 2002).  

Despite the scepticism surrounding the US case against Iran, the US continued to 

prepare for an attack on Iraq. On 16 March 2003, US President George W. Bush, British 

Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and Spanish Prime Minister, Jose Maria Aznar, met in a summit 

held in the Azores, Portugal, to decide on the issue of Iraq. The same day President Bush 

announced at a press conference that the next day would determine if diplomacy could work 

(The Guardian, 17 March 2003). The very next day, on 17 March 2003, Bush gave Saddam 

48 hours to leave Iraq or face an attack led by US military forces. On the same day, Saddam 

Hussein delivered a speech, stating that he hoped not to see a war but also vowed to defeat 

any US attack. 
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The UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, withdrew all UN staff members working in 

Iraq and suspended the Oil-for-Food Program. As all UN weapons inspectors left Iraq and 

travelled to Cyprus on March 18, Iraqi television announced that the regime had rejected 

Bush's 48-hour ultimatum. Consequently, the Bush administration declared that the peaceful 

and diplomatic efforts to settle the Iraqi issue are over. Therefore, the US, Britain and Spain 

will abandon the vote on the draft resolution on Iraq. On 19 March 2003, the US launched an 

attack on Iraq.  

The US Invasion and Beyond: 19 March 2003 

The 2003 invasion of Iraq started with the US airstrikes targeting President Saddam 

Hussein and top lieutenants believed to be meeting in Baghdad. The US-led coalition 

included 177,194 troops1 that attacked Iraq (Washington Post, 20 March 2003). On 20 March 

2003, major ground combat began with the US and the UK ground armed forces crossing the 

borders of Kuwait and moving towards Iraq, while the campaign of airstrikes called 'shock 

and awe' continued in the capital Baghdad and other major cities (Wall Street Journal, 20 

March 2003). Although there was some resistance by Iraqi forces when the US forces moved 

towards Iraq, most of Iraq's major cities were controlled by the US-occupying forces on 14 

April 2003 (Washington Post, 17 April 2003). Two days later (on 16 April 2003), the US 

occupied forces took Baghdad, and Bush declared Saddam's rule over and urged UNSC to lift 

the 13-year sanctions (Washington Post, 18 April 2003).  

The war formally ended on 1 May 2003 when Bush declared 'victory', stating that "in 

the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed" (New York Times, 2 May 

2003, p. A1). However, his claim of victory, known as 'the mission accomplished speech', 

 
1 130,000 soldiers from the US, 45,000 soldiers from the UK, 2,000 soldiers from Australia and 194 soldiers 

from Poland. 
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was premature as the war in Iraq proceeded for many years. After the invasion in 2003, US 

military troops stayed in Iraq and did not withdraw from Iraq until December 2011. 

The Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) was founded on 1 May 2003 as the first of 

several successive transitional governments leading up to the first parliamentary election in 

Iraq after the US occupation and was to be held in January 2005. On 22 May 2003, the UNSC 

formally recognised the US and the UK as occupying powers and lifted all financial and trade 

sanctions imposed against Iraq by the UNSC since 1991, except for the arms sanction. On 22 

May 2003, the UNSC lifted the economic sanctions regime through Resolution 1483, which 

also asked the Secretary-General to transfer the authority of the Oil-For-Food Program to the 

'occupying powers' in six months' time (Washington Post, 23 May 2003). Besides, the UNSC 

called for a freeze on all Saddam's assets outside Iraq and the assets of his family members 

and senior officials of his regime and demanded these assets be transferred to the new Iraqi 

authority (New York Times, 23 May 2003).  

Using Resolution 1483 as a justification, the CPA assumed legislative, executive and 

judicial authority over the new Iraqi regime from 21 April 2003 until it was dissolved on 28 

June 2004. The first act of the CPA under Bremer's leadership was to order the de-

Ba'athification of Iraqi society (Zinn, 2016). Then, on 23 May 2003, CPA Order No. 2 

formally disbanded Iraqi armed forces. Two months later, on 22 July 2003, the CPA 

established the 25-member Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), whose membership consisted 

largely of Iraqi emigrates who had left Iraq during Saddam's rule, opponents of Saddam's 

regime whom the regime had persecuted, and various Iraqi political and tribal leaders to 

provide advice and leadership for the country. The ethnic and religious divisions within the 

IGC included 13 from the Shi'a sect, five from the Sunni sect, five from the Kurdistan region 

and two from the minority groups: one from the Turkmen and one from the Assyrians. Three 

of its total members were women (Bremer, 2006).  
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Given that the economic sanctions imposed by the UNSC had devastating 

consequences on Iraq's economy and society, the Iraqi interim government sought to regain 

Iraq's internal political sovereignty by requesting the handover of the authority to the new 

interim government in June 2005 (Salem, 2013). Consequently, on 3 May 2004, the Iraq 

Interim Governing Council was replaced by the Iraqi Transitional Government (ITG) when 

Governing Council chose Ayad Allawi to be Iraq's Interim Prime Minister, ruling Iraq until 

the national elections (House, 20 December 2004). On 1 June 2004, Ghazi Ajil al-Yawer 

became the first president of the new Iraqi interim government with the simultaneous 

dissolution of the IGC.  The ITG was recognised as the sovereign government of Iraq by the 

UN, the Arab League, the US and many other states. It was assigned the task of drafting a 

permanent constitution of Iraq. On 15 October 2005, the constitution was adopted by a 

referendum of the Iraqi people.  

Thereafter, the successive Iraqi governments focused on regaining regional and 

international legitimacy and normalising relations with neighbouring countries and other 

states.  The related foreign policy behaviour was designed to avoid any external military 

confrontation or external alignment. However, a combination of conflicting interests of 

internal political forces and external forces guided by their own interests shaped the milieu in 

which Iraqi government pursued its foreign policy. On top of the list was the impact of 

American failure to implement its neoconservative agenda and its plans of democratizing the 

Middle East by using Iraq as the starting point. Ethnic and sectarian tensions against the 

backdrop of al-Qaeda’s remnants in the region, coupled with the withdrawal of US troops 

from Iraq from 2007 to 2011 paved the way for the rise of ISIS in 2014 in Iraq and Syria 

(Cohen, 2020). Simultaneously, the power vacuum created by Saddam Hussein’s ouster and 

the fear of Iraq asserting itself at some stage, turned Iraq into a geopolitical battleground for 

neighbouring states who wished to dominate the political dynamics in post-Saddam era.  
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Iraq’s ethnic and religious diversity contributed to this process. Regional players sought to 

increase their influence in the country. Iran stood out in this respect as it turned Iraq into a 

battleground for continued tensions and competition with the United States. 

Iran’s increasing presence in Iraq after 2003 was linked to its wider strategy to assert 

its position in the region by building on sectarian connections between the Shi’ite majorities 

in the two countries. But Iran did not limit itself to only the sectarian connection and 

established close links with Iraqi political actors of Sunni, and Kurdish backgrounds. The 

‘Tehran Cables’ published in the New York Times on 18 November 2019 provide insight into 

how Tehran used spies to “co-opt the country’s leaders, pay Iraqi agents working for the 

Americans to switch sides and infiltrate every aspect of Iraq’s political, economic and 

religious life.” (The New York Times, 18 November 2019). As a result of these efforts, many 

senior Iraqi politicians, including the former Prime Minister Abdul-Mahdi, maintained close 

relations with the Iranian regime. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) operated 

effortlessly in Iraq and obtained information on American strategy in the country. The depth 

of these relationships and the Iranian presence caused the New York Times to claim in 2017 

that “Iran’s influence in Iraq [was] not just ascendant, but diverse, projecting into military, 

political, economic and cultural affairs.” (The New York Times, 15 July 2017). The closeness 

of the relationship has not been without domestic negative reactions in Iraq— evident in the 

protests that erupted in October 2019 in most of the Iraqi cities. Concerned over rampant 

unemployment, defective services and infrastructure, and corruption, the protesters raised the 

slogan 'Iran out' as a sign of rejection of Iranian interference in Iraq's internal affairs. 

Turkey, the northernmost neighbour of Iraq, also emerged as an active visible player 

in Iraq after the US invasion in 2003. Turkey’s first foreign policy objective in Iraq was how 
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to deal with the threat to Turkish security posed by Kurdistan Worker's Party (PKK)1, as the 

PKK issue constitutes the most important security concern for Turkey and shapes its policy 

towards Iraq. Turkey followed a policy aimed at preserving the Iraqi territorial integrity and 

stability to limit the possibilities for any subversive action from the PKK within its borders 

(Saikal, 2014). In other words, Turkey's central concerns, within this context, revolved 

around Turkish security interests and the possible ramifications of a disrupted Iraqi state 

could have on its borders (Müftüler-Baç, 2014). 

After the withdrawal of the US troops from Iraq in 2011, Turkey increased its 

presence in Iraq and changed its role in the country by engaging ties with all parties in Iraq, 

and actively participating in the reconstruction efforts in Iraq. Turkey invested heavily in the 

country and deepened its economic ties, using both trade and foreign direct investment as 

foreign policy tools in its relations with Iraq (Müftüler-Baç, 2014). The increased economic 

activities between Turkey and Iraq—trade and foreign investment—created a complex web 

of interdependence between the two countries. According to Turkish State Institute of 

Statistics (2012), Turkey's total trade (import and export) with Iraq increased tenfold from 

$870 US million dollars in 2003 to $8,3 US billion dollars in 2011.  Turkey transformed into 

a visible player in Iraq. 

While dealing with the regional neighbours, Baghdad has maintained a close 

relationship with the United States in political, economic and defence areas. The United 

States actively supported Iraq in dealing with the ISIS threat from 2014 until the militant 

group was defeated in 2019. However, possibly due to Baghdad’s parallel lines of interaction 

with Tehran and Washington, some analysts labelled Iraq’s foreign policy from 2003 

onwards as lacking clarity of vision and direction (Agwan, 2017). Nevertheless, Iraq’s 

 
1 The Kurdistan Workers' Party or PKK is a Kurdish militant political organization and armed guerrilla 

movement, which has historically operated throughout Greater Kurdistan, but is now primarily based in the 

mountainous Kurdish-majority regions of southeastern Turkey and northern Iraq. 
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foreign policy orientation provided the context in which China related to Iraq in post-2003 

years. 

China and the US invasion of Iraq: 2003 

China's response to the US-led invasion of Iraq needs to be understood with reference 

to its preference for neutrality to all UNSC resolutions related to Iraq that became apparent 

during Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in the 1990s. Chinese preference always concentrated on the 

necessity to stay away from the use of military force to resolve differences with Iraq. This 

position did not change in the pre-invasion of Iraq in 2003. China frequently asserted that the 

Chinese government had adopted a clear and consistent position on the war against Iraq. 

As previously detailed, the US accused Iraq of violating the UNSC resolutions and 

forced the UN to outline additional evidence requirements from Iraq of its compliance. China 

supported the UNSC Resolution 1441 passed on 8 November 2002, which declared that Iraq 

was in 'material breach of Resolution 678' and authorised the use of force against Iraq if it did 

not provide full access to weapons inspectors. However, China implicitly did not support the 

use of force, which the US and the UK were moving toward. Ambassador Zhang Yishan, the 

Deputy Permanent Representative of the PRC to the United Nations, stated that "Our decision 

is based on the Chinese Government's consistent and clear-cut position on the question of 

Iraq. China firmly stands for a peaceful solution to the question of Iraq through political and 

diplomatic means and within the framework of the United Nations" (Global policy forum, 8 

November 2002). 

The Chinese government believed that a peaceful solution to the Iraqi issue under 

UNSC Resolution 1441 had not been exhausted and urged the UNSC not to pass a second 

resolution on the issue. In January and February 2003, the Chinese President, Jiang Zemin, 

held discussions with the leaders of the US, France and Russia, asserting that a political 

solution to the Iraqi issue should be found within the framework of the UN. At the same time, 
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the Chinese President had repeatedly emphasised that Iraq should comply with the UNSC 

resolutions in a comprehensive, strict and practical way and should show effective and 

unconditional cooperation with the UN inspections team to eliminate its WMDs. 

Furthermore, China stressed that the report by Hans Blix on 27 January 2003 – which told the 

Security Council that Iraq's cooperation with the international inspection team was limited – 

had to be viewed as a 'new beginning' rather than the end of the inspectors' mission. 

Consequently, the Chinese government argued that there was no need to make a hasty 

conclusion on the arms inspection in Iraq (Beijing Review, 27 March 2003).  

China's position of opposing the War against Iraq was evident in the 6 March 2003 

press conference by the Foreign Minister of China, Tang Jiaxuan, during the 1st session of 

the 10th NPC (Chinese Permanent Mission to United Nations and other Organisations in 

Switzerland), where he commented on the Iraq issue: 

I believe the Iraq issue is now at a critical junction of whether there will be a 

military solution or a political one. China's position on this issue is well known to 

all, that is, we hope for a political solution within the framework of the UN 

Security Council. It was during China's presidency of the Security Council that 

members of the Security Council adopted Resolution 1441 unanimously last 

November. The tasks spelled out by that Resolution are not completed yet, 

especially the task to continue and strengthen inspections until they get to the 

bottom of it. We should be working hard for a political solution and trying to 

avoid war. At this moment, it is absolutely unnecessary to put aside Resolution 

1441 and table a new one. [and] We think regarding the Iraq issue, pathways for a 

political solution have not been exhausted on the diplomatic stage of the Security 

Council. There is still a possibility for a political and diplomatic solution. … With 

regard to the Iraq issue, we think it is not necessary to introduce any new 

resolution, because the tasks spelt out by Resolution 1441 are not completed yet. 
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We have to continue the inspection until we get to the bottom of it. We have to 

continue to work hard for a political solution. Every effort has to be made to avoid 

war because war does not serve the interest of any country in the world. We get 

the best proof in the fact that people around the world have been voicing their 

anti-war opinions. (Foreign Ministry of People's Republic of China, 19 April 

2003).  

Such a reaction, it may be argued, reflected Beijing's concern that a US invasion of 

Iraq would not result in a good outcome. It had already suggested in the pre-invasion days 

that "if Washington failed to create a democratically oriented, pro-American regime, after 

invading Iraq, the result [was] likely to be massive destabilisation of the region, the 

disruption of oil supplies, and perhaps a downturn in global economic growth (South China 

Morning Post, 24 September 2002, p. 14). Tang Jiaxuan repeated these ideas by stating: 

A war would lead to a catastrophic humanitarian disaster to the innocent people in 

the Gulf region, in the Middle East and also in the world. It will have a serious 

negative impact on the political and economic landscape in the Gulf region and in 

the world. It will also negatively affect the global economic recovery that is 

underway. (Foreign Ministry of People's Republic of China, 19 April 2003).  

Notably, its opposition to the US plans was presented concerning the principle of 

'non-interference' in other countries. But importantly, it was presented as part of a consensus 

among major states: China argued that its stance on a possible war against Iraq was like that 

of France, Germany and Russia, which stated that every potential action must be taken to 

avoid war (CNN, 23 January 2003).  

An interesting dimension of the Chinese response to the US invasion of Iraq relates to 

the importance CCP attached to the significance of information operations in shaping and 

directing China's foreign policy. Chinese analysts closely followed the war in Iraq, which was 
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widely covered by the Chinese media. China sent up to 100 correspondents to cover the war 

against Iraq (South China Morning Post, 11 February 2003, p.8). For the first time, China's 

leading network, Central China Television (CCTV), covered the initial days of the war in 

real-time. During the first three days of the war, CCTV-1 and CCTV-4 played between 14 and 

20 hours of daily live coverage (Lijuan & Lei, 9 April 2003). The print media, such as 

People's Daily, the CCP's information organ, had devoted a full-page coverage of the war. 

In contrast, other Chinese print media such as China Youth and Youth Daily devoted 

four to six pages to cover the events of the conflict. In addition, Xinhua news agency became 

the first news agency to employ a local Iraqi correspondent to cover news on the war. 

Furthermore, it provided audio and pictures to millions of viewers in China (Lijuan & Lei, 9 

April 2003).  

 These multiple information outlets, combined with speeches at the UN, presented the 

Chinese view on the US invasion of Iraq. On 19 March 2003, the Chinese media referred to 

the television speech by President Bush announcing the launch of the war on Iraq. He 

promised "a broad and concentrated campaign" to disarm Iraq and topple Saddam's regime 

(Beijing Review, 27 March 2003, p. 44). The Chinese media also referred to the warning by 

Saddam Hussein that if Iraq was attacked, it would take the war everywhere in the world 

"wherever [sic] there is sky, land, or water" (Beijing Review, 27 March 2003, p. 44). Such 

references provided the context for Beijing's response to the US invasion. On 20 March 2003, 

Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesman, Kong Quan, stated that "I believe that within the 

Security Council most members are opposed to the conclusion of inspections in such a short 

time and are in favour of a political settlement of discussions" (Beijing Review, 27 March 

2003, p. 43). Within this context, China and other anti-war countries, namely France, 

Germany, and Russia, urged the US and its allies to "stop their military action and return to 

the right path". Kong added, "As long as there is hope, we will continue to work hard for 
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peace" (Beijing Review, 27 March 2003, p. 43; South China Morning Post, 31 March 2003, 

p. 13).  

On 23 March 2003, the newly appointed Chinese Foreign Minister, Li Zhaoxing, 

reiterated China's stance on the war of Iraq. He mentioned, in a phone conversation with Igor 

Ivanov, his Russian counterpart, that "China appeals [to allied forces] to stop the military 

action as soon as possible" (CNN, 24 March 2003). Li shared the same concerns raised by 

Tang related to the impact of the war on civilians. He stressed that "China is deeply worried 

and gravely concerned about the casualties of innocent Iraqi civilians and the humanitarian 

catastrophe caused by the war" (CNN, 24 March 2003). Within this context, China offered 

emergency aid materials for the humanitarian purpose to Jordan for Iraqi refugees who settled 

there (Xinhua News Agency, 23 March 2003).  

In an interview conducted by Xinhua News Agency with Li Jianying, vice-president of 

the Chinese People's Institute of Foreign Affairs, Li used strong language, calling the military 

action against Iraq "a contemptuous breach of the basic norms of international law" (South 

China Morning Post, 2 April 2003, p. 15). He termed the war "illegal, unjust and unjustified" 

and one that "violates the fundamental principles of the United Nations Charter and of 

international law" (South China Morning Post, 2 April 2003, p. 15). In April 2003, the 

Chinese Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing noted that the real purpose of the war was not to 

disarm Iraq, but "to control Iraq and proceed to dominate the strategically important Gulf 

region that links up Europe, Asia and Africa, to control the strategic oil resources, and to deal 

hard blows to nations which adopt a hostile attitude towards the United States" (South China 

Morning Post, 2 April 2003, p. 15). Such statements corroborated the analysis by SCMP that 

the war against Iraq would give the US "control over the Central Asian pipeline corridor" and 

an "historically unprecedented control over the region's oil" (South China Morning Post, 24 

March 2003, p. 15). 



242 
 

 
 

Despite opposing the interference of any military forces in Iraq and US unilateralism, 

China did not actively support Iraq against the US. Such a policy, some Chinese academics 

such as Liu (2016) argued, was because Beijing did not wish to antagonise the US or "[be] 

perceived as the state leading the anti-US camp" (Liu, 2016, p. 12). Such a 'soft touch' 

enabled Beijing to have a presence in the US-occupied Iraq after the invasion.  

Sino-Iraqi relations after 2003 

After the Iraq War, Sino–Iraqi relations followed a steady transition and development. 

A few months after the end of the war, the political and diplomatic relations between the two 

countries were gradually restored. Senior politicians and officials from both China and Iraq 

began exchanging visits to discuss restoring the relations between the two countries. In 

August 2003, the chairman of the Iraqi Patriotic Union of Kurdistan and the member of the 

interim IGC, Jalal Talabani, headed Iraq's first delegation visit to China after the US invasion 

of Iraq in 2003 (Aljazeera, 8 August 2003). During Talabani visit, the Chinese State 

Councilor, Tang Jiaxuan, stated that "China is ready to assume a 'positive role' in the 

economic reconstruction of Iraq under United States occupation" (Aljazeera, 8 August 2003). 

In March 2004, the Rotating Chairman of the Iraqi IGC, Bahr Al-Uloum, paid a visit to 

Beijing and met the President of China, Hu Jintao, who stressed that his government would 

promote and develop bilateral cooperation with the Iraqi government. Hu also signalled 

China's support and respect for Iraq's sovereignty by maintaining that 'the Iraqi people should 

govern Iraq' (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China, 25 March 2004).  

In July 2004, China officially reopened its Embassy in Baghdad, and in October 2004 

the two countries exchanged ambassadors. In December 2004, the Iraqi Foreign Minister, 

Hoshyar Zibary, visited Beijing, where he praised China's "fair stance" towards Iraq and 

welcomed China's presence in Iraq. Zibary underlined that the Chinese government were 
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"among the few states that dealt with [Iraq] soon after the regime change, and they opened up 

to Iraq from day one after the regime change". Zibary also stated: 

Iraq and China have traditionally a good relationship and Iraq will stick to the one-

China policy ... Iraq is very appreciative of China's assistance to the Iraqi people 

in political, material and humanitarian areas, and Iraq is ready to provide an equal 

opportunity for Chinese enterprises and business people in the construction of Iraq 

to boost the collaboration between the two countries. (Xinhua News Agency, 25 

December 2004).  

In return, the Chinese Premier, Wen Jiabao, told Zibary that China is willing to 

support Iraq and contribute to rebuilding Iraq after the war. Wen Jiabao stated: 

The Chinese Government and its people fully understand the Iraqi people's desire 

for early restoration of peace and are ready to make a contribution to the 

reconstruction of Iraq ... China has attached great importance to Sino-Iraqi 

relations and has already pledged US$25 million towards rebuilding efforts, [and] 

China will continue to give support to the Iraqi people. (Xinhua News Agency, 25 

December 2004). 

In June 2007, the first Iraqi President elected after 2003, Al-Talabani, visited China 

with a high-powered delegation of 36 members, including the Iraqi Minister of Oil, the Iraqi 

Minister of Finance, and senior representatives of four other Ministries. The visit opened a 

new chapter in Sino-Iraq relations. Several decisions and agreements were discussed, 

including the Iraqi debt to China: Talabani asked the Chinese government to cancel $8 billion 

of the debt to China (China Daily, 22 June 2007). Hu Jintao, the President of China, told the 

Iraqi President, Talabani, that his visit would add "new energy to the bilateral [Sino-Iraqi] 

ties" (China Daily, 22 June 2007).  



244 
 

 
 

The Iraqi senior official visits to China continued, and all those official visits from 

both sides were meant to promote the Sino-Iraqi political, economic and military relations. 

The visits of Iraq's senior officials to China included the visit of Rowsch Nuri Shaways, the 

Vice President of Iraq's Interim Government in January 2005; the visit of the Iraqi Minister of 

Oil, Hussain Al-Shahristani, in October 2006; the visit of the Prime Minister of Iraq, Nouri 

Al-Maliki, in July 2011; the visit of the Iraqi Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ibrahim Al-Jaafari, 

in June 2015; the visit of the Iraqi Prime Minister, Haider Al-Abadi, in December 2015; and 

the visit of the Iraqi Prime Minister, Adil Abdul Mahdi, in September 2019. On the other 

hand, China's high-level official visits increased substantially in alignment with its growing 

economic and political interests in Iraq and the region. The Chinese high-level official visits 

to Iraq included the visit of the Chinese Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, in February 2014; the 

visit of the Chinese State Councilor, Yang Jiechi, in March 2015; the Chinese Foreign 

Minister, Wang Yi, met with the Iraqi Foreign Minister, Al-Jaafari, during the first 

ministerial-level conference at the Ancient Civilizations Forum.  

China and Iraq worked together on building and strengthening relations to serve both 

countries' interests. Within this context, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of China and Iraq 

initiated a political consultation mechanism in June 2007. In January 2008, Iraqi Vice 

Foreign Minister, Labeed Abawi, visited China and held the first political consultation 

conference between the Foreign Ministry of China and Iraq. In return, the Chinese Vice 

Foreign Minister, Zhai Jun, visited Iraq and held the second political consultation conference 

between the Foreign Ministry of China and Iraq in February 2011. Three years later (in 

December 2014), the Chinese Vice Foreign Minister, Zhang Ming, visited Iraq and attended 

the opening ceremony of the Chinese Consulate General in Erbil, the capital of the Kurdistan 

Region of Iraq. Ming stated, "opening the Chinese Consulate General in the Kurdistan 

Region indicates not only China's determined support to the political process of Iraq but also 
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China's strong desire to cooperate with Iraq in all fields" (cited in the webpage of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of PRC, 31 December 2014). One year later (in December 2015), 

the Iraqi Prime Minister, Haider Al-Abadi, visited China and the two countries upgraded 

bilateral ties to a strategic partnership.  

China supported the calls for the reconstruction of Iraq but identified three principles 

that needed to govern the reconstruction of Iraq: independence, sovereignty and territorial 

integrity.  To this end, it submitted proposals at the UNSC and criticised the US for any 

violations of human rights. For example, in 2007, the Chinese government condemned the 

US' flagrant abuse of human rights' and 'violation of sovereignty' in Iraq after a vicious anti-

US occupation rebellion turned into a full-scale civil war in the Iraqi cities (Schiavenza, 22 

March 2013).  

By positioning itself as neutral, opposed to military actions by the US and its allied 

forces, respectful of sovereignty, a Third World country with a middle-income, and 

meanwhile an economic power that could make a dramatic change in the socio-economic 

development of other countries, China became a key player in Iraq and one of the strategic 

beneficiaries and winners of the US invasion of Iraq. Although other international actors were 

also involved in the reconstruction of Iraq post-US invasion, the Chinese Government was 

particularly keen to restore its access to energy resources in Iraq. It was willing to help 

Baghdad in this sector meet its growing energy demands and lessen the economic difficulties 

for the Iraqi people after the war (Jin, 2018).  Iraq viewed this interest positively, and the 

relationship between the two states improved markedly. 

The details about the economic, political, cultural, and strategic relations between 

China and Iraq shed light on the relations between China and Iraq during the 2003-2016 years 

and China's role in Iraqi reconstruction. 
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China and Iraq's Reconstruction: Post 2003 

Sino-Iraqi Economic Relations:  

After the devastating crises that Iraq went through since the 1980s, which resulted in 

its regional and international isolation and a severely weakened economy, the new Iraqi 

regime after 2003 sought to diversify its trade relations. It drew the attention of the world's oil 

consumers towards the Middle East and reduced the dependence on the US – the sole 

superpower. Despite the post-2003 Iraqi politicians' preoccupation with immediate 

neighbours Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey, a broad connection with Asian states, especially in 

the economic field, set the scene for improved Sino–Iraqi economic relations. Several factors 

contributed to this improvement, including the reconstruction of Iraq, shifting demands for 

commodities among Iraqi people, China's energy needs, and perceptions of China in Iraq. 

In the post-2003 years, Iraq started developing as a promising market capable of 

accommodating different types of economic cooperation with countries such as commercial 

cooperation, investment cooperation, and even services cooperation. In this context, China, 

among many other countries, viewed Iraq as a lucrative market for its products. After the 

2003 War and the lifting of economic sanctions, Iraq's markets became more capable of 

absorbing a large scale of imported goods. This was made possible by the improvement in 

purchasing power of the Iraqi people after 2003. As Iraq annual Gross Domestic Product 

GDP increased from $3,477 US million dollars in 1995 to 131.6 US billion dollars in 2008 

after suffering from a prolonged period of deprivation during the economic sanctions, 

consumerism became a feature of the Iraqi society. Citizens who had focused on essential 

goods shifted their focus to luxury products like modern colour television, mobile phone, 

washing machine, and air-conditioning units.  

Population growth rates and the decline in the manufacturing and agricultural sector 

also created demands for imports. By 2018, Iraqi population had reached about 38 million, 
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with more than 8 million residing in the capital city, Baghdad. Iraq's rapid population growth 

at an annual rate of 2.6 per cent was bound to increase people demand for goods and services. 

The decline of Iraq's national industrial sector and the inability of the agricultural sector to 

meet domestic demand led to an increase in Iraq's imports. China emerged as a major 

supplier by providing products such as air conditioners, televisions, iron pipes, and rubber 

tyres at competitive prices for the Iraqi people (Schiavenza, 22 March 2013; Arango & 

Krauss, 2 June 2013). 

The reconstruction of Iraq also required inputs that opened opportunities for external 

investors. The process required a considerable amount of construction materials, equipment 

and machinery, and interactions with foreign companies in various areas to implement the 

reconstruction projects. As detailed by a World Bank Group, the total commitment to fund 

this reconstruction during 2003-2012 amounted to $220.1 US billion dollars (Matsunaga, 

2019, pp. 4-5). Although the US was the largest donor in these efforts, other states and 

multilateral organisations also got involved. China emerged as a beneficiary of these efforts 

due to the expertise and willingness of its companies to participate in constructions projects. 

As part of this approach, China wrote off "80 per cent of Iraq's $8.5 billion debt in a deal 

orchestrated by the US with the Paris Club in 2004" (Salem, 2013, p. 28). Additionally, the 

Chinese government sent $25 US million dollars in economic aid to the Iraqi government in 

2006 and promised 50 million RMB in aid to Iraq at an international conference on Iraq in 

May 2007 (Liu, 2016, p. 23).   

It is important to note that these improvements occurred against the backdrop of 

favourable perceptions of China among Iraqi leadership. Beijing was viewed as a state that 

was "ready to offer [Iraq] a helping hand, especially after [the Second Gulf War] in 2003" 

(Galvan, 13 April 2017). Moreover, the Chinese companies were viewed as being willing to 

take risks and offering competitive rates while also being able to move freely around the 
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country — something the western companies could not do safely. Added to this was the 

perception that, since China did not have a colonial history vis-à-vis Iraq, its companies 

adopted a different attitude towards Iraq. One example is the adviser of former Iraqi President 

Jalal Al-Talabani stating: "our allies would come to us surrounded by armed guards, while 

the Chinese and Russian envoys would turn up just in a single-car" (Kinninoment et al., 2013, 

p. 44; Galvan, 13 April 2017; Schiavenza, 22 March 2013; Arango and Krauss, 2 June 2013). 

Given the mutuality of interests, and the positive perception of China among Iraqi 

leadership and government officials, economic relations between the two states improved 

markedly after the Iraq War in 2003. In late 2003, the Chinese Ministry of Commerce invited 

the Iraqi Interim Government's Trade Minister, Ali Allawi, to visit China to consolidate the 

economic relations between China and Iraq. In addition, in October 2003, China pledged $25 

US million dollars in humanitarian aid to Iraq and in 2004 provided $1 US million dollars to 

support the elections in Iraq scheduled for 2005 (Hildreth et al., 18 December 2003).  

Energy Cooperation: The Primacy of Oil 

Oil remained the main factor contributing to China-Iraq trade relations. By 2013, 

China 'had become the world's largest net importer of total petroleum and other liquid fuels' 

due to declining domestic oil production, new refinery capacity and a preference for strategic 

inventory stockpiling (Lakshmi, 5 February 2018; EIA, 5 February 2018). Therefore, China's 

approach to Iraq formed part of a broader strategy of securing access to the energy resources 

due to Iraq possessing the world's fifth-largest reserves of oil (Iraq Mining, 2017). 

A major contributing factor in this more than four-fold increase was the Chinese 

investment in Iraqi oil fields after 2003. Iraq ranks among the top five states with proven oil 

reserves. As Map 6.1 shows, the oil fields in Iraq are geographically distributed among most 

of Iraq's provinces: "15 in Basra, 6 in Kirkuk, 11 in Maysan, 2 in Thi Qar (Al-Nassrya), 10 in 

Musil, 5 in Erbil, 5 in Salahaddin, 3 in Wasit, 8 in Diyala, 2 in Karbala, and one oil field in 
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each of Baghdad, Najaf, Almuthanna, and Alanbar" (Al-Shammary & Al-Niddawi, 2012, p. 

256). In addition, the cost of oil production (explorations and development) in Iraqi oil fields 

is below one US dollar per 1 barrel because Iraq's oil is near to the surface and does not 

contain complex geological formations. This makes these oilfields attractive as the cost of 

similar operations in most Gulf countries is between 1-2 USD per barrel, 2.5–4.8 USD in 

Russia, and 5 USD in Venezuela" (Dandi, 2009, p. 21).  

Map 6.1: Iraq oil fields 

  

Source: Energy Pedia News. (11 December 2009). Shell and Petronas Consortium awarded 

Majnoon Oil Field.  Retrieved from: https://www.energy-pedia.com/news/iraq/shell-and-

petronas-consortium-awarded-majnoon-oil-field Access date: 19 June 2019. 

 

As elsewhere, these oilfields are classified according to their proved reserves into six 

types: mega-giant, giant, very large, large, medium, and small" (Al-Shammary and Al-

Niddawi, 2012, 256). Of its 81 discovered oilfields, as shown in Table 6.1, seven Iraqi 

oilfields are classified as supergiant fields with more than 5 billion barrels of oil reserves. 

These include West Qurna, Rumaila, Majnoon, Kirkuk, East Baghdad and Halfaya1. 

 
1 Currently, West Qurna is the world second-largest oil field. 

https://www.energy-pedia.com/news/iraq/shell-and-petronas-consortium-awarded-majnoon-oil-field
https://www.energy-pedia.com/news/iraq/shell-and-petronas-consortium-awarded-majnoon-oil-field
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Additionally, Iraq has eight of the second type of (Giant) oil fields such as (Zubair, Artawi, 

Balad, Bai Hassan, Qayara, Ahdab, and Jwan). It is important to note that of the total 

discovered Iraqi 81 oilfields, only 24 are developed while the other 57 fields have still not 

been developed. 

Table 6.1: Iraq's major oil fields 

Major oil fields Location/ Operators Reserves (billion 

barrels) 

West Qurna (I & II) South/ ExxonMobil, 

Shell, and Lukoil 

21.5 

Rumaila South/ BP and CNPC 17.8 

Majnoon South/ Petronas and 

Petronas 

12.6 

Kirkuk North (State-managed) 8.0 

East Baghdad Middle (State-

managed) 

4.1 

Halfaya South/ CNPC, 

Petronas, and Total 

4.0 

Zubair South/ ENI, 

Occidental, and KOGAS 

2.5 

Maysan South/ CNOOC and 

TPAO 

2.5 

Bai Hassan North 0.9 

Najmah North/ Sonangol 0.8 

Gharaf South/ Petronas 0.9 

Qayara North/ Sonangol 0.8 

Source: EIA. (2 April 2013). Country Analysis Brief: Iraq. Retrieved from www.energy-

pedia.com, www.businessinsider.com, www.morningstar.co.uk.  

 

As Saddam Hussein's rule came to an end, it was apparent that about 65 per cent of 

Iraq's oil proven reserves, located in the south of Iraq, were in a dire condition following. 

This was particularly true of its oil field infrastructure (Dorraj & English, 2012), which 

needed substantial investment. In the absence of a private Iraqi oil company, Iraqi leadership 

in post-Saddam days considered limiting foreign investment 'to oil refinement and marketing' 

(Tully, 28 April 2003).  However, their view changed as Iraq experienced a decline in its oil 

production well below the pre-Invasion levels of around 2.5 million barrels per day to 1.8 

million barrels per day in March 2004 and 1.54 million barrels per day by February 2007. 

http://www.energy-pedia.com/
http://www.energy-pedia.com/
http://www.businessinsider.com/
http://www.morningstar.co.uk/
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Meanwhile, between April 2003 and January 2007, Iraqi oil and gas pipelines and the 

installations and personnel were exposed to almost 391 attacks, costing Iraq lots of money in 

lost oil export revenues and the costs of repair (BBC News, Life in Iraq: oil). Hence, realising 

that improving the oil infrastructure could cost between $35-40 US million dollars, the Iraqi 

leadership gradually accepted the idea of inviting foreign oil companies to invest in Iraqi oil 

fields (Tully, 28 April 2003). In 2004, Iraq's Ministry of Oil concluded a Memorandum of 

Understanding/Cooperation MoU/C with several international oil companies. Five years later, 

in June 2009, it called for bids from international oil companies to invest in Iraqi oilfields 

individually or as part of consortia (Jiyad, 29 April 2021).  

Some of the well-known global oil companies came to invest in Iraq's oil fields, such 

as Shell, British Petroleum. However, the Iraqi government preferred Chinese oil companies 

over those of the US as partners to develop its oil fields, which was evident in the Iraq oil 

contract with foreign companies signed in 2010. The Iraqi government concluded eleven 

service contracts with eighteen International Oil Companies (IOC), of which China gained 

the biggest share of contracts.  

Chinese oil companies, such as China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), 

China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) and China Petroleum & Chemical 

Corporation (Sinopec), dominated the great share of investment in Iraq's oil market compared 

with the share of other international oil companies such as the UK-BP, the US-ExxonMobil, 

and the French-Total. It may be argued that this was made possible due to the Chinese 

political position of opposing the US invasion of Iraq but not preventing it. Having emerged 

victorious in the war, the US rewarded the Chinese position on the war by honouring the oil 

agreements signed before the war in 1997 to develop Al-Ahdab oil fields under the Oil-for-

Food Program during Saddam Hussein's regime era. After the fall of Saddam's regime in 

2003, the Chinese state-owned oil company, China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), 
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was the first foreign firm to sign an oil agreement with Iraq worth USD 3 billion in August 

2008 (Goode & Mohammed, 28 August 2008). Under the new contract, CNPC provided 

technical advisers, oil workers and equipment that helped to develop the Al-Ahdab oil field 

southeast of Baghdad. According to Assim Jihad, the spokesman for Iraq's Oil Ministry, "the 

oil contract with CNPC was the first major agreement to be completed because the Chinese 

company had 'wide experience in this field' and because many foreign oil companies were not 

willing to come to Iraq [owing to the security situation]" (Goode & Mohammed, 28 August 

2008). 

According to the Iraqi Companies' Registrar Authority, 20 Chinese companies were 

registered to work in Iraq's oil fields during the 2003 to 2016 period. The activities of these 

Chinese companies include exploration, drilling and extractions, oil services, pipeline 

services, refineries, and exportation. 

Table 6.2. Chinese companies operating in Iraq's oil fields after 2003 

No. Company Contracting date Ownership 

1 BGP Inc., China National 

Petroleum Corporation. 

2010 State-owned 

2 China Petroleum Engineering & 

Construction (CPECC). 

2010 State-owned 

3 Petrochina Limited 2010 State-owned 

4 Greatwall Drilling Company. 2010 State-owned 

5 Chief Petroleum Administration 

Bureau in Daqing 

2010 State-owned 

6 CNPC Bohai Drilling Engineering 

Company Limited 

2010 State-owned 

7 Sinopic International Petroleum 

Services Corporation Company 

2011 State-owned 
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8 China Petroleum Pipeline Bureau 2011 State-owned 

9 Huawei Device Co., Ltd 2011 Private 

10 XinJiang Beiken Energy 

Engineering Stock Co., Ltd. 

2011 Private 

11 DQE International 2011 State-owned 

12 Zhongman Technological Oil 

Drilling Company Ltd. 

2012 Private 

13 Honghua Oil & Gas Engineering 

Services Ltd. 

2013 State-owned 

14 Zhongman Petroleum and Natural 

Gas Group Corp., Ltd. 

2013 Private 

15 Shandong Kerui Petroleum 

Equipment Co Ltd 

2014 Private 

16 Sino Petroleum Technology, Inc. 2014 State-owned 

17 China oil HBP Science & 

Technology Corporation Ltd. 

2014 Private 

18 Jery Energy Services Corporation 2015 State-owned 

19 Beijing Petrolor Oil Field Services 

Co., Ltd. 

2017 Private 

20 CNPC Chuanqing Drilling 

Engineering Co., Ltd. 

2017 State-owned 

Source: Companies' Registrar Authority – the Iraqi Ministry of Trade. Data collected in April 

2017. 

As shown in Table 6.3, Chinese oil companies: CNPC, CNOOC, and Sinopec won a 

great share of Iraq's oil deals. CNPC was more successful and active than the other three 

Chinese companies: it signed three contracts, two of these contracts were shared with other 

foreign companies. CNPC's shared contracts were invested in large oilfields, like the contract 

of Rumaila oilfield, and were in the south-eastern and southern parts of Iraq. Later, in 2010, 
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CNPC along with a consortium that included the French company Total, Malaysian Petronas, 

and Missan oil company that belongs to the Iraqi government, signed a service contract for 

the Halfaya oil field whereby CNPC enjoyed the majority of 37.5 per cent and also acted as 

the operator for the production, while the share of other oil companies such as Total, Petronas 

and Iraq's South Oil Company were: 18.75 per cent, 18.75 per cent and 25 per cent 

respectively. (CNPC website). CNOOC won a relevant contract in the oilfields of Missan 

shared with a Turkish-oil-company. At the same time, Sinopec signed a contract with the 

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) (Alshafiy, 2015). 

Table 6.3: Activities of major Chinese oil companies in Iraq 

Company Project/ 

Oilfield 

Location Participation 

% 

IOC 

Partners 

Notes 

 

CNPC 

Rumaila  Basra 46.37 BP 

 

Develop Rumaila 

oilfield to produce (2.1 

million bpd) 

West Qurna Basra 32.69 ExxonMobil 

Shell 

Pertamina 

Develop West Qurna 

oilfield to produce (1.6 

million bpd) 

Halfaya Missan 45 Total 

Petronas 

Develop Halfaya 

oilfield to produce 

(400,000 bpd) 

Alwaha Al-Ahdab Wasit 75 SOMO Develop Ahdab oilfield 

to produce (115,000 

bpd) 

CNOOC Missan Missan 63.75 TPAO Develop Missan 

oilfield to produce 

(450,000  bpd) 
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CNPC Southern Iraq 

Integrated 

Project (SIIP) 

Basra Still not 

determined 

ExxonMobil Develop Ratawi and 

Bin Omar oilfields 

Sinopec Nasiriya 

integrated 

project 

Nasiriya Still not 

determined 

CNPC Develop Nasiriya 

oilfield and install a 

refinery to its capacity 

(300,000 bpd)  

Source: Data collected from Iraqi Oil Ministry; CNPC in Iraq retrieved from: 

http://www.cnpc.com.cn/en/Iraq/country_index.shtml Access date: Jun 25, 2019; and EIA. 

(30 January 2015). Country analysis brief: Iraq. Table 1. p. 5. Retrieved from: 

https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/countries_long/Iraq/archive/pdf/Iraq

_2015.pdf Access date: 25 June 2019 

 

Chinese engagement with the energy sector resulted in a substantial increase in the 

overall volume of Sino-Iraqi trade from 2011 onwards. By 2015, China ranked as the top 

importer from Iraq with a total of $12.7 US billion dollars, accounting for 23.9 per cent of 

Iraqi exports (Workman, Iraq's top trading partners). As shown in Table 6.4, the balance of 

trade between China and Iraq was in favour of Iraq from 2004 onwards.  

Table 6.4: China’s trade with Iraq (export & import) 2003–2016 (US million dollars) 

Year Chinese Exports Chinese Imports Total 

2003 56.05 0.33 56.38 

2004 149.55 322.51 472.06 

2005 408.10 416.33 824.43 

2006 491.3 652.98 1,144.28 

2007 686.55 761.92 1,448.47 

2008 1,199.42 1,380.15 2,579.57 

2009 1,837.35 3,276.88 5,114.23 

http://www.cnpc.com.cn/en/Iraq/country_index.shtml
https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/countries_long/Iraq/archive/pdf/Iraq_2015.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/countries_long/Iraq/archive/pdf/Iraq_2015.pdf
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2010 3,599.71 6,267.15 9,866.86 

2011 3,830.33 10,413.64 14,243.97 

2012 4,913.73 12.634.23 17547.23 

2013 6,895.66 17,968.06 24,863.72 

2014 7,742.87 20,747.63 28,490.5 

2015 7,926.95 12,656.33 20,583.28 

2016 7,743.08 10,618.16 18,361.24 

Source: International Monetary Fund. Export and import by area and countries. Retrieved 

from: http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712 Access date: 7 April 2021. 

 

According to a former Iraqi Trade Attaché to China, Dr Hassan Badri, 98-99 per cent 

of Iraqi exports to China consisted of oil (Interview with Badri, 25 May 2017). Due to the 

total volume of its exports, Iraq ranked among the top five exporters of crude oil to China.  

 

Figure 6.1: China’s trade with Iraq (export & import) 2003–2017 (US million dollars) 

Source: International Monetary Fund. Export and import by area and countries. Retrieved 

from: http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712 Access date: 7 April 2021. 
  

http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712
http://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712
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The strength of Sino-Iraqi relations concerning oil exports can be appreciated with 

reference to the disruptions Iraq experienced as the Islamic States of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 

controlled areas in the north and west of the country from 2014 to 2018. As Table 6.5 shows, 

most of the crude oil pipelines of Iraq, located in the northern part of the country, suffered 

substantial damage due to the disruption and war against ISIS during this period. They were 

not operational as late as 2019. 

Table 6.5: Status of main pipelines used to export crude oil produced in Iraq 

Name/ 

description 

Pipeline 

direction 

Location Nameplate 

capacity 

(000’b/d) 

Status Notes 

Turkey section 

of Iraq to 

Turkey (IT) 

pipeline 

Fishkhabur (Iraqi-

Turkey border) to 

Ceyhan port 

(Turkey) 

Southern 

Turkey 

1,500 Operating The pipeline transports 

oil produced in 

northern Iraq to the 

Turkish port of 

Ceyhan. It is connected 

to KRG's main 

pipeline. The pipeline 

has two parallel lines. 

KRG's 

independent 

pipeline 

connecting to 

the Turkey 

pipeline 

Khurmala Dome 

to Fishkhabur  

Northern 

Iraq 

700 Operating This pipeline carries 

crude oil produced at 

the Khurmala Dome, 

which is sent from 

nearby fields, 

including Taq Taq. 

The KRG is working 

to increase the 

pipeline's capacity. 

DNO–KRG 

connection to 

the Turkey 

pipeline 

Tawke field to 

Fishkhabur 

Northern 

Iraq 

200 Operating The pipeline transports 

oil produced at the 

Tawke field, operated 

by DNO, to 

Fishkhabur. From 

there, it connects to the 

Turkey pipeline for 

export at Ceyhan. 

DNO and its partners 

are expanding the 

pipeline's capacity. 

Iraq (Baghdad) 

section of Iraq 

to Turkey (IT) 

pipeline 

Kirkuk to 

Fishkhabur 

Northern 

Iraq 

600 Not 

operating 

The pipeline was the 

target of militant 

attacks and stopped 

operating in March 

2014. The pipeline's 

effective capacity was 

significantly lower 

than its nameplate 

capacity prior to its 
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closure. Crude oil 

exports from the 

pipeline averaged 

260,000 b/d in 2013. 

Kirkuk-

Banias/Tripoli 

Pipeline 

Kirkuk to Banias 

(Syria) and to 

Tripoli (Lebanon) 

Northern 

Iraq 

700 Not 

operating 

One section of the 

pipeline links to Syria, 

and a branch goes to 

Lebanon. The pipeline 

was closed in the 

1980s and opened in 

2000. It was closed 

again in 2003 after it 

was damaged. 

Strategic 

pipeline 

Kirkuk to Persian 

Gulf 

North to 

south 

(Iraq) 

800 Not 

operating 

This pipeline is 

reversible and 

transports northern 

Kirkuk crude oil to the 

southern Basra Port 

and vice versa. The 

pipeline section from 

Basra to Karbala is 

operating with a 

capacity of 40,000 b/d 

and transports crude oil 

to Baghdad refineries. 

Iraq pipeline to 

Saudi Arabia 

(IPSA) 

Southern Iraq to 

port of Mu'ajjiz in 

Saudi Arabia 

Southern 

Iraq & 

Saudi 

Arabia 

1,650 Iraq 

portion is 

not 

operating 

The portion that runs 

through Saudi Arabia 

was converted to 

transport natural gas to 

power plants (see 

Saudi Arabia CAB). 

Sources: US Energy Information Administration (EIA). (29 March 2021).  Background 

reference: Iraq. Retrieved from 

https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/Iraq/background.htm  

Accessed date: 24 June 2021. 

The destruction of infrastructure, coupled with a humanitarian crisis impacted on 

investor and consumer confidence. This was reflected in the decline in the volume of the total 

trade between Iraq and China as shown in Figure 6.1 ("World Bank: Iraq economic monitor", 

2018; Daojiong and Meidan, 2015).  However, the existing Sino-Iraqi cooperation in the field 

of energy was not disrupted: the efforts to expand it were just put on hold (Calabrese, 8 

October 2019). Once the campaign against ISIS successfully ended by defeating ISIS in July 

2019, the pace of progress in trade relations between China and Iraq quickened again. 

https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/Iraq/background.htm
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Given that the oil sector provides over 90% of Iraqi government revenue and 80% of 

foreign exchange earnings, the Sino-Iraqi collaboration in the oil sector was significant. The 

question arises as to why China persisted with its investment in the oil sector during the 

difficult years of the ISIS control of parts of Iraq.  

The answer resides in the Chinese interest in diversifying the sources of energy 

supplies. As mentioned earlier, the rapid economic growth after Deng's reform policies 

increased China's demand for energy resources. By 1993, after it was one of the oil exporters, 

China became a net importer of crude oil while simultaneously relying on domestic sources 

of coal as well. At the turn of the new millennium, experts estimated that "China's demand 

for oil would increase 130 per cent by 2025 to 12.8 million barrels per day" (Taylor, 2006, p. 

937). The Chinese Government actively sought to establish links to ensure its energy 

security. Starting in 2003, when Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao promoted the idea of China's 

peaceful rise as a global power, Beijing used national oil companies to form partnerships 

across national boundaries to have access to energy sources.  

The need to access secure oil supplies also formed part of a broader energy policy 

adopted by the Chinese government of gradually decreasing its reliance on coal. This can be 

understood, for example, with reference to China's total energy consumption by fuel type. As 

Figure 6.2 shows, China mainly relied on coal which represented approximately 66 per cent 

of its total energy consumption in China in 2012. Oil represented the second-largest energy 

source, accounting for nearly 20 per cent of China's total energy consumption. While 

attempting to diversify its energy sources to include nuclear power, hydroelectric power, and 

natural gas, it wanted to reduce coal to 62 per cent of total energy use by 2020 to reduce air 

pollution in most of the major cities in the country. 
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Figure 6.2: Total primary energy consumption in China in 2012 

Source: Energy Information Administration EIA. (2019). China: Analysis. Retrieved 

from:https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis.php?iso=CHN Access date: 10 June 

2019. 

 

Together, these considerations underpinned China's foray into the Middle East to 

secure energy supplies. As a result, Chinese imports of crude oil from the Middle East had 

risen from 8.42 million barrels per year in 1990 to over 270 million barrels per year in 2000, 

and by 2009 China's oil imports from the Middle East were estimated to be 2 million barrels 

per day (Dorraj & English, 2012). Committed to ensuring the continued supply of oil through 

diversification of suppliers (Vivoda, 2009, p. 4615), China had established a close economic 

relationship with Iraq. However, Iraq was not the only supplier: it was only one supplier out 

of many, including Saudi Arabia, Oman, Kuwait, and UAE, who were the main oil suppliers 

from the Gulf (Workman, Top 15 crude oil suppliers to China). 

Investment relations: Beyond oil 

Chinese investments in Iraq, it is noteworthy, went beyond the oil sector to include 

the development of infrastructure in other sectors across the country. Iraqi need for such 

investment has been linked to the impact of the wars it fought with its neighbours, the 
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sanctions imposed by the international community after it invaded Kuwait, the US invasion, 

and the destruction caused by ISIS occupying parts of the country.   

As early as 2006, the Iraqi Minister of Construction and Housing, Mohammad Al-

Darraji, had highlighted Iraq's need for foreign investment by stating that "Iraq needs foreign 

companies, investors for building schools, hospitals, roads, bridges, housing projects, and 

other infrastructure facilities." (INA, 2007). Therefore, the Iraqi Government had established 

the National Investment Commission (NIC) between 2007-2008 to promote, facilitate and 

monitor investment in Iraq in different sectors such as oil, electricity, housing, and 

infrastructure. This assumed — as mentioned by NIC— that "investment in Iraq ha[d] 

enormous potential that [would] benefit both investors and the Iraqi people. The National 

Investment Commission was responsible to be "the link between investors and successful 

projects related to the necessary needs of Iraq and to ensure the availability of the 

environment for easy entry into the country [Iraq]." (NIC, 2008).  

Iraqi policy makers considered China to be a significant partner in reconstruction due 

to China’s successful economic and industrial experience. For example, the Iraqi Prime 

Minister, Nouri Al-Maliki, had declared that "Iraq has confidence in Chinese enterprises and 

welcomes more Chinese enterprises strengthening investment in broader fields of Iraq" 

(Embassy of the People's Republic of China in the Cooperative Republic of Guyana, 23 

February 2014).  In an interview the Iraqi former commercial attaché to China, Hasan Badri 

noted that Iraq is seeking world's expertise and investment to rebuild its infrastructure and 

economy, and that China has the economic expertise that Iraq needs to improve its 

infrastructure (Interview with Badri, 25 May 2017). Such remarks indicate that Iraqi policy 

makers considered that the Chinese companies have the capability to fill the gaps in Iraq's 

infrastructure. 
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Several Chinese companies responded to this need in post-Saddam Hussein years by 

getting involved in a wide range of infrastructure projects in Iraq, including 

telecommunications, power plants (especially natural gas-fired power plants), cement 

factories, and water treatment facilities (South China Morning Post, 13 May 2013, p. 8). The 

list of these firms included, for example, Shanghai Electric, China Building Materials 

Construction, and China Hydroelectric Power (Xinhua, 2019). According to the Iraq 

Companies' Registrar Authority at the Ministry of Trade, while only 9 Chinese companies 

worked in Iraq before 2003, their number increased to 58 by 2017. The increase occurred 

mostly two years after the establishment of NIC when 56 companies started operations in 

Iraq. Other than the oil sector, these companies operated in different fields such as the oil 

service sector, construction services, electricity, technology, industry, and trade services.  

 Telecommunication companies were the earliest entrants: Only two Chinese 

companies registered to work in Iraq during the period between 2003-2009. These two 

companies specialised in the telecommunications sector: the Zhongxing Telecom Co (ZTE) 

in 2004 and Huawei in 2007.  ZTE, one of the main suppliers in the telecommunication sector 

even before the war of 2003, was the first Chinese company to have signed a contract with 

the Iraqi Ministry of Communication in 2004. It won the contract to supply 

telecommunications equipment to "the war-worn country" with a total value of over $5 US 

million dollars. (Shao Da, 9 February 2004).  

Huawei technologies (or what is called Kalimat telecom), signed a $275 US million 

dollars deal with the Iraqi Government in 2007. Huawei acquired Iraq's first national license to 

provide a full-scale fixed wireless network. Huawei (Kalimat) aimed to provide service to 

every home, business, governmental and non-governmental institution in Iraq – its target in 

2007 was to deliver five million CDMA lines of service by 2011, which it met by the end of 
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20111  (Lightreading, 2007). However, the rapid growth of Chinese telecommunications raised 

concerns in many Western countries. Under the presidency of Donald Trump, the US has 

warned that Chinese telecoms giant Huawei's 5G expansion posed a "national security risk" 

(Julian, et al., 2019; Cornwell, 2019). However, like other Middle Eastern states, including 

UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Egypt, Iraq did not share the concerns in the Western 

countries (Julian, et al., 2019; Cornwell, 2019). 

Table 6.6. Chinese construction companies operating in Iraq after 2003 

No. Company Contracting date Ownership 

1 China CAMC Engineering Co., 

Ltd. 

2011 State-owned 

2 Wu Jin Construction Project Co., 

Ltd. of Changzhou 

2012 State-owned 

3 China HuanQiu Contracting & 

Engineering Corp. 

2012 State-owned 

4 China Geo-Engineering 

Corporation CGC 

2012 State-owned 

5 China Gezhouba Group Company 

Limited (CGGC) 

2013 State-owned 

6 China Machinery Engineering 

Corporation 

2013 State-owned 

7 Hong Kong company Fruitful 

Construction Limited 

2013 Private 

8 China Energy Engineering Group 

Tianjin Electric Power 

Construction Co. Ltd 

2013 State-owned 

 
1 Currently, China's Huawei helps promote security in Iraq's capital via "Safe City Solution" project (Xinhua, 7 

March 2019). 
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9 China Shandong Economic & 

Technical Cooperation Group Co., 

Ltd. 

2013 State-owned 

10 Nantong Sanjian Holdings (Group) 

Co., Ltd. 

2014 State-owned 

11 China Communications 

Construction Company Ltd. 

2014 State-owned 

12 The China State Construction 

Engineering Corporation (CSCEC) 

2014 State-owned 

13 Chung Jie Construction Limited 2014 State-owned 

14 Gulf Star International Limited 2014 Private 

15 China Bengbu International 

Technology and Economic 

Cooperation (CBITEC) 

2014 State-owned 

16 Onyx Development Group 2015 Private 

17 China Nuclear Industry 

Construction CO., Ltd. 

2015 State-owned 

18 Cooec – Enpal Engineering Co., 

Ltd. 

2015 State-owned 

19 The China Petroleum Engineering 

and Construction Corporation Ltd. 

2015 State-owned 

20 Shanghai Xu Feng Construction 

Engineering Design Co., Ltd. 

2015 State-owned 

21 China Machinery Industry 

Consultation Group Inc. 

2016 State-owned 

Source: Companies' Registrar Authority – the Iraqi Ministry of Trade. Data collected in April 

2017. 

According to the Iraqi NIC, between 2008-2017, Chinese companies had invested in 

three investment projects in Iraq, one in Basra and two in Karbala – the total cost of these 

three projects was $358.4 US million dollars. The first Chinese investment project was an 
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industrial project - building an iron and steel plant –by the Chinese Shandong Iron & Steel 

Group Co., Ltd in December 2013 in the Karbala governorate. The production on this project 

began in June 2015 at a total cost of $38.6 US million dollars. The second Chinese 

investment project was launched in August 2015 in the province of Basra, called the "Chinese 

Golden City". It was a housing project consisting of 582 horizontally built housing units and 

1,410 vertically built housing units. The project was launched by the Chinese Hong Kong 

constructions Co Ltd., at the cost of $249.3 US million dollars. The third Chinese investment 

project was a commercial project named "Karbala Gate Entertainment Commercial 

Complex", with a price tag of $70.5 US million dollars which was launched in October 2016 

by the Iraqi Al-Rawan Oasis Company for General Contracting Co., Ltd. and the Chinese 

Jiaxing International Trading Co., Ltd. in Karbala Governorate. (Data collected from the Iraqi 

NIC in 2017). 

The diversity of areas in which Chinese companies have operated other than in the oil 

and construction areas can be seen in Table 6.7. 

Table 6.7. Chinese companies in Iraq operating in non-oil or construction sectors 

No. Company Activities Contracting date Ownership 

1 ZTE Corporation Communications 2006 Private 

2 Huawei technology 

investment Ltd. 

Communications 2007 Private 

3 China National Electric 

Engineering Co., Ltd 

Electric 

Engineering 

2012 State-owned 

4 Beijing Science and 

Technology Co Ltd 

Technology 

development 

and transfer 

2012 Private 

5 Weiss Engineering Ltd. 

(Hong Kong) 

Real estate 

investments 

2012 Private 

6 Beijing Genron Taihi 

Co., Ltd. 

Services and 

employment 

2013 Private 

7 Shandong Taishan Iron 

and Steel Group Co., Ltd 

Steel 

manufacturing 

2013 State-owned 

8 China Jiangsu 

International Economic 

Executing 

foreign 

economic aid 

2014 State-owned 
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and Technical 

Cooperation Group, Ltd. 

and business 

projects 

9 Shanghai Electric Group 

Company Limited. 

Power 

generation and 

electrical 

equipment 

manufacturing 

2014 State-owned 

10 Qingyun xinyang new 

materials Co. Ltd 

Industry 2014 Private 

11 Zhejiang Ziguang 

Electric Equipment Co., 

Ltd. 

Manufacturing, 

Processing and 

selling 

equipment 

2015 Private 

12 China North Industries 

Corporation 

(NORINCO) 

Industry 2015 State-owned 

13 Louyang China 

Petroleum Non-

destructive Testing 

Engineering 

Examination of 

mineral products 

2016 State-owned 

14 Beijing Xingtailong 

Security Technique & 

service Co., Ltd. 

Developing 

Security 

Technology 

2016 Private 

15 Qingdao Yueyang 

Engineering Consulting 

Co., Ltd 

Management 

services 

2016 Private 

16 Sino Guards Marine 

Security Limited 

Marine security 2016 State-owned 

17 Shanghai Jiaxian 

International Trade Co., 

Ltd. 

Trade services 2016 Private 

Source: Companies' Registrar Authority – the Iraqi Ministry of Trade. Data collected in April 

2017. 

These companies have helped Iraq in several ways. Shanghai Electric, for instance, 

started work in Wassit Province for a power plant. Built in two stages, the plant provides 70 

per cent of Baghdad's total electricity needs while supplying the entire country with 30 per 

cent of its electricity needs ("China Global Television Network", 2018). China International 

Trust Investment Corporation (CITIC) also started operating in Iraq as a credit provider and 

engineering, procurement, and construction (EPC) contractor in the building of a combined 

cycle power plant in Missan Governorate in the south of Iraq valued at over $2 US billion 

dollars (Patrini, 2019). Maisan Combined Cycle Power Plant is an 840-megawatt (MW) gas-
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fired power plant that is expected to enter the full combined cycle mode by early 2022. Once 

completed, it will supply sufficient electricity to meet more than three million Iraqis' needs 

while also supporting the industrial sector ("Iraq-Business News", 10 July 2019). 

The Chinese companies have also invested in consumer consumption. In addition to 

the housing projects previously mentioned, Iraq's General Company for Car Manufacturing, 

which belongs to the Ministry of Industry & Minerals, also signed contracts with three 

Chinese car manufacturers, Great Wall Motor Company, Gonow and Proton, to assemble and 

market nine thousand cars and pickups annually (Ghoill, 26 October 2013).  

As can be seen from the state-owned nature of a dominant majority of the Chinese 

companies operating in Iraq, it is obvious that the Chinese government approved or supported 

these projects. Such support was apparent in the remarks made by the Chinese Foreign 

Minister, Wang Yi, during his visit to Iraq in February 2014 when he pledged that China 

would widely participate in rebuilding Iraq's infrastructure, including its ports, electricity, and 

communications. Wang also said that China's assistance to Iraq would focus on improving 

Iraq's social services like health care system1.  

Technical cooperation 

There is no data available on the technical cooperation between Iraq and China before 

2003, as most of the data available in the Ministry of Planning on Chinese-Iraqi technical 

cooperation was burned during the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. However, the Former 

Director of Technical Cooperation Division in the Ministry of Planning, Aqood Al-Saad, who 

 
1 Such assurances continued after 2016 as well.  For example, the ‘Chinese Ambassador to Kuwait, Wang Di, 

during the Co-chair Kuwait International Conference for the Reconstruction of Iraq (KICRI) held in Bayan 

Palace in Kuwait in February 2018, also stated that China would continue providing assistance within its 

capacity to Iraq through bilateral methods, and actively participate in the economic reconstruction of Iraq 

(Xinhua, 14 February 2018). 
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had been working in this division from the 1982 until 2009, indicated that the volume of 

technical assistance and training courses that China provided before 2003 was small 

compared to the volume of technical cooperation between the two countries after 2003 

(Interview with Al-Saad, 3 May 2017). According to Al-Saad, "the start of the technical 

cooperation program between China and Iraq was modest, while today we can see that the 

number of the Iraqi employee … participating in the Chinese training courses more than 200 

people every year." (Interview with Al-Saad, 3 May 2017). After 2003 Iraq concluded several 

agreements and memorandum of understanding in various fields. This was achieved through 

joint committees of the two countries that focused on exploring areas of technical 

cooperation, especially the training of Iraqi from various ministries in China. Iraq's interest 

was to benefit from China's experiences in various economic, industrial, cultural, and 

scientific fields because China was viewed as one of the leading countries that had been able 

to develop all its economic sectors in a short time.  

 The efforts of the joint committees resulted in resuming the Sino-Iraqi technical 

cooperation in 2006. The first Chinese program of technical assistance included providing 

one training course for 30 Iraqi official employees in the fields of economy and commerce 

(Data collected from the Iraqi Ministry of Planning, May 2017).  

The technical cooperation between the two countries was further improved after the 

visit of the Iraqi President, Jalal Talabani, to Beijing in June 2007. During the visit, the Iraqi 

Minister of Oil and the Chinese Vice Minister of Trade signed five agreements, including an 

agreement on developing technical cooperation and another one on the development of 

human resources (Xinhua, 22 June 2007). According to the agreement on the technical 

cooperation, China pledged to provide training courses for the Iraqi government officials in 

China. Between 2009 and 2010, China signed another Memorandum of Understanding 

(MoU) with Iraq to provide more training courses in China for those employed by the Iraqi 



269 
 

 
 

government. The areas listed in the MoU included information technology, computer 

maintenance, social welfare, financial management and economic development, 

infrastructure, trade and investment, port management, dryland cultivation, and clean energy 

(Information collected from the Iraqi Ministry of Planning, May 2017).  

As Table 6.8. shows, since 2010, China's technical assistance and training courses 

provided to Iraqi official employees have dramatically increased.  

Table 6.8: The Iraqi institutions' staff participation in the Chinese training courses held in 

China (2006– 2016) 

Year Training Course Participant 

2006 1 30 

2007 Not Available * Not Available 

2008 Not Available Not Available 

2009 Not Available Not Available 

2010 12 57 

2011 20 74 

2012 Not Available Not Available 

2013 16 103 

2014 23 135 

2015 35 198 

2016 32 213 

Total 139 810 

Source: Data collected from the Iraqi Ministry of Planning, Technical Cooperation Division. 

(Not Available*) During the period between 2007 and 2010, and in 2012, China did not 

provide training courses for Iraq. 

 

Although China is not the only state providing training to Iraqi participants, Iraqi 

policy makers appreciate the Chinese training program as they are provided in Arabic and are 

flexible.  In the words of Aqood Al-Saad, China ranked second (after Japan) among the other 
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countries, such as Japan, South Korea, and India, that have been providing training courses to 

Iraq. Also, the Chinese training courses are more flexible for the Iraqi trainees. In Al-Saad's 

words: 

The technical assistance provided by the People's Republic of China is more 

flexible and beneficial, as China offers more facilities to the Iraqi trainees 

compared to the other countries that have technical cooperation programs with 

Iraq. Most of the Chinese are dedicated to the Arab countries and conducted in 

Arabic language, while the other countries require high-level of English language 

skills as a condition to accept participants from Iraq to participate in their training 

courses. (Interview with Al-Saad, 3 May 2017). 

Military relations  

 China's military relations with Iraq resumed after the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. 

However, according to the report by the Iraqi Embassy in Beijing (2014), the military 

cooperation between the two countries during the period between 2003 and late 2013 

remained limited to the signing of armament contracts and other contracts related to "the 

protective equipment of chemical, biological and nuclear materials, as well as engineering 

equipment, infantry ammunition, communications equipment and military wheels" (p. 34). 

According to SIPRI Arms Trade Register data, China supplied Predator Patrol craft to Iraq in 

2004. The order was placed in 2002, but the delivery was allowed only after the US had 

invaded Iraq. There were also reports of Iraq purchasing small weapons from China for the 

Iraqi police worth $100 US million dollars in 2007 (Wright & Tyson, 2007; Weitz, 2012). 

Nevertheless, as can be seen from the SIPRI database, the US remained the primary weapons 

supplier to Iraq post-2003. 
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Table 6.9: Iraq arms imports from the US and China (2003-2018) (in US million dollars) 

Year US China 

2003   

2004 6 20 

2005 43  

2006 55  

2007 150  

2008 281  

2009 312  

2010 346  

2011 397  

2012 340  

2013 255  

2014 285  

2015 791 27 

2016 888 27 

2017 522  

2018 40  

Total 4713 74 

Source: SIPRI trend indicator values TIV. Retrieved from: 

https://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/values.php Access date: 18 July 2021. 

The situation changed as Iraq got closer to Iran after the US troops withdrew from 

Iraq in 2011. Most of the Iraqi Shi'ite leadership that assumed control of the country since 

2003 had stayed in Iran during the 1990s while fleeing from Saddam Hussein's suppression 

of Shi'ites in the southern part of the country. Once in power, these Shi'ite leaders, who 

always occupied the position of Prime Minister, started tilting towards Iran. Closer relations 

were established between the two states. As the US left Iraq, Iran started to interfere more in 

Iraq and supporting Shi'ite militias as part of its wider Middle Eastern states, including Syria.  

Fearful of this relationship, the US delayed the arms exports to Iraq. This occurred as 

ISIS had become a significant threat to Iraq. The US was worried that the US military 

https://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/values.php
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equipment might be used by the Shi'ite Prime Minister, Al-Maliki, against the Kurds and 

Sunnis of Iraq. That led the Iraqi Prime Minister, Nouri Al-Maliki, to make deals with other 

parties such as China and Iran, as he was 'fed up' with delays in US arms deliveries 

(Wezeman & Wezeman, 2015, p. 3). The Spokesman of the Prime Minister, Ali Al-Mussawi, 

stated that "We [Iraqi forces] are launching a war against terrorism and we want to win this 

war. Nothing prevents us from buying arms and ammunition from any party and it is only 

ammunition helping us to fight terrorists" (Rasheed, 24 February 2014). The choice of China 

was made partly due to the low cost of its weapons1and the understanding that China was 

unlikely to link arms sales to human rights considerations. 

As shown in Table 6.10, according to SIPRI Arms Trade Register, in 2014, the Iraqi 

MoD ordered 100 AR-1, 12 CH-4, and 100 FT-9 from China, and they were delivered to Iraq 

between 2015-2016 in order to conduct its military operations efficiently.  

Table 6.10: Weapons trade between China and Iraq (2003-2020) 

Supplier/ 

Recipient 

(R) 

No. 

Ordered 

Weapon 

Designation 

Weapon 

Description 

Year 

of 

Order 

Year(s) of 

Delivery 

No. 

Delivered 

Comments 

China 

R: Iraq 

5 Predator Patrol craft 2002 2004 5 Funded by 

US aid 

100 AR-1 ASM 2014 2015-2016 100 For CH-

4B AUV 

 
1 The Congress report noted that ““Chinese arms are less expensive than those offered by the top international 
arms suppliers… [but still] have advanced capabilities.” (Congress report, 15 May 2017, p. 21). 
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12 CH-4 Armed 

UAV 

2014 2015-2016 12 Armed 

CH-4B 

version 

100 FT-9 Guided 

bomb 

2014 2015-2016 100 For CH-

4B AUV 

Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database. Retrieved from: 

https://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/trade_register.php Accessed date 28 June 2021. 

The CH-4B sold to Iraq form part of the Chinese General Atomics Aeronautical 

Systems family of Predator unmanned aircraft. According to the Chinese company that 

manufactures the CH-4 series, it is "suitable for high-altitude mission over land and sea, and 

has a maximum take-off weight of 1,260kg and payload capacity of 115kg [and] claimed to 

up to 30h" (cited in Stevenson, 2015). The Iraqi military used the Chinese CH-4B sold to Iraq 

in its fight against ISIS in 2015. That was evident in a video released in early December 

2015, showing a Chinese drone (CH-4B) targeting an ISIS position in Al-Anbar province, 

which the Iraqi Ministry of Defense later confirmed was real (Marcus, 2015). Iraq was 

China's only known and first foreign user of this category of drones by using the drones in 

real combat (Boehler and Doyle, 17 December 2015).  

This relationship evolved into a close strategic relationship in 2015 when the Sino-

Iraqi strategic partnership was signed during the visit of the Iraqi Prime Minister, Haider Al-

Abadi to Beijing. The strategic partnership included five Memorandum of Understanding. 

The fourth memorandum focused on "military cooperation between the two countries", where 

China pledged to expand the military cooperation with Iraq and provide Iraq with military 

equipment that Iraq needs to fight ISIS, including the Chinese CH-4B. Thereafter, the Sino-

Iraqi military cooperation witnessed notable improvement. This was most apparent, as 

https://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/trade_register.php
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previously discussed, in the Chinese support for Iraqi forces in their fight against ISIS when 

the Chinese supplied drones were used by Iraqi forces to gather information on the terrorists 

controlling its territory. 

It may be argued that China's arms sales to Iraq since 2003 formed part of its status 

quo pragmatic policy in the Middle East. During the 1980s, it had used arms sales in the Iraq-

Iran war as a policy of seeking profits by "selling limited volumes of low-quality arms to 

customers that [did] not have other options." (Murphy, 2012, p. 334). As sanctions on Iraq 

were lifted after 2003, China wanted to resume its military relationship with Iraq. The 12-

year UN sanctions imposed against Iraq (1991-2003) had prevented all countries from 

exporting military arms to Iraq. China wanted to benefit from it too. However, profit-seeking 

was not the aim of these resumed supplies. China also wished to establish its 'reliability' to 

the Iraqis. China's history of not having any military bases or access agreements, neither with 

Iraq nor any other countries in the Middle East, facilitated this effort. The ultimate aim of 

these arms resumptions and limited military training appears to be part of a broader Chinese 

strategy of being present in the Middle East without challenging the US presence. For this 

reason, while providing UAVs, China also declared its support for coalition strikes against 

ISIS from 2014 onwards (Reissa, 16 December 2014). 

Cultural cooperation 

Cultural links also came to occupy an important place in the Sino–Iraq relations 

in the new millennium. This could be linked to the growing appreciation of the role of 

soft power diplomacy at the global level. Several countries such as the UK, France, and 

Germany have realised that soft power supplements hard power. Back in 1907, the French 

founded the "Alliance Francais", in 1934 the British established the "British Council", and in 

1951, only a few years after the end of the Second World War, the Germans founded the 
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"Goethe Institute". Since then, they have operated cultural institutions in foreign countries to 

present a positive picture of their respective countries to others. 

Similarly, China also started to realise the importance of soft power diplomacy and 

the need to spread Chinese culture abroad. During the 17th National Congress of the CCP 

held in 2007, the former Chinese President Hu Jintao stated that, "the great 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation will definitely be accompanied by the thriving of 

Chinese culture" (Albert, 9 February 2018). Later in 2014, the Chinese President Xi 

Jinping stated, "We should increase China's soft power, give a good Chinese narrative, 

and better communicate China's message to the world", urging for a greater national 

endeavour to connect China's popularity and likeability to its unprecedented rise (Albert, 

9 February 2018).  

Chinese leaders have tended to opt for more traditional soft power tools such as 

promoting the Chinese language, educational exchanges, pop culture icons, and media 

expansion. Thus, since the beginning of the new millennium, China has sought to 

increase the awareness of its culture wherever it has established economic relations. Iraq 

has been part of this list. Accordingly, in 2010, the Iraqi Ministry of Culture and Chinese 

Ministry of Culture signed in Beijing a three-year Executive Program for Cultural 

Cooperation for the years (2011–2013), and in September 2014, the two countries signed the 

second three-year Executive Program for Cultural Cooperation in Beijing for 2014–2016. 

(Annual political report of the Iraqi Embassy in China, 2014, p. 35). In Iraq, Chinese 

companies, such as China National Petroleum Company (CNPC), have provided cultural, 

charitable, and social services. In this context, CNPC has provided linguistic programs to its 

Iraqi employees in the south of Iraq and other technical programs related to oil drilling skills 

and management. Chinese companies have also provided some technical assistance to Iraqis. 

CNPC, for example, provided internships for the University of Technology in Baghdad to 
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assist in developing the capacity of Iraqi technicians and engineers in different aspects, oil in 

particular. CNPC has also provided educational and welfare services to orphanages in Basra 

province and scholarships and training programs for students at Basra University. 

The Chinese Huawei company is another example of how China has combined 

technical/economic links with promoting soft power through support for educational and 

cultural ties with Iraq. After it had established successful networks in the Far East, Africa, the 

Middle East, and more widely around the world, Huawei aimed to expand its presence in Iraq. 

Accordingly, in 2012 Huawei Telecom established a Centre of Communications at the 

University of Baghdad. In addition, the Chinese government offered scholarships for Iraqi 

students to study in China in arts, linguistics, and engineering. Furthermore, under the 

aforementioned three-year Executive Programs for Cultural Cooperation signed between China 

and Iraq, China offered Iraq an opportunity to participate in the 2010 Shanghai International 

Expo. As one of the largest Expos ever held with 246 countries and organisations participating, 

the Expo enabled Iraq to showcase its culture and be acknowledged, for example, in a report 

by the People's Daily that referred to "[t]he pavilion exhibition cultural relics carved with 

cuneiform characters and a model of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the ancient Seven 

Wonders of the World" (People's Daily, 1 June 2010).  

Confucius Centre emerged as another pathway for China to improve its soft power 

and influence in Iraq. As part of its global strategy to what could be seen as an attempt at 

'matching American soft power', the Chinese Government had established 'Confucius 

Institutes' in many countries, including many Middle Eastern countries such as Saudi Arabia, 

UAE, Bahrain, and Kuwait. As cited by Roie Yellinek, Yossi Mann & Udi Lebel (2020): 

Chinese 'Soft Power PipelinesDiffusion' (SPPD) to the Middle Eastern Arab Countries 2000-

2018: A Discursive-InstitutionalStudy, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, the first 

Confucius Institute opened in Beirut in 2007 and was followed by similar Institutes in 
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'Bahrain, Sudan, Egypt (two institutes), Jordan (two institutes), United Arab Emirates (two 

institutes) and Morocco (three institutes)'. These countries welcomed Confucius Institutes 

when similar institutes in North America, for example, came under heavy criticism, indicated 

that the Middle Eastern regimes viewed their existence as 'a win win situation' (Yellinek, et 

al, 2020, 19). Iraq appears to have shared this perception and initiated contacts to set up 

Confucius Institutes in the country. According to the annual political report of the Embassy 

of Iraq in China (2014), in October 2012, the head of the Linguistics College at Baghdad 

University, Sausan Al-Samir, visited China and met the head of the Confucius Institute, Xing 

Jin, to discuss the potential of establishing a Confucius Centre at Baghdad University. The 

exploration reportedly resulted in Jin welcomed the idea of opening a Confucius Centre at 

Baghdad University. On the other hand, Iraq offered opportunities for Chinese students to 

study a bachelor in Arabic at Iraqi universities.  

The Chinese Government has also employed social media as the space to project soft 

power while simultaneously building links to ordinary citizens in Iraq. The Chinese 

Embassy's Facebook page in Baghdad is an example of the Chinese soft power oriented 

towards building links with Iraqi citizens. This Chinese official Facebook page posts in the 

Arabic language the achievements of the Chinese mission and the Chinese companies in Iraq, 

and trying to show that China is a good friend of Iraq and the Chinese Government is willing 

to assist the Iraqi people. Another example of the Chinese social media links oriented towards 

the Iraqi and the Arab people, in general, is the Chinese CGTN Arabic, which is an official 

television channel of the PRC that broadcasts in various languages. CGTN attempts to polish 

China's image in the Arab world after China came under widespread attack from Western 

countries, most of which related to human rights. 

The Chinese efforts to build cultural links have started shaping the views of people 

toward China who, as in other Middle Eastern states, hold a positive view of Beijing's power 
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and influence. However, some Iraqi academics argue that the Chinese-Iraqi relationship is 

still limited. Dr Abd Ali Al-Mamouri, Professor in the International and Economic Relations 

Department at Al-Nahrain University in Baghdad, for example, acknowledged that China had 

attempted to increase its presence in Iraq and "the Iraqi people [were] more welcoming 

towards the Chinese rather than the Western [states]", but still considered China's role in Iraq 

to be 'limited'." (Interview with Al-Mamouri, 21 May 2017).  

China and Iraq strategic partnership and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

The question arises if the 'limited' Chinese presence in Iraq reflected a 

conscious decision on Beijing's part not to upgrade its relationship with Baghdad 

beyond a certain level? If viewed against the backdrop of Chinese carefully 

structured Middle Eastern policy, it may be argued that Beijing had improved links 

with Iraq without challenging American presence and influence. This status quo 

pragmatic policy, however, was not designed to exclude the possibility of improved 

relations. On the contrary, while building economic relations with Iraq and other 

regional states that emanate from the primacy of energy resources for Beijing, the 

Chinese Government gradually put in place building blocks for greater engagement 

and strengthening of relations. This was particularly true in case of Iraq.    

After establishing relations in the energy, infrastructure, trade, and cultural relations 

along the lines outlined in China's Arab Policy Paper (2016), Beijing was keen to expand the 

scope of its cooperation with Baghdad. This was apparent in the China and Iraq's 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership agreement signed in 2015 that boosted the relations 

between the two countries in different aspects such as economy, technology, military, 

diplomacy and energy. 
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The agreement was signed on 22 December 2015 when the Iraqi Prime Minister, 

Haider Al-Abadi, visited China. Encompassing five agreements and memoranda of 

understanding, it focused on different sectors, such as technology, the economy, the military, 

politics and diplomacy, and energy. On this occasion, both China and Iraq expressed hope 

that the strategic partnership would bring mutual benefits for both countries. The Iraqi Prime 

Minister, Al-Abadi, welcomed the increasing presence of China in Iraq and considered closer 

ties with China would help Iraq to rebuild its economy and improve its social life. Al-Abadi 

said:  

Iraq is facing the pressing task of rebuilding its economy and improving people's 

livelihood [and] … Iraq [is] willing to enhance long-term cooperation with China 

in areas of infrastructure building, oil, electric power and telecommunication [...] 

Iraq expects to further expand friendly cooperation with China and hopes China 

will increase investment to Iraq in those areas. (The State Council of the People 

Republic of China (Xinhua), 23 December 2015).  

On its part, the Chinese Premier Li Keqiang stated that "Iraq is an important partner 

of China in the region, [and] China supports Iraq's economic reconstruction and will 

encourage competitive enterprises to participate in energy, electric power, telecommunication 

and infrastructure reconstruction projects in Iraq" (The State Council of the People Republic 

of China (Xinhua), 23 December 2015). China also pledged to assist Iraq in developing its 

production capacities in various fields, such as mechanical engineering and cement, steel, and 

flat glass manufacturing. 

The priority in the Strategic Partnership, however, was given to Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). Thus, the first memorandum of understanding included Iraq's participation in 

building the economic belt of the Silk Road and the Maritime-Silk Road for the 21st century. 
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President Xi Jinping also highlighted the significance of this aspect when he met the Iraqi 

Prime Minister Al-Abadi. He stated: 

China firmly supports Iraq's measures to maintain national security and stability, 

and is willing to closely cooperate with Iraq in this field. China is willing to, 

within the framework of the "Belt and Road", strengthen the docking of 

development strategies of the two sides, conduct mutually beneficial cooperation, 

help Iraq consolidate reconstruction in such key areas as energy, electricity, 

communications and infrastructure construction, and encourage and support 

Chinese enterprises to engage in more large-scale project construction concerning 

Iraq's national economy and Iraqi people's livelihood and carry out investment and 

financial cooperation (emphasis added). (MOFA of the PRC, 22 December 2015). 

Coming within two years of the official launch of the BRI in November 2013 when 

Chinese President Xi Xinping signed the original foreign policy and economic initiative of 

the One Belt and One Road (later rebranded as the BRI) (J.P., March 2017; Cai, March 2017; 

Jones and Zeng, 2019), this act of linking Chinese-Iraqi Strategic Partnership to BRI was 

significant. For Beijing, Iraq was part of the plan of focusing on the Middle East  

 "where the Belt joins the Road" (Ze & Chenxi, May 2015, p. 2). However, the Chinese 

regime was keen to establish that the BRI would also benefit the Middle Eastern states, as it 

would help rebuild the infrastructure in countries that participate in the initiative. This was 

communicated, for example, through comments by Hua Liming, a research fellow at the 

China Institute of International Studies, who stated that "the roots of poverty in the Middle 

East are a lack of infrastructure and the low level of industrialisation […] the Belt and Road 

Initiative will contribute to the peace and development of countries in the Middle East 

region" (The State Council of the People Republic of China (Xinhua), 23 December 2015). 
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Although some Western analysts have criticised BRI for having a 'neo-colonial' 

agenda and debt-trap diplomacy 1 (Kleven, 2019), it is interesting to note that Iraqi officials 

and academic experts do not share such assessments. This was evident in discussion with 

some who pointed out that the BRI project would boost the relationship between China and 

Iraq and would be mutually beneficial for both countries. For example, Dr Baher Mardan, 

First Secretary in Asia Department at the Iraqi Ministry of Foreign Affairs, said: 

"The BRI project is important for Iraq, as Iraq played a crucial geostrategic role in 

the old Silk Road […] this project will return with gains for Iraq, as Iraq will 

become as a platform route for the Chinese commercial goods that pass from 

China to European and African countries through Iraq. [Also] there will be joint 

projects under this initiative between China and Iraq, including the establishment 

of the Beijing-Baghdad railway, as well as the development of economic, trade 

and investment relations between Iraq and China, especially in the field of 

infrastructure to rebuild the Iraqi deteriorated infrastructure that destroyed by ISIS 

….  [hence] it is necessary for Iraq to be involved within this initiative and support 

all Chinese strategies in the region in order to support and develop relations 

between the two countries" (Interview with Mardan, 22 May 2017).  

Kamil Faraj, Asia file Officer at the Department of International Cooperation at Iraqi 

Ministry of Planning, provided a similar assessment:  

"This project [BRI] serves Iraq and China at the same time, because it supports 

and develops the ability of Iraqi ports to absorb goods imported from China, as 

well as the overland route that passes through northern Iraq. Iraq is, therefore, the 

 
1 Although many Western scholars endorse this characterization, others argue that “there is no concrete evidence 

that Chinese banks intentionally over-lend or finance loss-making projects to secure strategic advantages for 

China.” (Brautigam, 2019) The study of Hurley, et al. (2018) argues that “Chinese lending, conducted mostly 

within the BRI framework, is unlikely to cause a systemic debt problem in the regions of the initiative’s focus” 

(Hurley, et al., 2018). 
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point of convergence of the land and maritime (Belt and Road) roads in Southeast 

Asia". "[T]he Iraqi government is looking to the BRI as a way to connect Iraq's 

economy with other world's emerging economies like China, and therefore, if 

these economies rise up and improved, Iraq's economy will rise up and improve 

too" (Interview with Faraj, 25 May 2017). 

Iraqi academics shared the assessment of Iraq being a strategic point for the Chinese 

BRI that could connect the two main routes of the project, the Belt and the Road. In words of 

Dr. Ibtisam Mohammed Al-Amiri, Professor of Political Science and the head of the Centre 

for Strategic Studies at the University of Baghdad:  

Iraq can play a major role in the Chinese BRI project, as Iraq can link the land 'the 

Road' through Kurdistan region at the north of Iraq with the sea 'the Belt' through 

Shatt Al-Arab in the south of Iraq, and therefore, China should build closer ties with 

Iraq to maintain its project" (Interview with Al-Amiri, 9 April 2017).  

Other Iraqi scholars argued that the Chinese BRI would bring more Chinese 

investments to Iraq. For example, Dr Abd Ali Al-Mamouri, Professor of Economics and 

International Relations at Al-Nahrain University, stated that "if Iraq became the linking point 

(sic) of the Chinese BRI project, China would increase its infrastructure project in Iraq by 

building a new railway, roads, and other service facilities". Al-Mamouri also suggested that 

"China [could] build its manufacturing industry in Iraq and start exporting its goods from Iraq 

to Europe and Africa" (Interview with Al-Mamouri, 21 May 2017). 
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Conclusion 

 

Figure 6.3: Timeline of main events in China and Iraq (2003-2016) 

The detailed exploration of China-Iraq relations during the 2003-2016 years indicates 

the relevance of power transition in shaping the nature of their engagement. As China moved 

along the path of development and rose as an economic power within the global system, Iraq 

was still recovering from the US invasion, internal instability, and threat posed by ISIS 

(Figure 6.4).  
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Figure 6.4: China and Iraq relations between 2003 and 2016 

This paradoxically created a complementarity of interests: Beijing's need for energy 

resources and Baghdad's need for reconstruction created the space for greater cooperation in 

many fields. Gradually, it culminated in the signing of the Strategic Partnership, focusing on 

developing relations between the two countries on all levels: political, economic, military, 

and cultural. Built into this interest was Iraq becoming a part of the Chinese Belt and Road 

Initiative without shunning its relationship with the United States.  
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis explored the question: How have China–Iraq relations been shaped by 

Power Transitions in the two states during the 1949–2016 period? In this thesis, I argued that 

the relative power of China and Iraq in the international and regional systems and the factors 

contributing to the associated ranking/ status in the international and regional systems shaped 

the nature of the Sino–Iraqi relationship. The shifts can be understood in terms of three 

distinct phases in their relationship 1949–79, 1980–2002 and the post-Iraq invasion era from 

2003 onwards. 

This thesis argued that both China and Iraq have witnessed a shifting power status but 

in different directions. While China's status rose from a regional power to one of the great 

powers in the twenty-first century, Iraq declined from being an active regional player to a 

disrupted state facing economic, social, and security hardships. 

China’s rising power is based on the remarkable shifts in China’s foreign policy 

represented by the economic reforms and the opening-up policy since 1978 followed by a 

dramatic rise in China’s global status. At the same time, Iraq’s status began to decline from 

1979 when Saddam Hussein rose to power. A series of conflicts, including the Iraq-Iran War 

(1980-1988), the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait (1990-1991), the economic sanctions imposed by 

UNSC that lasted until 2003 because of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait severely impacted on 

Iraq’s economic, military, and political status. It was no longer considered to be a regional 

power. 
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Figure 7.1: Timeline of main events in China and Iraq (1949-2016) 

The case of China’s shifting interests in the Middle East from seeking balance against 

the two great powers (the United States and the Soviet Union), supporting the revolutionary 

movements, and seeking support to gain the recognition during the period 1949-1978; to 

promoting its own economic growth and focus on energy resources and markets to fuel its 

economic growth explains how China’s rise shaped it relations with Iraq and other Middle 

Eastern states. The shifts in China’s foreign policy since 1978, from a revisionist state to a 

pragmatist state led China to deepen its economic engagements with the Middle Eastern 

states and shifting the balance of economic power in the region in its favor without 

antagonizing the US— the predominant external actor in the region. China has viewed the 

Middle East region as an area it relies on for energy security and as a promising market for its 

goods, and therefore, it does not wish to foment instability in the region. Nor does it wish 

direct confrontation with the US presence. 

The Chinese engagements in the region led the Middle Eastern countries, in return, to 

rely on China as an alternative economic power and an attractive destination for trade and 

investment. Beijing has used the references to national sovereignty and non-interference to 

ensure authoritarian regimes in the Middle Eastern states appreciate a ‘non-judgmental’ 
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Chinese approach, and in return do not question Chinese oppression of its own Uyghur 

minorities. That has deepened the Middle Eastern countries reliance on China as an 

alternative superpower patron to counter the impact of the West in the region.  

Meanwhile, China is using a range of cooperative agreements in investment, trade, 

currency exchanges, cultural and security spheres. These agreements, according to Jesse 

Marks, "hinge on bilateral partnerships as the foundation for a broader effort to scale regional 

influence through multilateral mechanisms with Chinese characteristics" (Marks, 15 

September 2020).  

The trajectory of Sino-Iraqi relations since the ouster of Saddam Hussein suggests that 

Iraq fits within the broader framework of this Chinese strategy in the Middle East. By 

examining multiple facets of China’s behavior towards Iraq after 2003 such as the political 

position from the Iraq War in 2003, trade relations, investment, military relations, cultural 

relations, technical cooperation, energy cooperation, strategic partnerships, and the Chinese 

BRI, it becomes clear that its behavior towards Iraq after 2003 is mix of status quo pragmatist 

and revisionist approach to the distribution of power in Iraq and the region. 

However, while significant in its growth, Iraq does not rank among the ‘top most 

favoured’ Middle Eastern states that China wishes to engage as part of using military, 

ideological and economic fulcrums. The UAE, Iran, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt attract 

more attention from Beijing than Iraq. Nevertheless, Iraq’s resource-rich status has ensured a 

sustained Chinese interest in retaining a close relationship with Baghdad and gradually build 

the relationship. So, starting with intensified economic relationship in the first decade of the 

new millennium, Beijing has slowly engaged Iraq in cultural and military spheres. This has 

resulted in Iraq and China signing the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership agreement in 

2015, and Iraq agreeing to be a part of China's Belt and Road Initiative in 2019. 
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So, what does this suggest about the future of Sino-Iraqi relations?  Making 

predictions based on past patterns is always fraught with danger. Nevertheless, based on the 

findings of this study, it can be stated that China's policy towards Iraq is part of Beijing’s 

wider policy in the Middle East which, in turn, is a part of China's strategy of maintaining its 

new global status as a an emerging super power. 

There are two scenarios for the future of the Sino-Iraqi relations considering the new 

developments in the world after the outbreak of COVID–19. The first scenario suggests that 

the deterioration in world’s economic growth will reduce the world’s need for energy, and 

that would eventually result in the collapse of oil prices. That, as a result, will reduce the 

trade volume between China and Iraq. The slowdown in China’s economic growth will lead 

to a considerable reduction in its energy needs; while for Iraq, the collapse of oil prices in the 

world markets could have disastrous implications for Iraq after the wasted years of oil boom 

due to corruption and mismanagement. Nevertheless, the relationship is essential for both 

China and Iraq on many levels: China wants to be seen as a significant (though not 

disruptive) actor in the Middle East, and Iraq is guided by its own economic interests. So, 

China and Iraq are likely to increase their political and economic ties in the foreseeable 

future. This is the second scenario of the Sino–Iraqi relations. 

The second scenario of the relationship between China and Iraq suggests that the 

future decades might witness even greater increases in Chinese power and influence than was 

the case during the last decade (2010 – 2020). This thesis has established that Iraq has been 

part of China’s foreign policy agenda to varying degrees and has assumed greater 

significance for China in the new millennium both politically and economically. These 

findings suggest that Iraq will continue to be a key strategic partner for China, as China 

pushes towards achieving – and sustaining – a new level of economic power. With Iraq 

having the fifth-largest oil reserves in the world and a strategic geopolitical location, China 
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perceives the country as a significant strategic point in its BRI to dominate trade across Asia 

and Europe. On its part, with China having the second largest economy in the world, Iraqi 

stakeholders perceive China as the most capable state to engage in substantial programs of 

development assistance and government investment in Iraq’s emerging market and its 

destroyed infrastructure. That is evident in the visit of the Iraqi Prime Minister, Adil Abdul 

Mahdi, to China in September 2019, when China and Iraq signed eight agreements in several 

areas, including finance, trade, security, construction, and foreign affairs to further increase 

ties between the two countries. During this visit, the Chinese President, Xi Jinping, 

underlined the importance of cooperation between China and Iraq and stressed that the two 

countries would cooperate mainly on oil and infrastructure projects (Xinhua, 23 September 

2019).  

Another example of increasing cooperation between the two states is Iraq turning 

towards the Chinese companies — PetroChina with fellows of Chinese oil companies China 

National Offshore Oil Corporation, and Sinopec were brought in as partners between 2015 

and 2019 to replace ExxonMobil, who [ExxonMobil] has been discussing versions of the 

infrastructure megaproject in Iraq for several years. Furthermore, after the outbreak of 

COVID-19 in China, Iraq was among the first countries in early 2020 that donated medical 

supplies to aid China's anti-coronavirus efforts in February 2020 (South China Morning Post, 

8 March 2020). China, in return, has sent three batches of medical aid (including masks, 

protective clothing, goggles and nucleic acid testing kits) to Iraq as part of China's assistance 

to boost Iraq's capability to contain the COVID-19 outbreak. The Chinese Ambassador to 

Iraq, Zhang Tao, commented: “The medical facilities in Iraq are relatively weak under years 

of war and conflicts, and the Chinese government attaches great importance to cooperation 

with Iraq to contain the outbreak.” (Xinhua, 21 April 2020). Such developments are likely to 
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affect the US influence in Iraq while simultaneously increasing the Chinese presence as a 

strategic partner for Iraq. 

The new trends of China's relations with Iraq and some other Middle Eastern 

countries in the wake of new developments in the world, especially after the outbreak of 

Covid-19, might be addressed in future studies. Future research on Sino-Middle Eastern 

relations after the outbreak of Covid-19 might extend the explanations of China's deep 

interests in the region and the nature of its competition with the US to gradually increase its 

presence in the region. 
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