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As disruption to maritime energy flows intensifies, the Strait of Hormuz has evolved into a
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Policy Brief The resulting condition produces a dual-binding dilemma. Non-engagement risks reputational
and systemic costs, while engagement increases exposure to escalation dynamics and
entanglement risks. The central policy challenge 1s therefore not whether China will be involved,
but how it can manage structurally induced exposure without crossing escalation thresholds.

1. The Analytical Problem

Prevailing analysis frequently frames China’s role in the Hormuz crisis as either a product of
geopolitical promotion or as the result of strategic delegation by other actors. Both interpretations
assume intentional role assignment. This brief proposes a different reading: China’s role shift 1s
system-generated rather than actor-driven.

The distinction 1s consequential. Leadership implies agency and deliberate strategic
positioning, whereas structural exposure reflects a transformation 1imposed by system dynamics
independent of actor preference. Misidentifying this mechanism leads to inflated expectations
regarding China’s willingness and capacity to assume stabilizing roles.

2. The Strait of Hormuz as a Systemic Escalation Node
2.1 From Regional Conflict to Systemic Stress

The Strait of Hormuz has moved beyond the status of a regional flashpoint and now functions
as a globally coupled chokepoint linking energy markets, maritime logistics, and financial
systems. Under conditions of sustained disruption, escalation propagates outward from localized
confrontation into system-wide instability:.

This shift corresponds to a maritime spillover phase within escalation ladder frameworks
commonly used in conflict escalation analysis, 1n which localized conflict begins to generate
systemic effects across interconnected domains. At this stage, global actors are drawn into the
crisis not as discretionary participants, but as functional components of system stabilization.

2.2 Systemic Coupling and Actor Exposure

In such environments, escalation 1s driven less by discrete strategic decisions than by the
interaction of pressure accumulation, system coupling, and information amplification. As these
dynamics intensify, actor involvement becomes a function of structural position within the
network rather than strategic choice.

China’s exposure therefore reflects neither voluntary engagement nor external coercion, but its
location within a highly interdependent system. This pattern 1s consistent with systemic escalation
theory, in which participation emerges from network topology and cumulative pressure rather
than intentional sequencing. Under conditions of high coupling, systemic position—not strategic
preference—becomes the primary determinant of involvement.

3. China’s Structural Position: Dependency Without Control

Before the current escalation, China occupied a relatively stable position characterized by high
dependence on Gulf energy flows, limited forward military presence, and a strong preference for
systemic stability. This configuration enabled China to benefit from an existing order without
bearing the costs of maintaining it.




Policy Brief

EPINOVA-2026-PB-33

As disruption intensifies, however, the system begins to redistribute responsibility. Stability
becomes a collective good that is no longer sufficiently provided by the dominant security actor,
and expectations diffuse across systemically important nodes. China emerges as a focal point of
this redistribution not through deliberate strategic positioning, but as a function of its economic
centrality and structural dependence.

This shift produces a structural asymmetry between exposure and control. China faces
Increasing expectations to contribute to system stabilization while lacking proportional capacity
to shape escalation outcomes, particularly in comparison to actors with established forward

presence and escalation management infrastructure in the region. This asymmetry constitutes the
core systemic risk: involvement is driven by exposure, while influence remains constrained.

The dynamic reflects a broader transition toward cost-imposition logics in contemporary
conflict, in which actors are drawn into sustaining system stability under cumulative pressure
rather than through formal delegation of authority.

This imbalance can be summarized as follows:

Table 1. Structural Asymmetry: China’s Exposure, Capacity, and Expected Role

Economic exposure High

Military control capacity Limited

Responsibility expectation Increasing

(Source: Author’s conceptualization.)

This configuration reflects a widening gap between systemic relevance and operational
control. As exposure rises, expectations adjust faster than capabilities, creating a condition in
which mmvolvement 1s driven by necessity rather than strategic preference. Under such conditions,
even limited engagement may generate disproportionate systemic consequences, increasing
exposure to escalation dynamics.

4. Rethinking the “Entrapment” Narrative

External discourse often portrays China’s visibility as a form of strategic entrapment or

“praise-driven overextension.” This framing 1s misleading. What appears as recognition or
expectation 1s better understood as a mechanism of responsibility signaling within a system
undergoing cost redistribution.

In this context, narratives about China’s “role” do not indicate genuine transfer of authority.
Rather, they function as tools for diffusing systemic burden. Contemporary conflict increasingly
operates under cost-imposition dynamics, where dominant actors seek to externalize costs and
constrained actors seek to impose them. China’s position emerges at the intersection of these
pressures.
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Policy Brief 5. Structural Constraint: The Dual-Binding Condition
5.1 The Dual-Binding Constraint

China’s position 1s best understood not as a set of strategic options, but as a structural
constraint. The system generates a dual-binding condition in which both engagement and non-
engagement carry escalating costs.

Avoiding involvement does not eliminate exposure. Given China’s centrality in global energy
flows, non-engagement risks reputational costs, perceptions of free-riding, and reduced influence
over outcomes that nonetheless affect its core interests. At the same time, active engagement
introduces a different category of risk. Participation increases exposure to escalation dynamics,
particularly through cross-domain coupling and interaction with already elevated systemic
pressure.

The result is not a choice between low-risk alternatives, but a condition in which each pathway
reallocates risk rather than reducing it.

5.2 Threshold Coupling and Escalation Exposure

This dilemma becomes more acute when viewed through the loss-of-control threshold (LoCT)
framework. In networked conflict systems, escalation risk increases when accumulated systemic
pressure approaches or exceeds an actor’s capacity to regulate 1t .

China’s vulnerability lies 1n entering a system in which pressure has already accumulated
across multiple domains, such as military, economic, and informational, without possessing
corresponding escalation control infrastructure. Under such conditions, even limited participation
may accelerate coupling effects, increasing the system’s sensitivity to additional inputs.

This produces a condition of early-stage threshold coupling, in which China becomes exposed
to escalation dynamics not because of the scale of its actions, but because of the structural state of
the system it enters.

6. Strategic Implications
6.1 Redefining Neutrality Under Systemic Coupling

Neutrality can no longer be understood as a passive or default condition. In highly coupled
conflict systems, even actors that seek to remain outside direct confrontation are drawn into
escalation dynamics through dependence, network centrality, and expectation formation.

As a result, neutrality becomes an actively managed position rather than a static status. It must
be calibrated 1n relation to three interacting pressures: the degree of systemic coupling, the
evolution of external expectations, and the trajectory of escalation itself. Failure to manage any
one of these dimensions risks converting nominal neutrality into de facto involvement.

6.2 Managing Exposure Without Absorption

Given this structural environment, the central strategic task is not to avoid exposure, which 1s
no longer feasible, but to prevent exposure from translating into full absorption of systemic
burden.
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Policy Brief China’s relative advantage lies in its ability to engage selectively while maintaining flexibility.
This implies a strategy of bounded and functionally defined participation, in which involvement
1s calibrated to stabilize system flows without assuming responsibility for enforcement. The
objective 1s to contribute to systemic continuity while avoiding direct integration into escalation
pathways.

By contrast, assuming a comprehensive security provision role or moving toward direct
enforcement would fundamentally alter China’s position within the system. Such a shift would
reduce asymmetry, increase coupling intensity, and expose China to the full spectrum of
escalation dynamics already present in the system.

6.3 Preventing Role Lock-In
The most significant long-term risk 1s not immediate escalation, but gradual role lock-in.

What begins as temporary burden sharing under crisis conditions may evolve into a
structurally embedded expectation of continuous stabilization. Over time, this would
institutionalize cost absorption, constrain strategic flexibility, and increase long-term exposure to
systemic risk.

In networked conflict systems, roles tend to persist once established, particularly when they
align with underlying structural dependencies. Preventing this transition requires maintaining
ambiguity in role definition, limiting the scope of commitments, and avoiding actions that signal
acceptance of a permanent stabilizing function.

7. Policy Implications
7.1 For China

China’s priority should be to preserve flexibility under conditions of structural exposure. This
requires maintaining a degree of functional ambiguity in role definition, ensuring that
participation does not translate into fixed expectations of long-term responsibility. Engagement,
where necessary, should be calibrated toward indirect stabilization, such as coordination,
monitoring, and limited support functions, rather than visible enforcement roles.

Equally important 1s the avoidance of open-ended security commitments. In a highly coupled
system, such commitments risk locking China into escalation pathways that it neither controls nor
fully shapes. The objective 1s therefore to contribute to systemic continuity without becoming
structurally embedded as a primary stabilizing actor.

7.2 For External Stakeholders

External actors should recognize the structural limits of responsibility transfer strategies.
Efforts to shift stabilization burdens onto systemically central actors may generate short-term
relief but risk amplifying instability if they increase coupling without expanding control capacity.

In particular, policies that implicitly or explicitly push China toward greater involvement
should account for threshold dynamics. Increasing participation by an actor lacking
corresponding escalation control infrastructure may accelerate rather than dampen systemic risk.
A more stable approach lies in preserving distributed responsibility and avoiding concentration of
stabilization functions 1n a single node.
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Policy Brief 7.3 For System-Level Governance

The Strait of Hormuz should be reframed not as a bilateral or regional dispute, but as a shared
systemic risk embedded in global energy and logistics networks. This shift in framing 1s essential
for aligning incentives across actors whose interests are affected but not directly represented in
the conflict.

Effective governance will require multi-actor stabilization mechanisms that reflect the
distributed nature of the system. Overreliance on a single provider of security or stability i1s
increasingly unsustainable under conditions of cost pressure and network complexity. Instead,
governance structures should aim to distribute responsibility while maintaining coordination,
reducing the likelihood that systemic burden concentrates in ways that increase vulnerability and
escalation risk.

8. Limitations

This analysis 1s structural rather than predictive. It 1dentifies systemic pressures and escalation
pathways but does not forecast specific outcomes, which remain contingent on political choices
and evolving conditions.

The framework abstracts from detailed actor-level dynamics and relies on open-source
indicators that may only partially capture underlying developments. It also focuses on the Strait
of Hormuz as a critical node without fully modeling cross-theater interactions.

These limitations define the scope of the analysis rather than undermine its core argument.

Conclusion

China’s growing prominence in the Strait of Hormuz 1s not the result of deliberate geopolitical
elevation, but of structural exposure within an increasingly coupled conflict system.

The shift from beneficiary to burden carrier reflects a broader transformation in international
order, in which roles are determined less by strategic intent than by systemic position and
functional dependence.

Under these conditions, the central challenge 1s not whether China should assume
responsibility, but how 1t can manage unavoidable exposure while preserving strategic flexibility.
The critical risk lies 1n crossing escalation thresholds at which limited participation becomes
structural entanglement and temporary involvement hardens into enduring obligation. The
decisive question 1s whether China can participate without being structurally absorbed by the
system 1t seeks to stabilize.
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