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In the past three years, as the Middle East descend-
ed into one conflict after another, the US steadily in-
creased its military presence in the region before 
launching kinetic operations against the Houthis in 
Yemen and Iran’s Islamic Republic. Though the 
American show of force did not directly target exter-
nal powers such as Russia and China, both faced a 
dilemma: support their local partner, namely the Ira-
nian regime, and risk antagonizing Washington, or 
stand on the sidelines of the military escalation.
Chinese and Russian responses have varied, but 
overall, they have stayed below the threshold for trig-
gering a direct confrontation with the US. This re-
veals a mutual desire not to risk a major war over the 
Middle East, a battleground that remains, in the end, 
secondary to the three external powers. However, 
both Moscow and Beijing have used indirect means 
to undermine US intervention in the Middle East. As 
a consequence, Washington’s entanglement in its 
conflict with Iran has ramifications for great power 
competition in Asia as well as in Europe.

The Return of US Military Interventions in the 
Middle East

The Middle East wars that began after Hamas’ sur-
prise attack on Israel on 7 October 2023, have led 
US administrations to use force in the region to a 
level unseen since the peak of the war on terror two 
decades earlier. Initially, the Biden administration de-
ployed military assets to the Middle East to prevent 

regional escalation. The logic was that as Israel 
launched its operation in Gaza to retaliate against 
Hamas, Washington would demonstrate its resolve 
to intervene if Iran used the events as an opportunity 
to launch an attack on Israel.
This scenario did not materialize. However, the US 
quickly faced an unanticipated crisis at sea. Soon 
after the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) launched its air 
and ground campaign in Gaza, the Houthis in Yemen 
entered the fray. The militia began launching missiles 
and drones at merchant ships crossing the Red Sea. 
The disruption of commercial sea lanes forced inter-
national companies to divert their vessels en route to 
Asia via the Cape of Good Hope. In the meantime, 
the Biden administration launched a naval operation, 
Prosperity Guardian, meant to restore freedom of 
navigation. At first, the US was able to rally many of 
its NATO allies behind the operation, but soon the 
latter became the object of disputes between both 
sides of the Atlantic. The steady flow of US military 
aid to Israel amid the IDF’s brutal treatment of Pales-
tinian civilians in Gaza led many European govern-
ments to distance themselves from Washington and 
to launch their own operation, Aspides. The US ad-
ministration also publicly tried to rally China to the 
operation, arguing that restoring freedom of naviga-
tion was a shared interest, but to no avail.
After the return of Donald Trump to the White House 
in January 2025, US military strategy significantly es-
calated. Amid the failure of its naval operation in de-
terring the Houthis, Washington launched Operation 
Rough Rider, an air campaign targeting the Houthis’ 
leadership and infrastructure inside Yemen. Though 
the operation failed to weaken Yemen’s non-state 
actor, it ended in a ceasefire that included a pledge 
from the Houthis not to target US vessels.
However, the most dramatic shift in the US military 
posture was its direct confrontation with Iran. First, 
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the Trump administration joined Israel in Operation 
Midnight Hammer, also known as the Twelve-Day 
War, in June 2025. Launched without evidence of an 
imminent threat, the operation was intended to de-
stroy Iran’s nuclear facilities and missile inventories. 
In the aftermath of this short war, the US President 
claimed victory and said Iran’s nuclear programme 
had been “obliterated.” Intelligence agencies and in-
ternational bodies remained more cautious, though. 
Eventually, both the US and Israel resumed opera-
tions in late February 2026, this time launching a war 
that, at first, called for the collapse of the Iranian re-
gime. Despite initial tactical gains such as the target-
ed killing of Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khame-
nei, Washington failed to bring about the fall of the 
Islamic Republic. Instead, the remnants of the re-
gime in Tehran retaliated by firing missiles at Gulf 
states and disrupting the flow of merchant ships 
transiting the Strait of Hormuz. At the time of writing, 
a fragile ceasefire has put an end to the fighting but 
left most of the contentious issues (Iran’s nuclear 
ambitions, its ballistic arsenal) unresolved.
In other words, the Middle East wars of the past 
three years were driven by local disputes — whether 
between Israelis and Palestinians or Israelis and 
Iranians — but they steadily led the US to play a 
central role. As a result, the US’s direct intervention 
forced other external powers to adapt, starting with 
Russia.

Russia’s Quiet Military Support to the 
“Axis of Resistance”

As the US deepened its military engagement across 
the Middle East, Russia struggled to preserve its lo-
cal influence. After October 2023, developments in 
the Middle East significantly undermined Russia’s 
regional strategy, particularly its partnerships with 
Syria and Iran.
From the Kremlin’s standpoint, Syria mattered pri-
marily because it provided the Russian Navy direct 
access through its base in Tartous. The sudden fall of 
the Assad regime in Damascus in December 2024 
might not have been directly caused by Israel’s con-
flicts in Gaza and Lebanon, but it left Russia without 
its primary partner in the Levant. Though Moscow 
has since found a way to maintain diplomatic rela-
tions with the new regime of Ahmed Al-Sharaa and 

kept a military presence in the country, Russian clout 
in Syria has undoubtedly diminished.

The Middle East wars of the past 
three years were driven by local 
disputes, but they steadily led the 
US to play a central role

This left Iran as Russia’s sole strategic partner in the 
region. In recent years, the Kremlin has led a policy 
of rapprochement with Tehran that included close 
military cooperation and even extended to the Hou-
this in Yemen. The strengthening of Moscow-Tehran 
ties predates the conflict between Iran and the US 
and Israel. It started around the beginning of 2023, 
when Moscow increasingly relied on Tehran’s mili-
tary support to shore up its armed forces on the 
Ukrainian battlefield. Iran reportedly supplied the 
Russian military with munitions, artillery shells, short-
range ballistic missiles and, most importantly, drones 
like the Shahed-131/136 and Mohajer-6 (Samaan, 
2025). The rapprochement led both countries to 
sign a new strategic partnership in early 2025 dur-
ing a visit of Iran’s President Masoud Pezeshkian to 
Moscow. The timing of the agreement was no coin-
cidence: announced three days before President 
Trump’s inauguration in Washington, it was meant as 
an act of defiance against the US.
Russia’s strategic partnership with Iran does not in-
clude a public pledge of solidarity, implying a Rus-
sian intervention to help the regime in Tehran. Still, in 
recent years, Moscow has quietly provided logistical 
and intelligence support to Iran and the Houthis that 
goes beyond mere restraint. In 2024, Russia report-
edly shared intelligence with the Houthis to support 
their targeting of ships in the Red Sea (Barnes, 
2024). A similar pattern emerged after the US-Israel 
war against Iran started in February 2026. Specifi-
cally, Russia is believed to have shared intelligence 
with Iran to target US military bases and facilities in 
the Arabian Peninsula (Grove et al., 2026). Moscow 
may also have shared lessons with Iran from its use 
of Shahed drones on the Ukrainian battlefield to help 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) up-
date its tactics in attacking Gulf states.
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Russia’s military support for Iran and the Houthis 
could ultimately help the latter attack US troops, yet 
it did not trigger substantial action from Washington 
beyond mere condemnations. One can only specu-
late about the reasons for this lack of reaction. So 
far, Russia has acted in a way that does not signal 
full engagement with Iran. Instead, its attitude sug-
gests opportunistic and low-cost cooperation to in-
directly undermine US war efforts. Russian decision-
makers may assess this gambit as manageable 
because of the White House’s desire for a diplomat-
ic breakthrough between Russia and Ukraine. Since 
Operation Epic Fury started, the Trump administra-
tion has adopted an approach that decoupled the 
Iran conflict from the Russia-Ukraine war. As a result, 
the US appeared to assess that confronting Russia 
over its military involvement with Tehran was not 
worth jeopardizing the slim chance of an agreement 
with Moscow over the conflict with Kyiv.

China Playing the Quiet Power

Like Russia, China has been forced to adapt amid 
US military interventions in the Middle East. Unlike 
Moscow, Beijing’s influence in the region has been 
ascending since the mid-2010s, amid the rise to 
power of Xi Jinping and the launch of his foreign pol-
icy signature, the Belt and Road Initiative.
Though the Chinese footprint in the Middle East was 
initially driven by Beijing’s energy imports from the 
region, it expanded to include other sectors such as 
Chinese investments in port infrastructures in coun-
tries like the UAE, Oman, Qatar, Israel, or in high-
technology through the deployment of 5G networks 
in the Gulf or the development of industrial partner-
ships in artificial intelligence. It also involved coop-
eration with traditional US partners, such as Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE, in sensitive domains, including 
arms sales and joint military drills. By the beginning 
of 2023, China also looked keen to play a new diplo-
matic role, brokering a reconciliation agreement be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Iran.
However, a few months later, as the Gaza war broke 
out, Beijing found itself in a delicate position. Where-
as the US quickly increased its military presence in 
the region, China maintained a safe distance from 
the conflict. The military escalation went against the 
Chinese narrative conveyed to Arab and Iranian offi-

cials over the past decade, that Beijing prioritized 
economic cooperation over security confrontation. 
Such a posture was effective when Middle Eastern 
countries leaned toward reconciliation and rap-
prochement. China’s Arab Policy Paper, issued in 
2016, clearly posited “win-win results” while con-
demning “external interference.” (State Council of 
the PR of China, 2016) But this rhetoric proved ill-
suited to the regional environment, which, after 7 
October, became a zero-sum game. As a result, Chi-
nese diplomatic influence during the following years 
proved underwhelming. In 2024, a delegation of 
Arab foreign ministers visited Beijing out of frustra-
tion with US support to Israel in the Gaza war. Arab 
officials hoped to find in China a counterweight to 
the US, but left Beijing without any substantial com-
mitment from the Chinese government.

Russia has acted in a way that 
does not signal full engagement 
with Iran. Instead, its attitude 
suggests opportunistic and low-cost 
cooperation to indirectly undermine 
US war efforts

Admittedly, there have been several diplomatic initia-
tives led by China. In July 2024, it convened a recon-
ciliation meeting between Palestinian factions, in-
cluding Hamas and Fatah. In March 2026, Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi and his Pakistani counter-
part announced a five-point initiative aimed at ending 
the US-Israel-Iran war. However, those initiatives 
never went beyond mere announcements, suggest-
ing they were performative. In both the Red Sea cri-
sis and the Hormuz crisis, Beijing opted for its own 
solution by making deals, respectively, with the Hou-
this and the Iranian regime, to protect its vessels.
Still, China does not refrain from engaging with the 
warring parties. Alongside Russia, China has played 
a significant role as Iran’s strategic partner. The three 
countries have conducted many consultations and 
military exercises in recent years. In March 2025, 
they conducted their fifth annual naval drill in the Gulf 
of Oman since 2019. China is also suspected of pro-
viding military support to the IRGC. In April 2025, 
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the US Department of the Treasury sanctioned six 
Chinese entities and six individuals accused of sup-
plying Iran with sensitive technology for its ballistic 
programme (USDT, 2025). Then, a few months later, 
Israeli and American media accused China of help-
ing Iran rebuild its missile arsenal in the aftermath of 
the Twelve-Day War. The journalists did not provide 
specific details or evidence (Daftari, 2025). But his-
torically, China did contribute to Iran’s ballistic pro-
gramme. In the 1990s, Beijing provided support on 
specific technologies such as propulsion and guid-
ance systems. Some of Iran’s ballistic missiles, later 
used by Hezbollah or the Houthis, are believed to be 
copies of Chinese systems (Olson, 2016).
In the latest Iran-US conflict, China adopted an am-
bivalent position similar to that of Russia: officially 
staying away from the hostilities while supporting 
Iran through various means. Indeed, Beijing has re-
portedly helped Iran sustain its missile and drone ar-
senal amid the US and Israel air campaign. Like 
Moscow, this Chinese strategy amounts to a limited 
intervention intended more to get the US entangled 
in the conflict than to save the Iranian regime. Some 
observers see this as China and Russia using Iran as 
a proxy in their rivalry with the US (Azad, 2026). So 
far, Washington has chosen to downplay the impor-
tance of those Chinese measures here as well. In-
stead, as Donald Trump embarked on his trip to Chi-
na in May 2026, his administration appeared hopeful 
that China could help the US in forcing Iran to ac-
cept a diplomatic settlement. The Chinese govern-
ment refrained from making any public promise, 
though, and instead issued a simple call to reopen 
the Strait of Hormuz.

The Impact of Middle East Wars on Strategic 
Competition

Since the US operation Epic Fury started, numerous 
commentators have speculated that the real target 
of the Trump administration was China, not Iran. The 
theory posits that after toppling the regime of Nico-
las Maduro in Venezuela, Washington again attacked 
a key energy supplier of Beijing to strangle China’s 
economy. This geopolitical tale surely appeals to ob-
servers focused on great-power competition, but it 
neglects two things. First, it dismisses the unique 
hostility between the US and Iran that has shaped 

their bilateral relations for the past four decades. 
From that perspective, Operation Epic Fury was not 
about China but rather Washington’s desire to de-
stroy Iranian nuclear ambitions and possibly bring 
about regime change in Tehran. Moreover, the narra-
tive inflates Chinese reliance on Iran’s energy sup-
plies. True, 45% of China’s oil imports transit the 
Hormuz Strait, but oil represents less than 20% of 
the country’s total energy consumption. Following 
active policies to diversify its energy supply sources, 
build extensive strategic reserves and expand renew-
able energy, China is now considered 85% energy 
self-sufficient (Sun, 2026). Beijing’s economy may 
suffer from the war (especially in sectors such as 
petrochemicals and aviation), but not as much as its 
US partners in Europe and Asia.
So far, the connection between the Middle East 
wars and great power competition has been circum-
stantial rather than direct. In fact, the Trump adminis-
tration appears more interested in keeping those 
two challenges separate. From that perspective, pri-
or to the visit to China by President Trump, the Mid-
dle East figured only as a potential distraction from 
the real issues at stake between Washington and 
Beijing — that is, the trade war or the dispute over 
Taiwan’s future. Even after the Iran-US talks in April 
failed to deliver a peace agreement, Mr Trump’s visit 
to Beijing was seen as a potential way to convince 
China to help Washington close the deal.

Like Moscow, Chinese strategy 
amounts to a limited intervention 
intended more to get the US 
entangled in the conflict than to 
save the Iranian regime

If there is a mutual desire to prevent a US-China 
clash over the Middle East wars, the US’s involve-
ment in the region affects its rivalry with China in oth-
er ways. It questions the American ability to sustain 
a credible level of commitment to its Asian partners, 
such as the Philippines, South Korea and Japan, 
while waging wars in the Middle East. The realloca-
tion of radars associated with the US THAAD batter-
ies in South Korea to the Gulf highlights a clear and 
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present dilemma for US officials: Is it possible to 
strengthen the defence of troops and partners in the 
Middle East while maintaining a similar resolve in the 
Indo-Pacific?

The connection between the 
Middle East wars and great power 
competition has been circumstantial 
rather than direct

Asked a similar question, former US Secretary of 
Defence Lloyd Austin replied, “the US can walk 
and chew gum at the same time.” (Garamone, 
2022) Austin’s expression of confidence does not 
reflect the very real issues facing the US military in 
its war efforts against Iran. The massive use of muni-
tions in the first month of the conflict may lead to 
shortages in the stockpiles of its most advanced 
weapons systems for several years. It calls into 
question the US defence industry’s ability to ramp 
up production.
Furthermore, the US military’s inconclusive perfor-
mance in destroying Iran’s missile launchers and in 
preventing a closure of the Hormuz Strait may lead 
China and Asian governments to wonder about the 
US’s ability and resolve to intervene in a similar cri-
sis in Asia, be it in the South China Sea or the Tai-
wan Strait.
Closer to Europe, the Iran war also influences the 
course of the Ukraine-Russia conflict and, beyond 
that, relations between the US, Europe and Mos-
cow. Following Iran’s move to disrupt the transit of 
ships through the Strait of Hormuz, the US adminis-
tration issued a temporary sanctions waiver to allow 
countries to buy Russian oil. The sanctions had been 
initially imposed in reaction to the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022. The American decision to ease 
pressure on Russia was intended to allow its part-
ners, such as European countries and India, to com-
pensate for the loss of Gulf energy with Russian en-
ergy. However, the move also created a new, more 
favourable environment for Russia, with economic 
and strategic ramifications. As it launched a new of-
fensive against Ukrainian troops in the spring of 
2026, the Kremlin likely assessed it had the upper 
hand. In that logic, the US looked inclined to meet 

Russian demands, given Washington’s urgent needs 
on the battlefield in the Middle East.
This development was further exacerbated by the 
renewed tensions between the US and its Euro-
pean allies stemming from the Iran war. After the 
dispute between Washington and its NATO allies 
over the US’s desire to annex Greenland earlier in 
2026, the Iran war sparked new disagreements. 
European governments stayed away from the US 
operation and declined President Trump’s invita-
tion to deploy warships to the Strait of Hormuz to 
reopen it. In fact, France’s President Emmanuel 
Macron led a counter-initiative to prepare a naval 
mission with European and Asian partners, distinct 
from the US, to be launched only after the war 
ends. This triggered anger and frustration in Wash-
ington toward NATO countries, particularly those 
hosting American troops. The White House openly 
discussed excluding Spain — arguably the most vo-
cal country on the continent in opposing the Trump 
administration — from NATO. Then, after German 
Chancellor Friedrich Merz said publicly that the US 

“is being humiliated by the Iranian leadership,” 
Washington announced the withdrawal of 5,000 
troops from Germany (Borger, 2026). The opera-
tional implications of that measure might be mod-
est, but the strategic significance of the repeated 
transatlantic disputes is not. It reveals an unprece-
dented rift among NATO countries, calling into 
question the ultimate value of the alliance’s sacro-
sanct Article 5.
From that perspective, the Middle Eastern conflicts 
of the past three years have reshaped the great-
power competition between the US, China, and Rus-
sia. They are unlikely to lead to an open confronta-

The US military’s inconclusive 
performance in destroying Iran’s 
missile launchers and in preventing 
a closure of the Hormuz Strait may 
lead China and Asian governments 
to wonder about the US’s ability 
and resolve to intervene in a similar 
crisis in Asia
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tion between those three countries in the Middle 
East, but they are steadily reshaping the balance of 
power and the credibility of US alliances world-
wide. Until now, European countries have refused 
to follow the US into its Middle Eastern adven-
tures, but they may not escape the ripple effects, 
be it in the reopening of the Strait of Hormuz or, 
more importantly, in Russia’s renewed assertive-
ness in the east.
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