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adaptability in a turbulent world.
KEYWORDS: United Nations, political architecture, institutional frameworks, state
power, interstate alliances, United States

Shaping Institutional Equilibrium: U.S.-China Contest over International
Institutions in the Middle East

SUN Degang and YE Yu

ABSTRACT: International institutional rivalries constitute a critical dimension of
U.S. strategic competition with China in the Middle East. These rivalries unfold
across three interconnected levels—ranging from micro to macro—namely: (1)
zero-sum competition within existing institutions; (2) parallel competition
between U.S.-led and China-led institutions; and (3) broader competition over the
global order that transcends institutional boundaries. The first level is exemplified
by U.S. - China competition within multilateral frameworks such as the UN
Security Council and the dialogue mechanisms surrounding the Iranian nuclear
issue, where the core of the rivalry lies in conflicting norms and approaches to
conflict resolution. The second level involves parallel, often symbolic institutional
engagements—such as the China-Arab Summit versus the U.S.-Arab Summit, the
China-GCC Summit versus the U.S.-GCC Summit, and the China-Arab States
Cooperation Forum versus the Negev Forum —highlighting the contest to lead
regional multilateral diplomacy. The third level reflects strategic competition over
global governance models, illustrated by China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
versus the U.S. Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment (PGII); the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) versus the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO); and the BRICS group versus the [2U2 forum. The United
States’ institutional diplomacy tends to prioritize bloc expansion and exclusivity
— often described as “small yards with high fences” — aiming to reinforce its
geopolitical dominance through rapid enlargement. By contrast, China’s approach
emphasizes gradual, inclusive growth, foregrounds geoeconomic cooperation, and
advances institutional development through incremental membership expansion.
In response to this intensifying institutional competition, Middle Eastern states
have pursued a range of strategic behaviors, including bandwagoning, balancing,
hedging, and in some cases, disengagement. These varied alignments reflect the
region’s efforts to navigate great-power rivalries while maximizing strategic
autonomy.

KEYWORDS: international institutional rivalry, U.S.-China relations, realist
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Hegemonic Decline and Strategic Autonomy: International System
Transition and Regional Reordering in the Middle East
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ABSTRACT: Since 2011, the systemic reconfiguration of the Middle East has been
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marked by a growing emphasis on strategic autonomy and development-oriented
priorities. The interplay between the international system and the regional
order—across the dimensions of power, institutions, and ideas—has shaped the
trajectory of the Middle East's ongoing transformation. On the international level,
the global system is undergoing a shift toward a multipolar power structure, a
more multidimensional institutional framework, and increasingly pluralistic
normative foundations. The decline of Western hegemony has reduced structural
pressures on the region, easing external constraints and expanding strategic space
for regional actors. In response, Middle Eastern countries have pursued greater
strategic autonomy, enhancing their independence in foreign policymaking and
implementation, while increasingly prioritizing domestic economic development
and social governance. These changes point toward a more balanced regional
configuration and the gradual emergence of a more equitable regional order. This
positive reordering of the Middle East has broader global implications. It supports
the democratization of international relations, enables exploration of diverse paths
to modernization, contributes to the reform of global governance, and fosters
cross-cultural dialogue and mutual learning. However, the deepening of this
transformation is not without challenges. Intensifying great power rivalry,
unconstructive forms of competition, persistent regional geopolitical tensions, and
multiple domestic crises continue to complicate the process. Still, the structural
decline of Western hegemony is an irreversible trend in the current era, and the
adjustment of the Middle East regional system stands to provide vital momentum
for the collective rise of the Global South.

KEYWORDS: international system, Middle Eastern order, hegemonic decline,
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Temporal Anxiety and Intertemporal Strategy: How Dominant Powers
Adjust to Rising Rivals
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ABSTRACT: Under conditions of incomplete information, threat perception, time
pressure, and uncertainty about future scenarios, a dominant power tends to
experience temporal anxiety. Driven by this anxiety, it develops a persistent fear
of time slipping away and of losing control over the strategic timeline. As a result,
the dominant power engages in intertemporal strategic adjustments aimed at
countering the rise of a challenger. Specifically, the dominant power seeks to
construct a temporal boundary framework for resource allocation, applies time
discounting to calibrate the intensity and pace of its strategic responses, and
establishes a strategic rhythm tailored to the rising power. If this rhythm is
well-balanced, the dominant power can more effectively contain the challenger; if
it is unbalanced—either overly aggressive or too lax—it risks losing its dominant
position. This hypothesis is examined through two historical cases: Britain’s
strategy toward Germany from the time of German unification to the eve of World
War I, and the United States’ strategy toward the Soviet Union during the Cold
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