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Abstra 

“e Rise of China and the Middle East: Chinese Foreign Policy Towards Iran, 
Israel, and Turkey (-)” 
 
Kadir Temiz, Doctoral Candidate at the Atatürk Institute 
for Modern Turkish History at Boğaziçi University,  
 
Prof. Dr. Aydın Babuna, Dissertation Advisor 
 
is dissertation examines China’s cross-regional foreign policies – with a 
specific focus on non-Arab countries in the Middle East – within the frame-
work of debates on China’s rise in the period from  and . e research 
question of the dissertation is how the rise of China has influenced China’s 
foreign policy towards non-Arab countries in the Middle East over the same 
period. 

e dissertation answers the research question by analyzing international 
crises in the Middle East such as Iran’s nuclear crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict, and the Cyprus question. e historical background of these crises, 
bilateral relations between China and the respective countries, and China’s 
political and diplomatic position towards the crises are analyzed for each case 
study. 
 

, words  
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Özet 

“Çin’in Yükselişi ve Ortadoğu: Çin’in İran, İsrail ve Türkiye’ye Yönelik Dış 
Politikası, (-)” 
 
Kadir Temiz, Doktora Adayı,  
Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Atatürk İlkeleri ve İnkılap Tarihi Enstitüsü 
 
Prof. Dr. Aydın Babuna, Tez Danışmanı 
 
Bu tez Çin’in uzak bölge dış politikalarını Ortadoğu’da Arap olmayan 
ülkelerle ilişkilerine odaklanarak, Çin’in yükselişi tartışmaları çerçevesinde 
incelemektedir. Tez’in araştırma sorusu Çin’in yükselişinin, - yılları 
arasında, Ortadoğu’da Arap olmayan ülkelere yönelik Çin dış politikasını 
nasıl etkilediğidir. 

Tez araştırma sorusuna İran nükleer krizi, Filistin-İsrail çatışması ve 
Kıbrıs sorunu gibi Ortadoğu’daki uluslararası krizleri inceleyerek cevap ara-
mıştır. Her üç uluslararası krizde olayların tarihsel seyri, Çin’in ilgili ülke ile 
geliştirdiği ilişkiler ve ilgili olaylardaki siyasi ve diplomatik pozisyonu 
incelenmiştir. 
 

. kelime  
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Some comrades are concerned that the col-
laboration between the Soviet Union and 
the United States will bring disadvantages 
to us. I always believe what Wang Xifeng 
says in A Dream of Red Mansions: “Bigness 
has the difficulties of being big.” 

– Mao Zedong, ere are Two Intermedi-
ate Zones, September ,  
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Introduion 

nternational relations (IR) scholars began to seriously discuss the interna-
tional implications of China and Chinese foreign policy aer China started 

to intensify its economic growth in the post-Cold War period. e roots of 
these discussions date back much further. Scholars and policy-makers dis-
cussed China’s role in the international order long before China’s opening-up 
reforms in . Due to China’s historical legacy of being the dominant power 
in its own region, figures as diverse as Napoleon Bonaparte and Great Britain’s 
ambassador George Macartney emphasized the role of China in world poli-
tics.1 is dissertation analyzes China’s cross-regional foreign policy, with a 
specific focus on non-Arab countries in the Middle East, within the frame-
work of debates on China’s rise in the period between  and . 

§ .  e Rise of China and Changing Dynamics in In-terna-
tional Relations 

Although there is a common claim that the phenomenon of China’s rise only 
began to be discussed aer the  opening-up reforms, discussions of China 
and its international relations are not actually so new. For example, John King 

                                                       
 1 James L. Hevia, “A Multitude of Lords: Qing Court Ritual and the Macartney Embassy of 

,” Late Imperial China  (December ): -. 

I 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

Fairbank’s edited book World Order: China’s Foreign Relations tries to under-
stand China’s view of the world order from the perspective of a broad histor-
ical analysis.2 A numbers of other studies have examined the historical back-
ground of China’s relations with other countries, as well.3 

In the early period of the People’s Republic of China, it was difficult to 
research Chinese political and foreign policy issues due to its isolation from 
the rest of the world. Except for a few published books, there was no full-
fledged analysis of China’s domestic and foreign policies. 4  However, aer 
China’s  opening-up reforms, there was an increasing trend among China 
experts to learn the Chinese language and access Chinese archives.5 It was thus 
during this period that political scientists and IR scholars first began to pub-
lish extensively on the subject.6 

Although not the focus of this dissertation, it is worth noting that it was 
during this period, too, that scholars began to seriously discuss China’s do-
mestic politics and foreign policy-making.7  According to Lampton, profes-
sionalism, specialization and bureaucratic differentiation are significant 

                                                       
 2 John King Fairbank, World Order China’s Foreign Relations (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Ox-

ford University Press, ). 
 3 Henry Kissinger, On China (London: Penguin Books, ); Jonathan D. Spence, e Search 

for Modern China (New York, London: W.W. Norton, ); John King Fairbank and Merle 
Godman, China: A New History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, ).  

 4 James C. F. Wang, Contemporary Chinese Politics: An Introduction (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 
); Werner Levy, Modern China’s Foreign Policy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, ); Merle Godman, Literary Dissent in Communist China (Cambridge, Massachu-
setts: Harvard University Press, ); Stuart Schram, Chairman Mao Talks to the People: Talks 
and Letters - (London: Penguin Books, ). 

 5 Joanna Waley-Cohen, “e New Qing History,” Radical History Review,  (): -. 
 6 James R. Townsend and Brantly Womack, Politics in China (Boston, Toronto: Little, Brown 

and Company, ); John W. Garver, Chinese-Soviet Relations -: e Diplomacy of 
Chinese Nationalism (New York: Oxford University Press, ); Stuart Schram, e ought 
of Mao Tse-Tung (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ); Brantly Womack, Contem-
porary Chinese Politics in Historical Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
); Gerald Segal, Openness and Foreign Policy Reform in Communist States (London, New 
York: Routledge, ). 

 7 Zhiyue Bo, “Hu Jintao and the CCP’s Ideology: A Historical Perspective,” Journal of Chinese 
Political Science,  (): -.  

 



T H E  R I S E  O F  C H I N A  A N D  T H E  M I D D L E  E A S T  

 

examples that reveal the changing dynamics of Chinese foreign policy making 
in the beginning of s.8 Scholars have noted that several different bureau-
cratic entities influenced the Chinese foreign policy decision-making pro-
cesses. ese included, alongside the traditional role of the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), new state-
owned corporations (SOCs) and new economy-oriented bureaucracies such 
as the Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Cooperation (MOFTEC). For 
example, MOFTEC had pivotal control over nuclear, dual-use, and chemical 
exports. It was also responsible for handling the relationship between China 
and international institutions.9  Moreover, firms from the United States, the 
European Union (EU), Japan, and Korea began establishing partnerships with 
SOCs.10 As a result of these partnerships, Chinese SOCs started to prioritize 
their economic benefits in terms of foreign policy issues between China and 
these countries. 

e stable transformation of China’s domestic politics and changes in 
leadership also affected Chinese foreign policy decision-making processes 
over the last two decades. From  until today, China has experienced three 
important leadership changes. Jiang Zemin, the second-most important polit-
ical figure of the post-Mao period aer Deng Xiaoping, stepped aside to give 
power to Hu Jintao, who served as president of China between  and . 
Although there were serious political scandals during the transition to Xi 
Jinping’s presidency between  and , such as the Bo Xilai affairs, these 
did not significantly affect Chinese foreign policy at the time.11 Xi Jinping was 
elected as General Secretary by the th Central Committee of the CCP in 
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November . en, he was formally elected as president of the PRC by the 
th National People’s Congress in March .12 

In , China promulgated a “New Security Concept” in a white paper 
defining its national defense concerns. According to this new strategy, China 
would prioritize three important national interests in its foreign policies: pre-
serving territorial integrity, sustaining economic development, and attaining 
great power status.13 is was a message to the United States, which was the 
hegemonic power in the post-Cold War international order.14 China intensi-
fied its criticism of unilateral actions by the US in international crises. How-
ever, during the s, while China’s traditional security threats—including 
the hegemonic threat of the United States and the threat posed by Japan and 
India—remained unchanged, the non-traditional threats that China outlines 
diversified from domestic and social problems to international terrorism.15 

e  opening-up reforms coincided with the great transformation of 
world economies from closed to open markets, especially with the Washing-
ton Consensus and neoliberal reforms.16  us, the IR literature mainly dis-
cussed the rise of China within the framework of international political econ-
omy. 17  Although China’s economic transformation was similar to global 
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transformations of other world economies, there were also differences that 
paved the way for a new discussion on the “Beijing Consensus versus the 
Washington Consensus.”18 

China’s burgeoning economic reforms engendered concrete policy imple-
mentations in both domestic and foreign economic relations. During the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, the most significant discussions were about 
China’s integration into existing liberal international economic institutions 
despite its incomplete transformation into a market economy. SOCs and their 
increasing investments in both China and the outside world became the most 
serious confrontational issue between Western and Chinese companies, espe-
cially in emerging markets in regions like Africa, Latin America, and the Mid-
dle East. China prioritized the practical benefits of daily business with these 
countries and sustainable mass production at home rather than the transfor-
mation of its own economic structures. As described by Chinese authorities, 
China was trying a different model—one which required time for full integra-
tion into international institutions. To accelerate the process, China imple-
mented various new economic policies by establishing special economic zones 
(SEZs), improving the financial system via regulation, and signing free trade 
agreements with other countries. All these efforts gained a new momentum in 
ird Plenary Session of the th Communist Party of China Central Com-
mittee in November . Xi Jinping’s first economic policy implementations 
emphasized the importance of a market economy and private ownership.19 He 
also promoted the idea of economically integrating China with the outside 
world with a new motto: “China Dream.” Under the guidance of Xi Jinping’s 
new approach, China led new international initiatives such as the Silk Road 
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Project, also known as OBOR (One Belt One Road),20 and the Asian Invest-
ment and Infrastructure Bank (AIIB).21 All these initiatives were indications 
of China’s search for new economic partnerships to continue its economic 
growth. 

e most serious obstacles confronting the growing Chinese economy in 
the last two decades are related to the country’s energy needs. ese have had 
an enormous impact on China’s foreign policy. Indeed, China’s energy de-
pendence is the most important reason for China’s activism in foreign policy 
in distant regions. China’s need for foreign energy is growing, with China sur-
passing the United States as the largest importer of crude oil in .22 Energy-
rich regions, such as the Middle East, Central Asia, and Africa, have accord-
ingly become the primary focus of China’s foreign policy. As a consequence 
of its energy needs, China has been obliged to become involved in regional 
and international crisis in these regions.23 

§ .  China and the Great Powers 

China’s relations with other great powers have been another crucial topic of 
discussion among IR scholars. Among the great powers, the most significant 
relations are between China and the United States. Not only economic inter-
dependence but also global and regional security confrontations have trig-
gered a security dilemma between the two countries. 
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Since the Sino-US rapprochement in , Sino-US relations continue to 
be plagued by a number of problems.24 e most critical example is related to 
the mutual perceptions of the two great powers.25  According to Burcu Sarı 
Kardemir’s unpublished doctoral dissertation, for instance, China has started 
to see US’ foreign policy as the source of insecure political atmosphere in the 
Middle East, especially since the invasion of Iraq in .26 Before the Iraq 
invasion, Sino-US relations had started to improve aer the / terrorist at-
tacks on the United States. China officially shared US concerns over the strug-
gle against international terrorism throughout the world.27 Even though there 
are severe political problems facing Sino-US relations—such as Taiwan, the 
South China Sea dispute, and the devaluation of the RMB—they have not di-
rectly confronted in a conflict, yet.28 

e Sino-Soviet ri and the Sino-US rapprochement were the most critical 
strategic choices made by Chinese policy-makers during the Cold War.29 us, 
it could be claimed that Sino-Russian relations entered the post-Cold War era 
with more historical baggage than Sino-US relations. Sino-Russian relations, 
however, improved more than Sino-US relations in the post-Cold War pe-
riod. 30  One of the important reasons for this was the common security 
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concerns of both countries vis-à-vis US hegemony in the international order 
in the post-Cold War era. Rising economic and regional security concerns also 
urged both countries to establish the Shanghai Five, a regional cooperation 
organization, in . Five years later, joined by Uzbekistan, it became the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). From that time this SCO has be-
come one of the most significant regional economic and security cooperation 
organizations in Central Asia.31 

China-EU relations are more institutionalized than those between China 
and the United States or Russia due to the complex institutional structure of 
the European Union. A trade agreement signed in  between the European 
Community (EC) and China was the breakthrough in bilateral economic re-
lations.32  is first trade partnership developed into economic cooperation 
between China and the European Union. European Commission’s long-term 
policy adjustments which began in , helped to this cooperation, as well.33 
ree years later, the first EU-China summit was held in Brussels and served 
as the basis for a more comprehensive partnership between China and the 
EU.34  Since , a China-EU summit has been held each year. Moreover, 
China published an EU White Paper (China’s EU Policy Paper) for the first 
time in .35 

e European Union welcomes China’s rising visibility in international 
relations and its great power status.36 In terms of geopolitical considerations, 
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Sino-EU relations can be thought of as an alternative to China’s relations with 
both Russia and the United States.37 For David Shambaugh, comprehensive 
Sino-EU economic and political relations are an indication of an emerging 
axis.38 Accordingly, both China and the European Union seek ways to con-
strain US hegemony and its unilateral action in international crises. Apart 
from economic relations, the European Union has started to focus on other 
important topics of bilateral relations, such as financial reform, the rule of law, 
transition to an open society, legal and administrative reform, the environ-
ment, energy, and regional inequality.39 

Sino-EU relations are also related to the EU’s strategy towards Asia.40 Ac-
cordingly, the European Union emphasizes various objectives in Asia such as: 
“to improve the European economic presence in Asia; to contribute to stability 
in Asia by promoting international cooperation; to support the development 
of the poorer and lesser developed regions in Asia; and to contribute to the 
consolidation of democracy, the rule of law and human rights.”41 Moreover, 
for the European Union China is one of the most important countries in Asia 
due to its impact on political, economic, and social issues. us, the European 
Union has had to adjust its foreign policy objectives towards China. 

§ .  China and Regional Order in East Asia 

e primary objective of China’s foreign policy is to protect its national inter-
ests in its immediate region. is includes such matters as the Taiwan ques-
tion, Sino-Japanese relations, the South and East China Sea disputes, and the 
issue of North Korea. Among these, Sino-Japanese relations are the most sig-
nificant and problematic issue—for both China and Japan. 
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ere are multiple problems between Japan and China: atrocities commit-
ted by Japan during World War II,42 territorial disputes over the Senkaku/Di-
ayu islands, exclusive economic zones in the East China Sea, and rising na-
tionalism in both countries.43 In addition, the rise of China has also impacted 
Sino-Japanese relations. Since the s, Japan has implemented a balancing 
strategy against China by drawing on US support in conflicts. Although the 
United States has provided a security umbrella for both Japan and South Ko-
rea, Japan still feels insecure due to the political and economic atmosphere of 
its immediate region. For example, aer China’s demands over disputed ter-
ritory in the East China Sea, Japan started to discuss adjustments to its pacifist 
constitution.44 Japanese fear of the rise of China has accelerated its perception 
of security threats against regional order. In response, China is trying to satisfy 
both Japan and the United States by emphasizing peaceful negotiations in dis-
putes among regional actors. However, China’s policies with respect to both 
the East and South China Seas increase fear among neighboring countries. 
Actually, economic relations between Japan and China have deepened in the 
last two decades. is has created a situation of mutual interdependence, 
though both sides continue to have number of problems in their bilateral re-
lations. Nationalism and other domestic political concerns have prevented the 
further improvement of bilateral relations between the two countries.45 

e Korean issue and North Korean nuclear crisis were other crucial po-
litical crises that increased regional and global concerns during the first dec-
ade of the twenty-first century. On this matter, the historical legacy of the Ko-
rean War (-) has a significant impact on Chinese domestic and foreign 
policy. e ideological similarity between China and the Democratic People’s 
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Republic of Korea (DPRK) means that these countries have enjoyed strong 
relations since . Beyond China’s economic support of the DPRK, a num-
ber of factors—including ideology, the regional balance of power, and global 
concerns—have had a direct impact on China’s policy-making.46 China’s close 
relations with the DPRK have caused friction with Japan, South Korea, and 
the United States. However, with respect to the North Korean nuclear crisis, 
China was seen as a balancer in the eyes of these powers. At the six-party talks 
on the issue, for example, China was the only actor capable of influencing 
North Korean policy-making.47 Actually, China is opposed to North Korea’s 
aggressive nuclear policies. But, in a similar fashion to its stance on the Iranian 
nuclear crisis, China’s official stance has been to continue to support North 
Korea’s development of nuclear energy for peaceful means. 

e Taiwan question, however, is not only a problem between China and 
Taiwan but also between China and the United States because the latter has 
provided a security umbrella for Taiwan since the Taiwan Relations Act of 
.48 ere are several reasons for the Taiwan problem: historical claims of 
both sides about representation of the mainland; social, economic, and cul-
tural differences between the two societies; Taiwan’s earlier industrialization 
and modernization; the fear of Chinese military intervention in Taiwan; US 
arms sales to Taiwan; and regional balances of power.49 us, in the short term 
it is not possible to reach a solution between the disputing sides on the Taiwan 
question. In , both sides are still in the same position. 
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§ .  Literature Review 

China’s cross-regional policies have grown gradually more sophisticated since 
the s. Like China’s relations with Latin American and African countries, 
relations between China and Middle Eastern countries have improved during 
the period -. ere were few academic publications on China-Middle 
East relations in China before the s. Zhu Li, an early contributor to studies 
on China and the Middle East, mentions only a few publications and institu-
tions focusing on Middle East studies in China in .50 But since , there 
has been an increase in academic publications on China and the Middle East. 
Indeed, Sun Degang’s comprehensive analysis of studies on China and the 
Middle East shows that serious academic publications and institutions focus-
ing on the field blossomed dramatically in .51 

Sun Degang states that aer the establishment of the PRC in , Chinese 
studies on China and the Middle East have undergone three stages: beginnings 
(-), growth (-), and acceleration (-). According to 
this development spectrum, Chinese-Middle East studies in the first three 
decades were influenced by the ideology and political pressures of the Cold 
War. In this period there were no serious academic studies on the Middle East 
except for some cultural studies such as translations of Arabic poems and the 
Quran. Since the opening-up reforms in , however, economic develop-
ment and modernization have been top priorities for China. China valued 
study of Middle Eastern countries to learn the experience of the region on 
economic development.52 However, it has only been since the s that Mid-
dle East Studies has institutionalized as a field in China—with the founding, 
for example, of the West Asia and Africa Institute at the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences, the World History Research Institute of Inner Mongolia Uni-
versity for the Nationalities, the Middle East Studies Institute of Shanghai 
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International Studies University, the School of International Relations of Yun-
nan University, and the Middle East Studies Center of Beijing University. It is 
important to note that Chinese scholars have paid special attention to the 
study of Arabic, Hebrew, Persian, and Turkish in these institutions.53 

As a consequence of political uncertainties during the Cultural Revolution 
(-), domestic political concerns dominated Middle East Studies in 
China in the early period (-).54 us, until the s, there were few 
publications specifically on China and the Middle East in the Chinese litera-
ture. By the following decade, however, China’s improving relations with the 
Middle East began to draw the attention of Chinese scholars. Wang Bo’s book 
e Relations between the Middle East and the Big Power [Zhongdong yu Daguo 
Guanxi] is one of the earliest studies analyzing the role of great powers in such 
areas and issues as post war Iraq, the Iran nuclear crisis, democratization, and 
Islam and terrorism.55 In similar fashion, Zhu Xiaoli analyzes the Middle East 
from an international strategic perspective by focusing on great powers, in-
cluding Japan, in her book e Middle East in the Perspective of International 
Strategy [Guoji Zhanlue Shiyezhong de Zhongdong]. 56  Another Chinese 
scholar, Li Yi, specifically focuses on security issues in the Gulf region in her 
book e Security Situation in the Arab Gulf and China’s Strategic Choices 
[Haiwan Anquan Jushi yu Zhongguo de Zhanlüe Xuanze], in which she dis-
cusses the political, economic, and cultural aspects of China’s strategic choices 
in the Gulf region.57 

Apart from general, comprehensive analyses of Chinese-Middle Eastern 
relations, Chinese scholars have also written on energy-related issues, terror-
ism, and cultural issues. For example, Ma Lirong’s two significant books 
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contribute to the literature by focusing on the cultural aspects of relations be-
tween China and the Middle East. Ma Lirong specifically analyzes orientalist 
discourse in Western academic literature on the Arabs and Islam.58  While 
Qian Xuewen’s book A Study of Terrorism in the Middle East [Zhongdong 
Kongbu Zhuyi Yanjiu] analyzes the historical and contemporary roots of ter-
rorism in the Middle East,59  and Tang Zhichao specifically focuses on the 
Kurdish issue in four countries: Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran.60 It is important 
to note that the Chinese literature gradually started engaging in more detailed 
discussions of the Middle East aer . In addition to China’s growing re-
lations with energy-rich countries in the Middle East, dramatic changes in the 
region, such as the Arab Spring, also triggered more detailed publications on 
China and the Middle East.61 

ere was also an increasing literature outside of China about China and 
the Middle East relations especially aer the opening-up reforms in . For 
example, a few publications in those years warn that China’s foreign policy 
might become more active in Muslim Central Asia than in the Middle East.62 
In addition, early academic discussions of China and the Middle East started 
appearing just before the Sino-American rapprochement in . For example, 
Nigel Disney’s early analysis of China’s Middle East policies clearly demon-
strates the transformation of ideologically-oriented Chinese foreign policy.63 
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As a response to Nigel’s argument, Rene eberge claimes that China still im-
plementing a revolutionary foreign policy and that the CCP and the “eory 
of ree World” still existed in China even aer the death of Mao Zedong.64 

Another important feature of the early literature on China and the Middle 
East outside of China concerned the role of Arab countries in China’s foreign 
policy in the Middle East.65 e literature tends to attribute more importance 
to Arab countries.66 However, China’s recognition of Israel in , the end of 
Iran-Iraq War in , and Turkey’s post-Cold War foreign policy activism 
have paved the way for the study of non-Arab countries in the Middle East. 

Before the s, there were few books and articles on the Middle East 
outside of China. One of the earliest, comprehensive books on China and the 
Middle East is Yitzhak Shichor’s e Middle East in China’s Foreign Policy, 
-, which was published in . Although Shichor broadly analyzes 
China’s political, economic, and military relations, his comments and analyses 
were heavily influenced by Cold War political thought, which separated the 
world into the camps of the Unites States and the Soviet Union.67 Another cru-
cial book was published in  by Hashim Behbehani: China's Foreign Policy 
in the Arab World, -: ree Case Studies. In this book, Behbehani 
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specifically focuses on China’s foreign policy behavior in Palestine, Oman, 
and Kuwait.68 

At the beginning of the post-Cold War period, with China’s burgeoning 
economic and diplomatic activities in the Middle East, two new books con-
tributed to the body of literature on China and the Middle East. In , John 
Calabrese analyzed China’s increasing role in the Middle East by examining 
the period - in his book China's Changing Relations with the Middle 
East.69 e other book was Lillian Craig Harris’s China Considers the Middle 
East, which contributed to the field with its account of the long history of re-
lations between China and the Middle East.70 

During the active pragmatist foreign policy period that commenced aer 
, China specialists outside of China published sophisticated and specific 
books. In , John Garver’s book China and Iran: Ancient Partners in a Post-
imperial World filled a significant gap in the literature on China and Middle 
East relations. Garver’s book covers Sino-Iranian relations, emphasizing both 
historical and contemporary connections. Garver’s systematic research on 
Chinese and English literature provides new sources on critical matters, such 
as Iran’s nuclear crisis.71 More recently, Garver and Alterman’s book e Vital 
Triangle: China, the US and the Middle East clearly demonstrates that energy 
is the common interest of the United States, China, and the Middle East.72 
Meanwhile, Ben Simpfendorfer’s book e New Silk Road: How a Rising Arab 
World is Turning Away from the West and Rediscovering China analyzes the 
rise of China from the perspective of the Arab world. According to him, “the 
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importance of China to the Arab world extends beyond oil and the creation of 
wealth.”73 

Further, Hannah Carter and Anoushiravan Ehteshami’s e Middle East’s 
Relations with Asia and Russia comprehensively analyzes Asian geostrategic 
realities and their impact on the Middle East, focusing on country studies of 
Russia, China, and Central and Southeast Asian countries.74 In addition, Geof-
frey Kemp’s book e East Moves West: India, China, and Asia’s Growing Pres-
ence in the Middle East also fills a significant gap in the literature of Asia and 
the Middle East by specifically focusing on the relations of India, China, Japan, 
and South Korea with the Middle East.75 e World Bank’s comprehensive re-
port Strengthening China’s and India’s Trade and Investment Ties to the Middle 
East and North Africa takes China and India’s trade and investment relations 
into consideration. Although this report was published in , the statistical 
data on which it was based was drawn from the period -.76 Bryce 
Wakefield and Susan L. Levenstein’s edited volume China and the Persian 
Gulf: Implications for the United States addresses the economic implications of 
China’s involvement in the Middle East.77 Following Behbehani, Shichor, Cal-
abrese, and Harris’s contributions to the analysis of relations between China 
and the Middle East, Muhamad Olimat’s China and the Middle East: From Silk 
Road to Arab Spring has filled important gaps in the history of China’s Middle 
East relations. In his book, Olimat offers the latest statistics and developments 
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in political, economic, and military relations between China and Middle East-
ern countries.78 

During the period -, academic journals, research institutions, 
think tanks, and popular magazines around the world have also started to de-
vote more space to China-related issues. is dissertation classifies this litera-
ture on China and Middle East relations in the period between  and . 
China’s increasing role in the region triggered the question of a hegemonic 
struggle over energy resources among the great powers. As discussed in detail 
in the following chapters, Sino-US competition was the main subject of this 
literature. According to James Chen, China’s growing influence in the Middle 
East will negatively affect US capabilities in the region.79 According to Yetiv 
and Lu, China’s growing economic and military relations, especially in the 
Persian Gulf, could instigate a serious conflict between the United States and 
China.80 Blumenthal is also pessimistic about China’s presence in the region 
and accuses China of providing arms to regional countries in return for help 
meeting its energy needs.81  In addition, another pessimist perspective sees 
China’s role in military and arms supply as a disruptive factor in the region.82 

Contrary to pessimist arguments about China’s presence in the Middle 
East, some argue that China is not seeking a confrontation with the United 
States in the Middle East,83 but that China is a power broker in the region. 
According to Ma Haiyun, for example, China’s close relations with the United 
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States and Israel may alienate Muslim people in the Middle East.84 For Shichor, 
China has used Middle East relations as a “rehabilitation” strategy aer the 
Tiananmen Square massacre in . China’s role in Gulf crisis has proved 
that China tried a balancing strategy toward the US isolation strategy against 
China by seriously criticizing Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in .85 

China’s economic relations have also been an important focus in the liter-
ature. According to some views, China cannot become the only actor in the 
Middle East since US economic presence is very strong in the region.86 Pan 
Guang suggests that although China has tried to diversify its energy resources, 
its dependence on Middle Eastern energy resources would not come to an end 
in the short term, thus directly affecting China’s active foreign policy in the 
region. He also describes China’s role in the region as that of a diplomatic 
mediator.87 Jin Liangxiang also supposes that China’s energy needs have urged 
it to pursue an active foreign policy in the Middle East.88 Leverett and Bader’s 
article on Sino-US competition over energy resources in the Middle East sug-
gests that China’s growing influence in the region could cause a conflict be-
tween the two countries.89 However, according to the optimist perspective of 
Olimat, China does not intend to challenge the US presence in the region but 
merely to engage with energy-rich countries in the Middle East.90 

Beyond these economic and energy issues, China’s involvement in the 
Middle East—and especially its political involvement—has been analyzed by 
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different scholars. Tom Pemper-Finn claims that there are other reasons be-
side oil and energy needs for China to get involved in the Middle East—Xin-
jiang, Iran’s nuclear crisis, and providing security for the Gulf of Aden among 
them.91 us, China’s military involvement in the Middle East has come to the 
fore in the discussion of China’s role in the region. is dissertation shares the 
view that not only economics but also China’s national security concerns play 
a crucial role in China’s foreign policy.92 

§ .  Research Question, Objectives, and Methodology 

e dissertation analyzes China’s cross-regional foreign policy within the 
framework of debates on the rise of China in the international relations liter-
ature by focusing on non-Arab countries in the Middle East. e research 
question is how the rise of China has influenced China’s foreign policy behav-
iors towards non-Arab countries in the Middle East in the period -. 
e dissertation answers the research question by analyzing international cri-
ses in the Middle East such as the Iran nuclear crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict, and the Cyprus question. 

Although China’s geography and population demonstrate that it is no or-
dinary power in the international system, IR literature did not define China as 
a great power until the s. But since then, China’s unprecedented eco-
nomic growth has gradually affected not only its own regional order, but also 
the international political and economic orders. us, this dissertation ana-
lyzes contemporary Chinese political, economic, and military advancements 
and their effects on its foreign policy behaviors. 

e dissertation uses several resources to examine China’s foreign policy 
towards non-Arab countries in the Middle East between  and . Since 
the research subject concerns contemporary history, the primary sources of 
the dissertation are not archival documents. Rather, it draws on daily newspa-
pers published in Chinese, Turkish, and English, official United Nations 
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documents such as resolutions and meeting reports, and official statements of 
the respective countries. However, the dissertation relies mainly on secondary 
sources to analyze the research question. It was critical to assess Chinese 
sources to understand both official and academic perspectives. For example, 
e Journal of West Asia and Africa (Xiya Feizhou), Arab World Studies (Alabo 
Shijie), and Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) are the most 
important journals presenting the views of Chinese academics vis-à-vis 
China’s relations with the Middle East. Beijing Review was another important 
resource providing detailed information on China’s diplomatic positions to-
wards Middle Eastern countries. In addition, fieldwork carried out by the au-
thor in both Beijing and Shanghai directly contributes to the findings of the 
dissertation. 

Aer an initial stage of research and fieldwork, it became apparent that the 
subject of China’s relations with the Middle East is not only an emerging re-
search subject among non-Chinese IR scholars, but a key interest of Chinese 
scholars, as well. Similar to the English-language literature, the lack of specific 
case studies and research subjects is one of the important drawbacks of Chi-
nese-language literature. us, this dissertation focuses on specific cases (non-
Arab countries in the Middle East) and research subjects (three international 
crises, namely the Iran nuclear crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and the 
Cyprus question). A specific historical period was defined to limit the discus-
sion of the dissertation’s research question. 

Due to methodological preference of the dissertation, it did not broadly 
examine Uyghur issue in terms of Chinese foreign policy towards the Middle 
East. e dissertation just focused on case studies which has relatively less in-
fluence to China’s domestic politics. In addition, China is not directly part of 
any international crisis which are examined in the dissertation. Only excep-
tion to that is P+ which established in  to negotiate Iran’s nuclear crisis. 

ere are number of reasons for choosing a contemporary period to ex-
amine the question of this dissertation. First,  was critical in the history 
of international relations and significantly affected global politics. e / ter-
rorist attacks on the United States changed US national security strategies. e 
US-led international order, which started aer the Cold War, turned chaotic 
through its unilateral military intervention in Iraq in . As discussed in 
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detail in the ensuing chapters, these unilateral actions by the US negatively 
affected China’s improving relations with energy-rich Middle Eastern coun-
tries such as Iraq and Iran. 

Meanwhile, China became a member of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) in  aer a fieen-year negotiation process. China’s membership 
in the WTO paved the way for another critical development in the history of 
international relations by increasing China’s involvement in economic rela-
tions around the world. China’s overall bilateral trade volume with Middle 
Eastern countries increased to unprecedented levels between  and . 
e export-oriented Chinese economic development model triggered serious 
global and regional changes all around the world. 

e year  was chosen because of regional political developments in the 
Middle East. e Arab Spring affected almost all political, economic, and mil-
itary discussions in the Middle East. NATO intervention in Libya caused a 
dramatic turn in the diplomatic positions of Russia and China during the Arab 
Spring.93 China’s involvement in the Middle East in the aermath of the Arab 
Spring must be evaluated using new theoretical frameworks and conceptuali-
zations since China’s active pragmatist foreign policies neither prevent con-
flict nor provide a stable regional order in the Middle East. 

is dissertation provides new concepts for understanding the transfor-
mation of China’s foreign policy towards non-Arab countries in the Middle 
East. For example, while the “non-Arab” conceptualization provides a new 
understanding of China’s traditional Middle Eastern foreign policies, the con-
cept of active pragmatism explains how China’s foreign policies are evolving 
in the Middle East. Pragmatist foreign policy, which is generally attributed to 
China’s resource-oriented objectives, is not a static concept. China’s pragma-
tist policies actually started with the increase of its energy needs in the s. 
During the first decade of the twenty-first century, this pragmatism continued 
with active Chinese foreign policy involvement in resource-rich regions such 
as Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. 

                                                       
 93 Mordechai Chaziza, “e Arab Spring: Implications for Chinese Policy,” Middle East Review 

of International Affairs,  (): . 
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Pragmatism and active pragmatism are the central concepts for defining 
China’s involvement in the Middle East, especially in the last two decades. e 
s were the initiation of China’s opening to the global economy since it 
became an oil-importer for the first time in . e lack of necessary re-
sources for economic development created a rupture in Chinese foreign pol-
icy. is led to a pragmatism that directly affects China’s overall national in-
terests regardless of the ideological and political conditions of Middle Eastern 
countries. China’s foreign-policy priorities varied according to its efforts to 
secure resources and market access that it views as vital to its development. 

During the active pragmatist period between  and , China placed 
more importance on both institutional and diplomatic tools. While Confucius 
institutes, economic cooperation forums, business associations, Chinese en-
voys, and the establishment of China-related associations in Middle Eastern 
countries demonstrate China’s rising institutional power, the increase in visits 
of Chinese officials to Middle Eastern countries demonstrate China’s rising 
diplomatic involvement in the region. Since the dissertation focuses on the 
period -, it does not analyze the post- period, though active prag-
matism is still in effect full in Chinese foreign policy towards the Middle East. 

China’s foreign policy behaviors, objectives, and intentions differ from 
one sub-region to another. For example, China’s foreign policy behaviors 
change according to its national interests and priorities in the Gulf region, 
Arabian Peninsula, the Levant, and the Mediterranean region. is disserta-
tion, however, focuses on non-Arab countries that have the capacity to influ-
ence different sub-regions in the Middle East. For example, Iran has been cho-
sen to understand China’s broader strategic interests in the Gulf region. While 
Israel is a crucial actor in the Arabian Peninsula and the Levant, Turkey is one 
of the significant actors in both the Mediterranean region and the Levant. 
erefore, the questions of how China’s foreign policy has transformed and 
what specific factors urged China to implement more active foreign policies 
in the Middle East are answered on the basis of case studies in Iran, Israel, and 
Turkey. 

Another reason for the non-Arab classification is related to these coun-
tries’ capabilities to affect their regional orders. Beyond non-Arab countries’ 
own crises, such as the Iranian nuclear crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, 
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and the Cyprus question, they are also involved in other crises in the Middle 
East. Turkey is one of the most stable, democratic countries in the region. In 
addition to its geostrategic location, as a NATO member it has the potential 
to influence the foreign policies of both regional and global powers. Iran’s sec-
tarian politics and energy resources make it one of the most strategic countries 
in the region. Israel’s economic superiority and modern technologies have 
strengthened its deterrence capabilities in the region. Israel is also the most 
important US ally in the Middle East, a fact which has the potential to change 
the regional balance of power. 

Non-Arab countries and their roles in other conflicts have the capacity to 
change the political structure of the region. In addition, the basic problems of 
and conflicts in the Middle East are related to non-Arab countries’ foreign 
policy objectives and their competition for power. Turkey, Iran, and Israel are 
generally more stable and powerful than Arab countries. Turkey, Iran, and Is-
rael’s role in any given conflict could easily change the direction of that con-
flict. Although national power capacities of each non-Arab country differ 
from each other, their power dynamics can be defined as “game changers” in 
terms of the regional balance of power. 

Most importantly, to understand China’s Middle East policies as a “cross-
regional foreign policy” issue it is necessary to offer a geopolitical analysis. 
Among the great powers in the Middle East, China is the farthest from the 
Middle East itself. Even though this distance has a negative effect on bilateral 
relations, China has tried to overcome this by finding alternative ways to reach 
the Middle East such as energy and economic interdependence. e Middle 
East can easily be divided into three geographical regions: the Arabian Penin-
sula in the south, the Gulf in the east, and the Levant in the northwest. China 
can be more influential in these geographical locations by improving relations 
with non-Arab countries. Non-Arab countries are key actors in these loca-
tions. e political, economic, and social effects of all these conceptualizations 
are analyzed in the case studies to show the significance of China’s Middle 
East policy in the terms of a non-Arab perspective. 
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§ .  Structure of the Dissertation 

e dissertation is divided into seven chapters, including the introduction and 
conclusion. e second chapter focuses on the theoretical assumptions of the 
dissertation, and the third provides a general overview of China’s Middle East 
policy in the period -. Aer that, three case studies are analyzed in 
three chapters, respectively addressing the Iranian nuclear crisis, the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict, and the Cyprus question. 

e first chapter of the dissertation begins by broadly outlining China’s 
international relations with a focus on great power politics and China’s rela-
tions with its immediate neighbors. e following section, offers a review of 
the literature on China and the Middle East; with special attention on the gaps 
in and drawbacks of the current literature. Aer that, the research question, 
research subjects, and objectives of the dissertation are discussed. 

e second chapter is the theoretical grounding of the dissertation. It dis-
cusses debates on the rise of China and power transition in the framework of 
two mainstream IR theories, realism and idealism. Although there are number 
of theoretical discussions on the rise of China, particularly pessimist and op-
timist arguments have been chosen to limit the framework of the theoretical 
discussion. Since the s, debates on the rise of China and power transition 
have resulted in an enormous body of literature, including books, academic 
articles, think-tank reports, short essays, and commentaries in daily newspa-
pers. erefore, my discussion only focuses on the political, economic, and 
military aspects of the rise of China and excludes cultural, religious, and social 
aspects. In the last part of the theoretical chapter, the four main arguments of 
the dissertation are discussed within the framework of China’s foreign policy 
towards non-Arab countries in the Middle East. 

e third chapter of the dissertation is divided into three and focuses on 
China’s Middle East policy. e first part analyzes the historical background 
of China’s Middle East policies by dividing it into four different periods: ide-
ologically-oriented foreign policy (-), the quest for an independent 
foreign policy (-), pragmatist foreign policy (-), and active 
pragmatist foreign policy (- present). e second part of the chapter ana-
lyzes the active pragmatist foreign policy period and proves China’s activism 
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by focusing on three main drivers of China’s foreign policy: political, eco-
nomic, and military considerations. e last part of the chapter offers a stra-
tegic assessment of China’s Middle East policies on the basis of the country’s 
domestic, regional, and global concerns. 

e fourth, fih, and sixth chapters are case studies. ese explain and 
classify China’s foreign policy towards non-Arab countries in the Middle East. 
e same methodology has been implemented for each of the case studies in 
the dissertation. Each is divided into four. In the first part, the international 
crisis (the Iranian nuclear crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and the Cy-
prus question, respectively) is defined to understand the main reasons for the 
conflict, the intentions of the conflicting sides, and new developments in the 
period -. In the second part, China’s relations with non-Arab coun-
tries (namely Iran, Israel, and Turkey) are analyzed to show the national inter-
ests of China in the political, economic, and military fields. In the third part, 
China’s political and diplomatic position is analyzed in relation to the inter-
national crises with a specific focus on the period -. e last part of 
each case study offers a strategic assessment of China’s involvement in the in-
ternational crisis. 

In the concluding chapter of the dissertation, China’s general Middle East 
policies and the main drivers of its foreign policy towards non-Arab countries 
are briefly summarized, and the four assumptions of the dissertation are ana-
lyzed to indicate the main findings. 



 

 



 
China’s Rise and Power Transition Debates: Changing 
Power Dynamics at the Turn of the Century 

hina’s rise and power transition debates in the international relations 
(IR) literature intensified in the s, a period that marked the begin-

ning of China’s economic development and integration into global politics.1 
As soon as the Cold War ended, debates began about the hegemonic status of 
the United States in the international system and new, potential challengers to 
US hegemony. 

As is defined by China expert omas J. Christensen, the main discussion 
on China’s rise is between “optimistic” and “pessimistic” perspectives which 
are generally attributed to realist and idealist theories.2 While the basic char-
acteristics of mainstream realist arguments about China’s rise are pessimistic, 
idealist arguments are optimistic and emphasize the peaceful integration of 
China into the international system. In terms of theoretical discussions, the 
realist and idealist IR perspectives created two main arguments on the rise of 
China and power transition debates. According to the first assumption, 
China’s rise is a threat to the current international order.3 Contrary to the first 

                                                       
 1 Denny Roy, “e China reat Issue: Main Arguments,” Asian Survey  (): . 
 2 omas J. Christensen, e China Challenge (New York: W.W. Norton, ), . 
 3 Charles Krauthammer, “Why We Must Contain China,” Time, July , , p. .; Robert Ka-

gan, “e Illusion of ‘Managing’ China,” Washington Post, May , .; Joseph Nye, “e 
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assumption, optimists argue that the rise of China is not a threat but rather an 
opportunity for the current international order to establish a peaceful, inte-
grated system of global governance.4 However, two decades aer the start of 
China’s rise, IR scholars began to discuss a third alternative arguing that nei-
ther the threat nor peaceful engagement assumptions have enough evidence 
to prove their arguments. In fact, China neither challenges the current inter-
national status quo nor fully integrates into international political and eco-
nomic institutions and global norms.5 e theoretical assumptions of this dis-
sertation are close to this last argument. China’s rise is a process we are still 
trying to understand since it continues to affect both China’s domestic and 
foreign policies. China’s rise has produced no concrete policies that changed 
its own internal dynamics, the balance of power in its region, or the current 
international order. China’s rise continues to affect its overall policies, includ-
ing foreign relations. e last part of this chapter focuses on one aspect of 
this—namely, China’s Middle East policy. All other theoretical perspectives, 
such as those of constructivists and globalists, have adjusted their arguments 
according to these mainstream debates between pessimists and optimists.6 

                                                       
Challenge of China,” in Stephen Van Evera, ed., How to Make America Safe: New Policies for 
National Security (Cambridge, Mass.: Tobin Project, ): -.; Richard Bernstein and 
Ross Munro, “e Coming Conflict with America,” Foreign Affairs,  (March/April ): 
-; John Mearsheimer, e Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, ) 

 4 Ian Alastair Johnston, “Is China a Status Quo Power?” International Security,  (Spring ): 
-; Michael O'Hanlon, “Why China Cannot Conquer Taiwan,” International Security,  
(Fall ): -; Joseph Fewsmith, “e Political and Social Implications of China s Acces-
sion to the WTO,” China Quarterly  (September ): -; Yongjin Zhang, “Recon-
sidering the Economic Internationalization of China: Implications of the WTO Membership,” 
Journal of Contemporary China  (): -; Zheng Bijan, “China's Peaceful Rise to 
Great-Power Status,” Foreign Affairs  (): - 

 5 Alastair Iain Johnston, “Is China a Status Quo Power?,” International Security  (); John 
G. Ikenberry, “e Rise of China and the Future of the West: Can the Liberal System Survive?” 
Foreign Affairs  (); Steve Chan, Looking for Balance: China, the United States, and Power 
Balancing in East Asia (Standford, California: Standford University Press, ). 

 6 While constructivists emphasize the historical, social, and cultural aspects of China’s rise, 
globalists generally focus on global inequalities and capitalist accumulation of power. For de-
tailed discussions see Peter J. Katzenstein, Sinicization and the Rise of China: Civilizational 
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e main theoretical problem is not China’s economic growth, but the ef-
fects of this growth on its relations with other countries and international in-
stitutions. However, for pessimists, the most important problem is China’s in-
creasing military budget, the growth of which has paralleled that of its 
economy. Although China lags behind the United States in many areas, such 
as per capita income, technological advancement, and aging population, the 
long-term trends suggest that China’s uninterrupted economic rise has not 
been confronted with any serious obstacle so far. 

China’s rise debates have generally centered on issues related to Asia Pa-
cific and the United States.7 Although China’s cross-regional foreign policies 
had been ignored in the literature of international relations, they started to be 
studied aer the Cold War. Actually, China’s energy needs and its search for 
alternative markets for its wealth of export products forced it to expand its 
influence all over the world, especially aer becoming a member of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) in . us, China’s cross-regional foreign pol-
icies in such areas as Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East became a 
crucial part of China’s rise debates during the period -. 

In the first part of the chapter, two mainstream approaches in the IR liter-
ature – idealism and realism – are discussed to show the basic arguments in-
volved in debates over China’s rise. e political, economic, and military di-
mensions of the rise of China will be broadly analyzed. In the second part of 
the chapter, all these theoretical discussions will be evaluated in terms of 
China’s Middle East policies toward the non-Arab countries of Iran, Israel, 
and Turkey between  and . 

China and its prospective status in the international order is not a new 
discussion in the history of international relations. As cited by Kaplan in“e 
Geography of Chinese Power,” Alfred Mackinder supposed in  that China 
had the potential to become a great land and sea power in the Eastern 

                                                       
Processes beyond East and West (London and New York: Routledge, ); Yaqing Qin, “Inter-
national Society as a Process: Institutions, Identities, and China’s Peaceful Rise,” e Chinese 
Journal of International Politics  (): –.  

 7 Gill Bates, Rising Star: China's New Security Diplomacy (Washington D.C.: e Brookings In-
stitutions, ), ix. 
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Hemisphere. According to him, as paralleled the rise of US hegemony in the 
Western Hemisphere, China’s rise as a great power could only be a threat to 
US global hegemony in the future.8 

e chaotic political and economic atmosphere of the interwar period de-
creased China’s ability to become a leading power in the Eastern Hemisphere. 
However, the victory of the communists over the nationalists in the Chinese 
civil war in  accelerated the process of China’s becoming a regional and 
global power. Even though China lacked the capacity to become a great power 
at that time, the Cold War’s bipolar international system created an advantage 
for China. Aer the short period in which it practiced a “leaning to one side” 
strategy,9 China began to implement its own strategy independent of that of 
the Soviets. China’s “third world” strategy proposed that neither American 
nor Soviet imperialism could provide peace in the international system. Under 
the controversial political and economic discussions of the Cold War, China’s 
alternate discourse did not produce a “third block” in the international sys-
tem, but it did resonate in some countries that already had great disputes 
among leist factions.10 

e most concrete example showing China’s power capabilities was its 
successful nuclear tests in .11 Aer the nuclear tests, China began to be 
labeled with such terms as the “sleeping dragon,” “potential superpower,” and 
“leader of the third world” during the Cold War.12 

                                                       
 8 Robert D. Kaplan, “e Geography of Chinese Power: How Far Can Beijing Reach on Land 

and at Sea?,” Foreign Affairs ():. 
 9 Zedong Mao, “On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship,” in Commemoration of the Twenty-

eighth Anniversary of the Communist Party of China, June , , accessed January , 
, https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-
/mswv_.htm  

 10 Çağdaş Üngör, “Türkiye Solunda Çin Etkisi: Proleter Devrimci Aydınlık Hareketi Üzerine Bir 
Değerlendirme (-),” in Türkiye'de Çin'i Düşünmek: Ekonomik, Siyasi ve Kültürel 
İlişkilere Yeni Yaklaşımlar ed. Selçuk Esenbel et al. (İstanbul: Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Yayınevi, 
), . 

 11 Leo Yueh-yun Liu, China as a Nuclear Power in World Politics (New York: Taplinger Pub. Co, 
): . 

 12 Samuel S. Kim, “China's Path to Great Power Status in the Globalization,” Asian Perspective 
():. 
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Similar to the rise of China is the case of Japan, whose rise was also broadly 
discussed in the IR literature during the period of Japanese economic devel-
opment in s. Japan’s success in the production and invention of new types 
of computers and communication technologies was seen as a “third industrial 
revolution,” succeeding the English industrial revolution and the American 
assembly-line revolution implicated by Henry Ford.13 ese similarities reveal 
that debates about China’s rise are not unique in the history of IR. 

In the history of IR theory, the definition of states’ power (debates over 
China’s rise) and their international status (power transition) are both signif-
icant. On the side of realism, Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Waltz were cen-
tral figures whose assumptions on IR theory shaped future discussions of the 
realist school. Although classical realism was influential among realist schol-
ars of IR of until the s, Waltz’s famous book e eory of International 
Politics, first published in , has since dominated realist schools of IR with 
its structural realist arguments.14 According to mainstream structural realist 
assumptions from Waltz onward, the international system is hierarchic and 
anarchical.15 As its main actors, states struggle to survive in a self-help system 
in which there is no higher authority to provide them a secure environment 
in the international system. Under these circumstances, states generally adjust 
their stance according to their readings of power relations in the international 
system. us, the nature of the international order—unipolar, bipolar, or mul-
tipolar—pushes states to establish new relations according to their power ca-
pabilities. In this international system, structure determines the behavior of 
states. Although mainstream realist schools may allow for other determinants 
of state behavior, their view of the basic characteristics of international politics 

                                                       
 13 Willian Horsley and Roger Buckley, Nippon: New Super Power Japan since  (London: BBC 

Books, ), . 
 14 Tim Dunne and Brian C. Schmidt, “Realism” in e Globalization of World Politics: An Intro-

duction to International Relations ed. John Baylis et al. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
), . 

 15 For a detailed discussion on structural realism, see: Jonathan Kirshner, “e tragedy of offen-
sive realism: Classical realism and the rise of China,” European Journal of International Rela-
tions  ():. 
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retains this general shape.16 e main characteristic of realism is a “pessimis-
tic” outlook that claims that states’ endless desire to increase their own power 
could easily end with catastrophic wars such as World War I and II. 

On the other hand, idealism offered an alternative reading of international 
relations. Again to the transformation from classical to structural realism, ide-
alism has transformed from the liberal idealism of the inter war period to lib-
eral institutionalism, which has been the dominant idealist IR theory in the 
post war period.17 Contrary to realism’s pessimistic and conflict-oriented as-
sumptions, ideas and values shape international relations according to ideal-
ists. us, individual rights, freedom, and justice are the main values that must 
be protected by institutions from state violations and inter communal con-
flicts. Although there are different theoretical discussions among idealist 
scholars, values and institutions are the common characteristic of idealist IR 
theories. 

ese two grand theories of IR also dominate discussions about the rise of 
China. Pessimist approaches mostly focus on China’s malign intentions, 
which can be seen predominantly in the economic and military realms; on the 
other hand, optimists focus on China’s benign intentions and integration with 
international institutions. However, there are some arguments supported by 
both approaches with respect to the rise of China: namely that China’s rise is 
not immune from domestic problems relating to regime stability, the environ-
mental effects of economic development, and its aging population. Accord-
ingly, positive and negative assessments of the rise of China depend on a full-
fledged evaluation of China’s domestic power capabilities. 

§ .  China’s Global Status and International Politics 

China’s rising international status and the consequences of that rise have been 
the most serious dilemmas for IR theories since the establishment of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) in . At the beginning of the Cold War, 
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China’s close relations with the Soviets led both the United States and the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to adopt strategies to isolate 
China. Under the ideological axes in the international system during the Cold 
War, the bipolar mentality provided China with both advantages and disad-
vantages. Aer the Korean War (-), China found an opportunity to 
consolidate its political and economic development with the help of the Soviet 
Union. Nevertheless, the political consequences of establishing a close rela-
tionship with the Soviets long isolated China from the rest of the world. 

China’s involuntary obedience to unilateral Soviet policies, especially be-
tween  and , ended with the Sino-Soviet ri—one of the most serious 
crises of the Cold War. Aer the first armed conflict between the Soviets and 
China in , the Soviets became China’s most serious enemy in the decade 
to follow.18 It is interesting to note that the Sino-US rapprochement also began 
at that time. Aer long negotiations, China was granted a place in the United 
Nations Security Council (UNSC) in .19  is was an important turning 
point in discussions of China’s rise and international status since seven years 
later, in , the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) would promulgate the 
most comprehensive reform program in the history of the PRC—the “open-
ing-up reforms” (gaige kaifang-改革开放).20 

Until China’s entry into the UNSC, classical Cold War thinking placed 
China in the communist block alongside the Soviet Union. e first serious 
pessimistic warnings about China’s prospective global power status came 
from two distinguished IR scholars at that time: A.F.K. Organski in  and 
Robert Gilpin in .21 According to them, in addition to its geography and 
population, China’s potential political and economic development could eas-
ily pave the way for a power transition in world politics. For Gilpin, the 
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emergence of a powerful China would have a destabilizing effect in contem-
porary world politics.22 

Aer ten years of opening-up reforms, the Tiananmen massacre in China 
in  and the end of the Cold War urged IR scholars to put China in a correct 
theoretical perspective in terms of the country’s rise and of power transition 
debates in international politics. Early on, Conable and Lampton argued that 
the United States and China should cooperate to integrate China into the in-
ternational political and economic system. According to their assumptions, 
the social problems and political uncertainties inherent to China’s system of 
one-party rule would seriously impede it from becoming a true challenger to 
US hegemony in East Asia.23 Moreover, Gerald Segal—a distinguished expert 
on China studies—also contributed to early discussions in his  article 
“Does China Matter?”24 According to Segal, accounts of China’s rise were ex-
aggerated. According to him, China was instead a “merely middle power” with 
serious domestic political and economic problems.25 

Segal and Lampton’s reading of the issue of China’s rise are but two of a 
number of perspectives among IR scholars. e most comprehensive edited 
volume on the subject, Engaging China: e Management of an Emerging 
Power was published in . Although it was an early book on China’s emerg-
ing power capabilities, it caused a significant divergence among IR scholars on 
the matter of “engagement vs. containment” strategies. e book itself favored 
the former. According to idealist assumptions, China would engage with the 
international system through international institutions, norms, and rules.26 
However, this engagement and integration would not be easy for the United 
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States or other countries in the international system, since China was but one 
of a number of rising powers.27 

In terms of the political dimensions of discussions on China’s rise, two 
important questions became central to almost all theoretical discussions in the 
beginning of the first decade of the twenty-first century. While the first ques-
tion concerned China’s national power capacities, which were gradually ris-
ing, the second question was related to the effects of this power accumulation 
on the international system. Pessimist and optimist IR scholars both agreed 
that these were crucial questions, but offered completely different answers. 

According to offensive realist John Mearshimer, China will try to become 
a regional hegemon since it is impossible for any state to become a true, global 
hegemon. Although a hegemon is a powerful state dominating others, it is im-
possible to achieve a global hegemony.28  In addition, for Mearshimer, each 
state has the same drive to accumulate power. us, China will probably be-
have like the United States did when it dominated its region in the beginning 
of the twentieth century.29  However, according to him, not Europe but the 
Middle East and Central Asia would be the areas of strategic competition be-
tween the United States and China. e regional hegemonic stability of China 
and the United States depends on their ability to expand the influence beyond 
the home regions.30  ere are arguments against Mearshimer’s pessimistic 
analysis of China’s national power capabilities. Although the exact definition 
of status-quo power and revisionist power remained unsettled in the IR liter-
ature, the current international distribution of power has generally been ac-
cepted as a main criterion for IR scholars.31 Alastair Iain Johnston, in an early 
commentary on China’s rise and its effects for the international system, 
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claimed that China was not a revisionist state but rather a status-quo power 
by analyzing five indicators of status-quo power.32 

However, the most serious idealist/optimist argument came from a liberal 
institutionalist perspective claiming that China’s rise neither necessarily 
threatens the United States or the international system since it will not cause 
a hegemonic transition. According to this view, the rise of China has taken 
place within the system of current international institutions. Until now, there 
has been no concrete evidence of China’s challenge to these institutions. As 
long as China plays the game according to rules, it cannot change the interna-
tional system. us, China’s rise stands to strengthen rather than weaken in-
ternational institutions. 33  John G. Ikenberry claims that power transitions 
among great powers do not necessarily lead to war. Peaceful transitions can 
exist since norms and rules determine the future of the international system.34 

Debates over China’s rise have also resonated among Asia specialists in 
the IR literature. David Kang’s “Asian exceptionalism” has been severely crit-
icized by Amitav Acharya. According to Kang, Western, European IR theo-
ries—especially realist theories—have difficulty explaining Asia’s complex 
state structures and regional policies. For example, contrary to the balance of 
power theory, Asian countries do not implement balancing strategy against 
China but rather bandwagon together with it.35 In response, Acharya criticizes 
Kang’s Asian exceptionalism by claiming that “Asia’s future will not resemble 
its past.”36 Steve Chan, however, claims that “East Asian elites have collectively 
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pivoted to a strategy of elite legitimacy and regime survival based on economic 
performance rather than nationalism, military expansion, or ideological prop-
agation.”37 

China’s own official statements and those of Chinese scholars use an ide-
alist/optimist perspective when they criticize pessimistic perceptions of 
China’s rise in the international system. For example, in the  Bo’ao Forum 
for Asia held in the town of Bo’ao in China’s Hainan Province,38 Zheng Bijian, 
then deputy of the Central Party School, articulated for the first time that 
China’s only choice is to strive to rise (heping jueqi-和平崛起) peacefully.39 
One year later, in the  Bo’ao Forum, Hu Jintao, then President of China, 
emphasized the idea of peaceful development (heping fazhan-和平发展) ra-
ther than the notion of a “rise,” reassuring pessimists with respect to the ques-
tion of China’s rise.40 Wang Yiwei is another distinguished Chinese IR scholar 
who proposed that China is not a threat to international system since the Chi-
nese style of development (Zhongguo tese fazhan 中国特色发展) does not 
seek global hegemony, only to be powerful in its own region.41 

In the Chinese IR literature, two main approaches have been adopted to 
offer different perspectives on China’s rise and on power transitions in the 
international system. Wang Jisi’s more idealist/optimist arguments propose a 
peaceful integration with international institutions. 42  In its “march to the 
west” (xijin-西进) strategy, China’s current political and economic develop-
ment model urges it to adopt policies that open the country more fully to the 
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West. 43  On the other hand, the more revisionist IR scholar, Yan Xuetong 
claims that “the Chinese regard their rise as regaining China’s lost interna-
tional status rather than as obtaining something new.”44 Although Yan uses a 
moderate discourse to define China’s new role in the international system, he 
openly proposes a revisionist perspective that is seeking out a new status for 
China. Another Chinese account is that of Zhang Weiwei, who advocates Chi-
nese exceptionalism. According to Zhang, “from a long-term historical per-
spective, China’s rise......is not that of an ordinary country, but the rise of a 
civilizational state (wenmingxing guojia-文明型国家).”45 

All in all, from China’s own domestic political problems to international 
status discussions, debates over China’s rise and power transition still con-
tinue among IR scholars. But these vague political discussions must be sup-
ported with concrete examples of economic, military, and foreign policy anal-
ysis. In the next section, both economic and military divergences on the rise 
of China among IR scholars are discussed. 

§ .  Economic Aspects of Debates on China’s Rise 

ree decades of exponential Chinese economic growth caused another di-
vergence among IR scholars. Although US global economic supremacy still 
plays a significant role in the international political economic order, especially 
coupled with its political and military advances, uncertainties over China’s 
rise have given rise to concerns in both the United States and rest of the world 
about the future of global political and economic structures. e most im-
portant question concerns China’s unprecedented economic growth and its 
possible effects on the global economy. If China surpasses the United States to 
become the world’s largest economy, to what kinds of changes will this lead in 
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global economic institutions? Will the liberal international economic order 
continue without China’s intervention? What will happen to Western liberal 
institutions? e most serious question is how the United States and other 
countries will respond to China’s economic rise. While pessimists focus 
mostly on the potential negative effects of China’s economic rise, optimists 
instead emphasize global economic interdependence. 

China’s economic growth has been defined as a “miracle” by several dis-
tinguished economists.46 It has transformed its command economy to a mar-
ket-based one. From the s until , China’s annual gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) growth rate was approximately  percent. In addition, more than 
five hundred million people were lied out of poverty.47 In the beginning of 
the s, China’s share of total global production was around . percent, 
reaching  percent in .48 By  it had surpassed Germany and became 
the second largest country in terms of total trade volume.49 China’s total trade 
volume, in turn, reached . trillion dollars in , up from  billion in 
. Meanwhile, while China’s GDP was around  billion dollars in  at 
the beginning of the reform process, it had reached . trillion dollars by . 
In terms of GDP per capita on purchasing power parity (PPP), China’s GDP 
grew from  dollars in  to , dollars in .50 China’s global trade 
surplus reached  billion dollars in . In addition, two of the top ten banks 
in the world belong to China, and Chinese companies have entered global For-
tune  lists. China possesses the world’s second-largest highway network, 
three of the longest sea bridges, and six of the ten largest container ports in 
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the world.51  According to estimates, while GDP predictions for the United 
States and European Union through  suggests that they will decline by  
percent, the GDP of other emerging powers, including that of China, will in-
crease dramatically.52 

All these statistics and examples clearly demonstrate that China’s eco-
nomic development has already become one of the important, unique experi-
ences of the world economies. ere are three aspects of pessimist and opti-
mist assumptions with respect to China’s economic rise. Firstly, the global 
influence of China’s economic rise—including China’s role in international 
economic institutions, export-oriented trade surpluses, and foreign direct in-
vestments—directly affect the current global economic order. Secondly, other 
countries’ responses to China’s economic rise are another important aspect 
that will probably influence future discussions. Optimists and pessimists think 
differently about whether other countries believe that China’s economic rise 
will be detrimental to the current global economic order. irdly, China’s do-
mestic economic problems—in terms of its population demographics, the po-
litical structure of its system of one-party rule, corruption, and state interven-
tion—also caused divergence among IR scholars. e main subjects of this 
debate are the characteristics of the Chinese socialist market economy and 
China’s integration into Western liberal economic institutions. 

According to one view, if the speed of China’s GDP growth continues, 
China will surpass the United States in the coming years. China already be-
came the second-largest economy aer the United States in .53 ese eco-
nomic trends indicate that a power transition (power shi) is inevitable be-
tween the United States and China in the coming years. Under the current 
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Chinese political and economic structure, this power shi cannot be realized 
without conflict.54 

On the other hand, another assumption claims that GDP is not the only 
tool to measure the economic development of a country. GDP growth does 
not necessarily mean that China will also be able to establish an economic 
hegemony in the current international economic order.55 Even though China’s 
GDP growth seriously affects the United States and other countries, according 
to GDP per capita on PPP, China is far behind the United States. For instance, 
while China’s GDP per capita was around eight thousand dollars in , that 
of the United States was around forty-six thousand dollars. 56  In addition, 
China’s aging population and negative effects of economic development such 
as pollution in big cities and social security problems are other indications 
showing that China’s economy has important obstacles, as well. 

According to another important argument, China is a socialist country in 
which state-owned corporations (SOCs) are supported by the government. 
Because of that, China has serious problems with liberal economic institutions 
such as the WTO. For example, there are number of cases in which China has 
been sued by the WTO. ese examples harm both China and the global econ-
omy since they weaken the global competitiveness of China’s state-owned 
companies.57 However, China’s main concern about international economic 
institutions is not whether to be part of them but rather its limited role in their 
governance. For example, China consistently pressures other countries to in-
crease its voting rights in the International Monetary Fund (IMF). According 
to one view, if China succeeds, it can easily change rules without completely 
integrating into current liberal international institutions.58 

                                                       
 54 James Hoge, “A Global Power Shi in the Making: Is the United States Ready?,” Foreign Af-

fairs, (), (): . 
 55 Carl E. Walter and Fraser J. T. Howie, Red Capitalism: e Fragile Financial Foundation of 

China’s Extraordinary Rise (Singapore: Wiley, ), xiv. 
 56 International Monetary Fund, “World Economic Outlook Database,” September , ac-

cessed January , , http://www.imf.org/external/pubs//weo///weodata/index.aspx 
 57 Arthur R. Kroeber, China's Economy: What Everyone Needs to Know (New York: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, ), . 
 58 Ibid., . 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

As a response to this argument, it is claimed that China has joined almost 
all international economic agreements and institutions and has endured long 
negotiations to do so. For example, it took fieen years for China to become a 
WTO member. us, the rules and norms of current international institutions 
bind China not to act against the current rules and norms of the system. Since 
China has already adjusted its own institutions according to the rules of liberal 
international institutions, it has already become part of these institutions. Ac-
cording to this argument, the most serious question is whether China will play 
the game according to the rules. e unregulated structures of Chinese SOCs 
and China’s one-party rule support the idea that China will never play accord-
ing to the rules. But from  to , China’s actions created no serious crisis 
in the global economy despite unfair advantages to its SOCs such as cheap 
financing and other incentives. However, it is important to note that China is 
not a developed country but a developing one. us, for now, China is not 
actually playing the game according to the rules. But its regional and global 
integration cannot be ignored. Its regional integration probably paves the way 
for a true open-market economy in China, as well. By , for example, China 
had signed free trade agreements with thirteen countries in addition to those 
already covered by its membership in the Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN) trade network.59 is shows that China’s efforts to engage in 
trade and economic partnership with other countries are continuing to de-
velop. 

However, the trade deficit between China and other countries is another 
important matter in debates over China’s economy. China has a huge surplus 
from trade relations with other countries. is imbalance harms production 
and causes unemployment in other countries.60  With Turkey, for example, 
China has almost a  percent surplus from the total trade volume between 
the two countries. An undervalued Renminbi (RMB) and obstacles to market 
access for Chinese trade partners are the two main causes of these large 
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Chinese trade surpluses.61 With respect to the first of these, China does not 
maintain a market-based floating exchange rate but instead keeps the rate low 
by intervening in the currency market.62 According to critics, the United States 
and other countries must implement similar policies to prevent the negative 
effects of China’s currency manipulation.63 

On the other hand, such measures could cause another big problem for 
the global economy since currency wars will not solve the basic problems be-
tween China and the rest of the world in an age of global economic interde-
pendence.64  For example, China is a workforce for the world. ere are no 
concrete, alternative places for investment that are more rational than China. 
Despite trade wars, China’s economic interdependence should be supported 
by increasing its dependence on other markets such as the United States.65 

However, China’s buying of US Treasury bills—one indication of eco-
nomic interdependence—has created an important dilemma for the current 
global economy and Sino-US relations. e main concern is that China can 
easily use its immense dollar reserves to increase financial investments. In this 
way, it could potentially coerce the United States in the event of a global or 
regional political crisis.66 

Moreover, current global economic interdependence is not a one-sided 
phenomenon. If China uses its US dollar reserves as a political tool, this would 
affect its own export-oriented economic development model, as well. On the 
other hand, the large US budget deficit and inflation are important concerns 
for China, as the value of China’s dollar reserves fell significantly aer the 
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 financial crisis.67  At the time, Zhou Xiaochuan, then chief of China’s 
Central Bank, suggested that relying on one nation’s currency could be a trou-
ble for the international financial system.68 Zhou suggested establishing a new 
“super sovereign reserve currency” managed by IMF. However, according to a 
report by the Center for Strategic and International Studies, China has actually 
used the debate on the dollar’s foreign reserve status as a political tool rather 
than as an actual threat. By placing the issue of the dollar reserve in the head-
lines, China shied global attention from the RMB’s appreciation against the 
dollar.69 Currency war rhetoric also increased nationalist sentiment and con-
spiracy theories in both China and elsewhere in the global financial system.70 
us, China started to diversify its reserves and implement alternative poli-
cies, such as the internationalization of the RMB and currency-swap agree-
ments with Argentina, Belarus, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Malaysia, and South 
Korea.71 

e issue of China’s “currency manipulation” is an important debate. It is 
one of the most serious discussions between China and other countries, since 
China’s intervention in foreign exchange markets has caused negative effects 
in bilateral trade. e United States and the European Union, for example, 
have both complained to the WTO about China’s currency manipulation.72 If 
China ceased intervening in foreign exchange markets, other countries would 
stand to gain from current trade relations. 

China’s rising energy needs also affect the global energy market, as dis-
cussed in the following chapters with respect to China’s Middle East policy. 
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Not only oil and gas but rare earth minerals are the targets of China’s newly 
emerging companies, which are in the process of developing industrially and 
technologically. China became the world largest energy consumer in . For 
the first time in , China’s dependence on foreign crude oil reached . 
percent, surpassing that of the United States.73 

China, however, has also tried to satisfy other countries to increase its for-
eign direct investments (FDI). Even though, for some scholars, FDIs are an 
indication of China’s economic aggressiveness, they are also an indication of 
economic interdependence. According to Chinese statistics, its net FDI flows 
reached . billion dollars in , an increase of . percent over . How-
ever, in , approximately more than , Chinese investing companies 
established , oversea enterprises in  countries.74 While China was the 
sixth in terms of outgoing FDI flows, the United States was the leader with 
FDI flows of . billion dollars in .75 However, that same year, China’s 
top ten non-financial corporations ranked according to outgoing FDI stock 
were in the energy and logistics sectors and included China Petrochemical 
Corporation, China Ocean Shipping Company, and the Aluminum Corpora-
tion of China.76 

Although China has successfullly increased its global economic influence, 
China’s domestic problems nevertheless present serious obstacles to the con-
tinuation of its current economic growth. e fragility of China’s domestic 
economy could cause the greatest global economic depression in history. In 
addition, according to pessimists, the fragile structure of China’s domestic 
economy does not allow free capital flow or free competition among firms, 
even though China has officially been a “market-based economy” since it 
joined the WTO in .77 
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China also faces other crucial domestic problems, including an aging pop-
ulation, a lack of social security mechanisms in large cities, and unequal eco-
nomic development. Even if China becomes the number one economy in the 
world in terms of GDP, it will still need to manage income inequalities, espe-
cially between the eastern and western parts of China. In terms of the de-
mographics of China’s economic development, the country will face the loss 
of demographic advantages—young age workforce—in the coming years. Ac-
cording to statistics, “within twenty years, China will have  million pen-
sioners, causing the ratio of workers per retiree to plummet from  to  today 
to  to  by .”78 Similar to the experience in Japanese, China’s population 
will start to shrink and will probably be as old as that of Japan by  accord-
ing to one estimate.79 

On the other hand, the previous status of the US, which had gained from 
globalization, negatively changed during the period of the rise of China. As 
described by China expert Martin Jacques, “In the longer term, as Chinese 
companies relentlessly climb the technology ladder, the US economy will face 
ever-widening competition from Chinese goods, no longer just at the low-
value end, but also increasingly for high value-added products as well, just as 
happened earlier with Japanese and Korean firms.”80 

Chinese style economic development is another discussion among IR 
scholars. As it is under the influence of socialist and communist political and 
economic thought, China cannot become part of current liberal economic in-
stitutions. According to another view, China is a “transitional” post-Com-
munist economy in the process of economic transition, even though one-party 
rule continues to be in effect in its governance.81 us, it was not difficult for 
Chinese politicians to change the economic model, which has depended heav-
ily on an export-oriented model of economic development. Actually, China 
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started to change its economic development strategy right aer the  fi-
nancial crisis. In , China saw the limitations of export-oriented economic 
development. It turned to a domestic economic development model by urging 
“consumption-oriented” economic strategies.82 

§ .  Military and Security Aspects of Debates on China’s Rise 

China’s modernization and the development of its military and military in-
dustry is an indispensable part of its economic and social development. A 
white paper published by the Information Office of the State Council of the 
PRC in  analyzed a number of topics including the current international 
security situation; China’s national defense policy; the modernization of the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA); the deployment of the armed forces; national 
defense mobilization and reserve force building; the military legal system; de-
fense expenditure; military confidence-building; arms control; disarmament 
issues; and science, technology, and industry for national defense.83 

According to the white paper the security situation is stable for China and 
its most serious security concerns revolve around the status of Taiwan, East 
Turkestan, and Tibet. In terms of international security, the world is peaceful 
and stable according to China. Although there are a number of complex, tra-
ditional, and non-traditional security concerns, both developed and develop-
ing countries around the world are capable of managing current conflicts.84 
e paper recommends that cooperation and coordination should continue 
among major powers through the G-, United Nations, and other interna-
tional institutions to secure common prosperity and development throughout 
the world. 

China’s official discourse on national and international security issues is 
mostly peaceful and moderate. However, there are some indications of China’s 
revisionist demands in the white paper, such as reform of the international 
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system and prospects for multipolarization of global governance. In addition, 
the white paper clearly states that, 

suspicion about China, interference and countering moves against 
China from the outside are on the increase. e United States, in the 
defiance of the three Sino-US joint communiques, continues to sell 
weapons to Taiwan, severely impeding Sino-US relations and impair-
ing the peaceful development of cross-Strait relations.85 

Contradicting pessimist accounts of China’s rise, the same report clearly states 
that “China will never seek hegemony, nor will it adopt the approach of mili-
tary expansion now or in the future, no matter how its economy develops.”86 
According to China specialist David Shambaugh, even aer the Anti-Seces-
sion Law which legalized the use of force against Taiwan in , China has 
made little progress in increasing its military power capabilities. For example, 

no aircra carrier battle groups are being constructed; few destroyers 
capable of operating in the open ocean have been built; no military 
bases are being acquired abroad; training over water or far from Chi-
na's shores is minimal; no long-range bombers are being manufac-
tured; and no airborne command and control aircra have been de-
ployed.87 

Although China has not made serious attempts to increase its power capabil-
ities outside its own territory, China’s military threats against Taiwan have 
worried neighbors. As a concrete example of such threats, China has deployed 
more than six hundred short-range ballistic missiles near Taiwan.88 China has 
only one aircra carrier (Liaoning, formerly Varyag) which it purchased from 
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the Ukraine in . e aircra carrier entered service in the Chinese navy 
with low technological capabilities in .89 

China’s overall military capacity, including its defense budget, is another 
important discussion. e PLA was actually a guerilla army—the armed force 
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)—up until the s. During the long 
civil war between the communists and nationalists, the PLA gradually became 
a conventional army with Soviet assistance. is Soviet assistance was carried 
out with large-scale training and equipment. However, the Sino-Soviet ri in 
the s negatively impacted military relations. From that time, the PLA’s 
military capacity has developed in parallel with China’s economic develop-
ment. us, the CCP’s political dominance over the PLA continues to affect 
China’s overall military strategies. Prior to the  opening-up reforms, 
China had carried out a successful nuclear test in  and had tested its first 
land-based intermediate-range ballistic missile in .90 

Aer , China reduced military expenditures from . percent of GDP 
to . percent by  and . percent by .91 Aer the Tiananmen massacre 
in , the United States and European countries imposed arms embargoes 
and economic sanctions. Even though the Western embargoes negatively af-
fected the PLA, China deployed short-range ballistic missiles along the Taiwan 
Strait in . e bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in  
alarmed the PLA once again. Aer that, and for the first time, the PLA prom-
ulgated a specific combat-doctrine manual (zhandou tiaoling-战斗条令) for 
each branch of its armed forces. In , China’s President Hu Jintao prom-
ulgated the PLA’s “new historic mission” (xin de lishi shiming-新的历史使命
), which reorganized party-army relations in the framework of Hu’s scientific 

                                                       
 89 “China's first carrier enters service amid naval tensions,” South China Morning Post, Septem-

ber , , accessed January , , http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article//chi-
nas-first-carrier-enters-service-amid-naval-tensions  

 90 John Wilson Lewis and Litai Xue, China Builds the Bomb (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press, ), . 

 91 China Statistical Yearbooks, , accessed December , , 
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj//indexeh.htm 

 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

development concept for the military.92 China’s current military structure and 
modernization still follows this doctrine. 

Actually, the modernization of the PLA and the consistent increases in the 
military budget began during the  Taiwan crisis. Annual growth was 
around  percent between  and . China’s military modernization fo-
cused on increasing capabilities to handle a conflict in the Taiwan Strait—
stressing air and naval forces, conventionally armed ballistic missiles, and 
cyber capabilities.93 

China’s military budget increasingly parallels its economic development. 
ere are also serious discussions of transparency with respect to statistical 
information. China’s own statistics and international statistics on China’s mil-
itary budget differ. According to China’s white paper, 

China's GDP was RMB ,. billion in  and RMB ,. bil-
lion in . State financial expenditure was RMB ,. billion in 
 and RMB ,. billion in , up . percent and . per-
cent respectively over the previous year. China's defense expenditure 
was RMB . billion in  and RMB . billion in , up 
. percent and . percent respectively over the previous year.94 

China’s increasing military budget, the rate of which surpasses the growth rate 
of its GDP, is a serious concern for pessimists. If China continues to increase 
its military budget, it will catch up to US expenditure in the Asia Pacific, an 
area China prioritizes in terms of its national security, in the near future. On 
the other hand, this does not necessarily threaten US national security; the US 
defense budget was almost half a trillion dollars (eight times greater than that 
of China) over the same period.”95 As a counterargument, the United States 
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Department of Defense claims China’s real military spending is two to two-
and-a-half times as high as the announced figures.96 

According to another perspective, the United States is more powerful than 
China in terms of military capabilities, China’s incredible military achieve-
ments notwithstanding.97 omas J. Christensen claims that China’s military 
capabilities are increasing, but with only limited capacity to be a “peer com-
petitor” of the United States.98 In other words, the United States will continue 
to dominate East Asia with its superior naval and strategic forces.99 

China’s nuclear capacity, however, has created anxiety in the United States 
and neighboring countries. According to the Defense Intelligence Agency, 
China has forty-five long-range missile, twelve submarine-based missile, and 
 short-range missile.100 Although China has expressed that first-use is not 
a nuclear strategy for China, especially in the context of a crisis involving Tai-
wan, other actors are in doubt about a serious military reaction from China.101 
China conducted an anti-satellite ballistic missile test to destroy one of its sat-
ellites in orbit for the first time in . China’s capability to use this sophisti-
cated missile technology also caused great concern among neighboring coun-
tries and the United States.102 China’s anti-access/area denial capabilities have 
also increased in recent years. ese capabilities include 

a large number of highly accurate ballistic missiles, high quality anti-
ship cruise missiles, submarines, sophisticated long-range air defense 
systems, and counter-CISR (command, control, communication, 
computer, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance) capabilities, 
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including counterspace, electronic warfare, cyberwarfare, and anti-ra-
diation systems.103 

As discussed in the following chapters, especially with reference to Iran’s nu-
clear issue, China’s policy of arms control and non-proliferation is another 
serious area of divergence among IR scholars. According to the white paper, 
China opposes any kind of nuclear proliferation. It believes countries with nu-
clear weapons should cooperate with international institutions like the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to control all forms of nuclear activ-
ity. In addition, as a signatory of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), China 
supports the goals set out at the NPT Review Conference held in . China 
also supports the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and Fissile Material Cut-off 
Treaty.104 

China’s defense industry is also seriously behind the United States. For 
example, US military spending reached its highest level by , accounting 
for about  percent of world military spending. Aer , it gradually de-
clined to  levels—about  percent of world military spending.105 China 
was second in terms of military spending aer the United States in .106 

China’s offshore defense capabilities are another concern for pessimistic 
perspective since it is a clear example of China’s global ambitions. According 
to one argument, China’s hegemonic tendencies are indicated by its attempts 
to develop overseas naval capabilities. According to China’s white paper, 
China is developing its capacity to conduct operations in distant waters.107 
However, China’s participation in United Nations (UN) peacekeeping 
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operations is important evidence for optimists, who claim that China’s 
strengthening military does not threaten international peace. e white paper 
clearly stated that “as of December , China has dispatched , military 
personnel to  UN peace-keeping missions. Nine officers and men have lost 
their lives on duty.”108 

Technological capabilities and the modernization of the PLA are the most 
serious issues contributing to the China threat thesis common to pessimist 
perspectives. Although China’s official discourses are moderate in terms of 
national and international security, China has accelerated its military mod-
ernization and technological capabilities in parallel with its economic devel-
opment. 

e most significant discussion concerns the quality and quantity of 
China’s sophisticated weapons and its nuclear strategy. Since the PLA has 
shied its focus from “quantity and scale” to “quality and efficiency,” China’s 
naval forces, according to Rodhan, carry out offensive operations more than 
one hundred miles from its shores.109 

§ .  China and the Middle East: Foreign Policy Aspects of De-
bates on China’s Rise 

In preceding sections, this chapter analyzed two mainstream IR theories and 
their sub-categories to show the great divergence that exists among IR scholars 
on the question of China’s rise and power transition debates. Although pessi-
mists and optimists have different arguments with respect to China’s rise and 
its consequences, the concrete examples they offer focus on international po-
litical changes, the economic consequences of these changes, and the military 
advances of China. 

e main drawback of these theoretical arguments is the lack of concrete 
evidence they provide when examining the implications of China’s national 
power for its foreign policy behavior and diplomatic positions in international 
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crises. Beyond economic indications and military advancements, the foreign 
policy of a rising China is an important indication of its capability to affect the 
current international order. 

Although pessimist and optimist arguments have created fruitful discus-
sions about the rise of China, pessimists, particularly treat the issue of China’s 
rise as if it inevitably ends with Chinese hegemony in the world. us, accord-
ing to them, the United States and other countries should implement policies 
as parallel to China’s new hegemonic status. Some optimists, on the other 
hand, argue that China’s rise will eventually create a peaceful international 
order. 

is dissertation contributes to both the pessimist and optimist perspec-
tives, though it differs form both on some points. According to the main ar-
gument of the dissertation, the rise of China is not a phenomenon that has 
already been realized. It is a process that started with the  opening-up re-
forms. It continues to shape China’s political, economic, military, and foreign 
policies. If we assume that the rise of China is a process, we can also assume 
that there are ups and downs—continuities and ruptures—in China’s political, 
economic, and military development. ese fluctuations also affect Chinese 
foreign policy behavior. is dissertation also argues that it is necessary to an-
alyze Chinese foreign policy to understand China’s national power capabili-
ties. As laid out in the following chapters, the political, economic, and military 
development of China directly affects its foreign policy and diplomatic posi-
tions in international crises. erefore, this dissertation analyzes Chinese for-
eign policies vis-à-vis non-Arab countries in the Middle East during the pe-
riod -, focusing on three international crises—namely, Iran’s nuclear 
crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and the Cyprus question—to under-
stand the main dynamics of the rise of China. 

China is clearly a rising power with the capacity to change the behaviors 
of other countries in the political, economic, and military fields. But among 
these three fields, the economic advancements of China have prevailed over 
the other two fields. us, it can be claimed that China is not heavily involved 
in the political or military fields. However, China’s economic advancements 
have paved the way for an active diplomacy in the Middle East in the period 
-. As discussed in the next chapters, China is not a dominant power 
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nonetheless has reservations and is dissatisfied about international crises in 
the Middle East. Although it does not openly challenge US hegemony there, 
China’s economic and diplomatic efforts have increased its bargaining capa-
bilities against the United States and other great powers. 

e main argument of the dissertation revolves around several specific 
questions. What is the effect of the rise of China on the Middle East? How do 
we define the diplomatic capabilities of China in international crises? Are 
there indications of power transition or hegemonic transition in the Middle 
East? How does the phenomenon of China’s rise resonate in non-Arab coun-
tries of the Middle East? Is China an aggressive or moderate actor in terms of 
its foreign policy behaviors in international crises? In the framework of these 
questions, the political, economic, and military dimensions of China’s rise will 
be examined in the context of non-Arab countries. 

Contrary to pessimist perspectives, China’s foreign policy towards non-
Arab countries in the Middle East has accommodated both regional and 
global political realities. A few exceptions are evaluated in the concluding 
chapter of the dissertation. 

is dissertation proposes four specific arguments about Chinese foreign 
policy toward non-Arab countries in the Middle East, filling a gap in the the-
oretical discussions of China’s rise and power transition debates between op-
timists and pessimists. 

First, the phenomenon of the rise of China mainly concerns China’s un-
precedented economic development. us, political and military achieve-
ments do not play the same role in its foreign policy behaviors. In terms of 
China’s foreign policy towards non-Arab countries in the Middle East, the 
level of relations can be categorized according to China’s economic depend-
ence on any country. For instance, relations between China and Iran are the 
most well-developed of any of the countries studied here. e reason is that 
China needs Iranian oil and gas resources. Despite its various economic pri-
orities, China’s political and military relations are limited with respect to all 
non-Arabian countries in the Middle East. 

Second, contrary to pessimistic assumptions, China is not to threating the 
international political order and economic institutions. In the case studies ex-
amined here, China did not challenge the current status quo through the use 
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of coercive force or hard power. Rather than strict policy instruments, Chinese 
foreign policy generally relied on such so power mechanisms as economic 
leverage and diplomatic tools. 

ird, contrary to optimistic assumptions, China has serious reservations 
and is dissatisfied about specific political, economic, and military issues. is 
means that China will not integrate easily into the current international order 
and institutions. 

Last, contrary to pessimistic assumptions about China’s global hegemonic 
tendencies, China places more importance on its own domestic and regional 
political and economic problems than on global or cross-regional crises. In 
the cases of international crisis addressed in this dissertation, China generally 
makes analogies and comparisons between its own regional and domestic 
problems and international crises in the Middle East. e most crucial exam-
ples of this are the issues of Xinjiang and Taiwan. 

Although overall the findings of this dissertation are closer to those offered 
by optimistic accounts, it does not ignore pessimistic arguments. Since 
China’s rise is a newly emerging phenomenon in the IR literature, it did not 
come to an end with a concrete political, economic and military superiority of 
China over the current balance of power in the Middle East. e findings of 
this dissertation suggest that the rise of China and China’s influence over the 
region continue to be shaped by China’s foreign policy objectives and strate-
gies. us, alongside current discussions among IR scholars, China’s inten-
tions and strategic advancements in the ongoing chaotic political atmosphere 
of the Middle East pave the way for further discussion in the future. 



 

 



 
China’s Middle East Policy 

nalyses of China’s Middle East policies have so far generally focused on 
economic and diplomatic dimensions of bilateral relations. Actually, 

this focus was a practical necessity since China’s foreign policy engagements 
in the Middle East had no full-fledged political and strategical objectives until 
the s. Aer China’s increasing visibility in international relations in the 
fields of trade, diplomacy, and the military, China’s Middle East policy 
reached a complexity that should be redefined. is chapter discusses how 
China’s political and economic visibility in global politics forced it to reestab-
lish a new Middle East policy framework during the period -. In the 
first part of the chapter, China’s international visibility is analyzed by narrat-
ing the historical background of China’s Middle East policies. is narrative 
is divided into five different parts that the China’s foreign policy shis and 
continuities. 

In the first part, the challenges and confrontations of Imperial China are 
analyzed to distinctly define China’s foreign policy transition in the age of na-
tion-states. In the second part, the communist revolution in , China’s rev-
olutionary political understanding and China’s ideologically-oriented foreign 
policy towards the Middle East are analyzed.1 In the third part, China’s first 
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ing, ), . 
 

A 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

foreign policy transition and the quest for an independent foreign policy dur-
ing the period - are analyzed under the new framework of China’s 
permanent membership in the United Nation Security Council (UNSC).2 As 
the fourth part, China’s foreign policy towards the Middle East during the 
period - is analyzed to understand China’s pragmatist foreign poli-
cies. e ends of the Cold War and the  Gulf War directly transformed 
China’s foreign policy towards pragmatic ends.3 In the last part, this pragma-
tism reached active and dynamic foreign policy objectives aer China’s WTO 
membership in  and the US War on Terror in the post / period. 

e fih narrative is broadly analyzed to show China’s specific national 
interests and policy objectives in the Middle East. As a potential challenger to 
the dominance of the US in the international power structure, China’s degree 
of satisfaction or dissatisfaction matters in the context of the Middle East. 
erefore in the second part of the chapter, China’s political and security re-
lations, economic and energy dependence, and so power capabilities in the 
Middle East are broadly discussed to show the degree of China’s satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction. 

§ .  Historical Background of China’s Middle East Policy 

In the classical, imperial ages, the search for security and immunity from 
neighboring communities urged China to establish a system of alliance and 
patronage on its western frontiers. For example, for the first time in the history 
of Imperial China, an envoy was sent to the western frontiers to establish alli-
ances against communities surrounding China’s interior during the Han Dyn-
asty. Zhang Qian, the first envoy to the western frontiers, set out on two expe-
ditions outside of Chinese territories in  and  BC, respectively. 
According to Harris, there was no direct contact between China and the 
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P. R. Kumaraswamy (Delhi: Sage Publications, ), . 
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outside world at the time, but as a result of these expeditions and immense 
amount of Chinese goods and merchants reached Parthia and Rome, indicat-
ing the first concrete relations between China and outside world.4 Morever, 
the ancient Silk Road played crucial role for China’s integration to faraway 
regions including Inner Asia, Anatolia, the Middle East, and even Europe. 

..  Imperial China and Common Reflections on Modernity 

According to one Chinese historian, John King Fairbank, the earliest recipro-
cal foreign economic activities started when Arabian and Persian merchants 
arrived in China’s southern seas in approximately the third century.5 Beyond 
these economic activities, the first political and cultural confrontations with 
West Asia (西�-Xi Ya) became apparent when Islam expanded to the western 
frontiers of China during the seventh century.6 In the middle ages of the Tang 
Dynasty (-), Chinese and Muslim cultural connections brought about 
a peaceful integration of the two different civilizations. e first Muslim Chi-
nese community flourished during the age of the Tang Dynasty. However, the 
first military confrontation with Muslim political entities also took place in 
this era. In  Talas War, which ended with an Arab victory over the Tang 
Dynasty, is one of the critical confrontations between Chinese and Muslims.7 

Mongol military advances were other important historical ruptures creat-
ing new ties among Inner Asia, the Middle East, and the Chinese. Aer the 
invasion of Inner Asia and the Middle East, the Mongols established the Yuan 
Dynasty (-), the first to be governed by a non-Han ethnic group in 
Chinese history. Furthermore, General Zheng He’s expeditions to the Middle 
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Tang China (New York: Cambridge University Press, ), . 
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 7 John King Fairbank and Merle Godman, China: A New History (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
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East during the Ming Dynasty (-) can also be defined another im-
portant interaction between China and the Middle East.8 As a Muslim Chi-
nese, Zheng He was looking for new economic opportunities for China in the 
changing atmosphere of the world economy.9  Zheng He visited more than 
thirty cities around the world including Middle Eastern cities such as Mecca. 
However, these efforts to connect China to outside world were stopped by an 
imperial edict in the middle of sixteenth century due to illicite trade and lack 
of official control.10 

Great Britain consolidated the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf at the be-
ginning of nineteenth century and became the new dominant power in the 
East Asia and the Middle East. While the industrial revolution provided a new 
economic supremacy for Great Britain, the French revolution triggered estab-
lishment of modern nation states all over the world. e French and industrial 
revolutions created a common historical experience for both China and Otto-
man Empire, which governed almost all Middle Eastern lands at the time. 
Great Britain, for example, started to sign new agreements to open these po-
litical and social entities up to the market economy. e Ottomans signed the 
Baltalimanı Agreement in  and China signed the Nanjing Treaty on Au-
gust ,  right aer being defeated by Great Britain in the Opium War.11 

Meanwhile, during the nineteenth century, economic, social, and political 
transformations triggered a similar process accelerating the collapse of the two 
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period of the Ming Dynasty (-). He commenced several different expeditions to far-
away regions with highly sophisticated ships—from South Asia to the Middle East—between 
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 11 Fairbank and Godman, China: A New History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, ), 
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empires.12  While nationalist rebellions and new independence movements 
slowly broke the Ottoman Empire apart, the Taiping Rebellion (-), 
Muslim Rebellions from - and Tungan Rebellions from - 
weakened the Qing dynasty.13 In addition, Russian and Great Britain’s compe-
tition for power over Central Asia made China’s western frontiers less secure 
and instable at the end of the nineteenth century. erefore, the Qing admin-
istration implemented several reforms such as the Tongzhi Restoration (-
) which was similar to the Ottoman Empire’s Tanzimat reforms.14 

At the beginning of twentieth century, both the Qing and Ottoman Em-
pires collapsed. In the Qing Empire, inefficient reforms and inaccurate 
changes in foreign relations engendered the Xinhai Revolution in . How-
ever, the Xinhai Revolution stirred up new reforms and political struggles 
among various ideological groups including the nationalists and communists 
aer a short period of warlords.15 

Before the collapse of the two empires, both the Chinese and Ottomans 
tried to learn from each other about how to prevent the collapse of their states. 
For example, Kang Youwei, one of the important reformists in the Qing Em-
pire, visited Istanbul in . During his visit, he tried to understand the cur-
rent political and social conditions of the Ottomans.16 On the other hand, the 
Ottoman Committee of Union and Progress sent several officials to the west-
ern frontiers of China to learn about the latest situation in China and Central 
Asia during the World War I.17 
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 13 Fairbank and Godman, China: A New History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, ), 
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e political and economic consequences of World War I created disap-
pointment in both Chinese and Ottomans. None among the Chinese, Arabs, 
Turks, and Persians were satisfied with consequences of World War I.18 Aer 
the war, tense criticism of and protests against their current administrations 
intensified among the Ottoman and Chinese people. e Turks started a war 
of independence against its occupiers between  and . As a result of this 
long, stressful war, the Republic of Turkey was established in .19 While An-
atolia and a small part of race became the new borders of the republic, Ar-
abs were obliged to make various agreements with occupiers in their lands and 
established their own nation-states such as Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, and Syria.20 In 
, the Chinese people arranged new, nationalist demonstrations against for-
eign powers that occupied the eastern ports of China. ese demonstrations 
became the basis for the later political struggle between the nationalists and 
communists.21 

e new republic in China established its first diplomatic relations with 
Iran and Turkey in  and in , respectively.22 Even though civil war (the 
first stage of which was between -) and Japanese occupation (-
) created negative political conditions, the Nanjing government continued 
to expand foreign relations in the Middle East. But these relations were not 
stable and the atmosphere was not sufficiently positive to conduct full-fledged 
foreign policy with Middle Eastern countries.23 

..  Revolutionary Politics and Ideology, - 

Aer a long civil war and an instable political and economic environment, the 
CCP (Chinese Communist Party) under the leadership of Mao Zedong 

                                                       
 18 William Hale, Turkish Foreign Policy since  (London and New York: Routledge, ), . 
 19 Erik Jan Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History (New York: I.B. Tauris, ), . 
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 21 Jonathan D. Spence, e Search for Modern China, . 
 22 Harris, China Considers the Middle East, . 
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announced its victory over the Kuomintang (KMT).24 Aer the establishment 
of the People’s Republic of China on October , , China’s foreign policy 
was mainly shaped by the feeling of isolation from the outside world. To over-
come this, China leaned on one side—namely to the USSR—in the beginning 
of s.25 e KMT, which lost the civil war, was obliged to flee Taiwan (Far-
mosa Island) as soon as the CCP declared its authority over the mainland. In 
response to the CCP, the KMT declared the establishment of the Republic of 
China (ROC), claiming similar sovereign rights as the PRC.26 From that time, 
controversial issues between mainland China and Taiwan continue to affect 
China’s foreign relations with other countries.27 

Despite the ideological similarity, Sino-Russian diplomatic relations were 
not harmonious in the s. China desired to establish equal relations, but 
Stalin’s perception of Chinese revolution was not friendly.28 Because of that, 
China has consistently tried to expand its diplomatic relations by diversifying 
its foreign policy objectives since . China decided to implement a different 
foreign policy by declaring the “Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence” at the 
Bandung Conference in .29 Looking for support from the ird World be-
came China’s priority at the time. In terms of Middle East policy, China had 
three priorities: international recognition, increasing bilateral trade, and the 
provision of foreign aid.30 

According to Mao Zedong’s understanding of world politics, the Middle 
East was an “intermediate zone” between two powers: the Soviets and the 
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United States. China could take advantage of this “intermediate zone” by im-
plementing anti-imperialist, anti-colonialist policies that would attract Mid-
dle Eastern countries.31 According to Harris, this ideologically-oriented for-
eign policy discourse did not attract Middle Eastern countries since many had 
pro-western governments at the time, including Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Tur-
key and Syria. For example, in August  the Arab League recognized the 
ROC as a legitimate representative to the UN rather than the PRC.32 However, 
this situation changed aer the Suez War of  when some Middle Eastern 
countries started establishing diplomatic relations with the PRC. Until , 
only a few Middle Eastern countries had recognized the PRC as the legitimate 
representative of China—Israel in ; Egypt, Syria and Yemen in ; Iraq 
and Morocco in ; and Algeria in .33 

Not only the Cultural Revolution (-) but the negative experiences 
of the Great Leap Forward (-) and the Hundred Flowers Campaign 
() created a tense political atmosphere in the domestic politics of China.34 
All these changes determined the main features of China’s foreign policy 
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during this period. Even though China’s Middle East policy was limited and 
restricted by great competition for power at the time, China intensified its 
“third world” foreign policy discourses by supporting national liberation 
movements in the Middle East. However, China’s traditional “non-interven-
tion by outside powers policy” with respect to the Middle East gained mo-
mentum in this period. According to Harris, the “China model” was also an 
important discussion among Middle Eastern countries and especially political 
parties affiliated with the leist and communist ideologies at the time.35 

During the period between  and , China directly supported so-
cialist and communist political movements and parties such as the Dhofar 
Liberation Front in Oman and the Algerian National Liberation Front in Al-
geria.36 e Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was established in  
and the first Fatah delegation visited China, aer which China directly sup-
ported the Palestinian cause and the struggle against Israel, a fact which is 
broadly discussed in the related chapter. During this period, China placed 
more importance on diplomatic relations with Egypt since the Arab national-
ist political discourses of Gamal Abdel Nasser, then president of Egypt, was 
popular among Middle Eastern countries. According to China, Egypt was cen-
tral to its Middle Eastern policy. Chinese Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai visited 
Egypt five times between - to show the special attention given by 
China to the Middle East and Egypt. China’s first cotton imports—from 
Egypt—were during this period.37 

Although Egypt is still strategically important for the Chinese, Egypt’s rel-
ative power decreased and remained less than that of regional powers such as 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Iran in the post-Cold War period. In addition 
to Saudi Arabia and Gulf countries, non-Arabian countries (Turkey, Iran, and 
Israel) became strategically important in Chinese foreign policy during the 
period -. 
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..  e Quest for an Independent Foreign Policy, - 

e ideologically-oriented foreign policy of China was challenged by three 
critical historical developments during this period. One was China’s perma-
nent membership in the UNSC in . Actually, Sino-US rapprochement 
which had already started by the end of s, triggered new power relations 
among the superpowers. us, China was obliged to change the direction of 
its foreign policy objectives. 

China’s membership in the UNSC was voted on in the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) upon Albania’s motion to recognize the PRC as 
the only legal China in October , . According to UNGA voting records, 
 member countries of the UN participated in the vote. While seventy-six of 
them voted in affirmative, thirty-five loaded in the negative. Seventeen mem-
bers abstained and three did not participate in the voting. Except for Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain, the majority of Middle Eastern countries voted in the 
affirmative, including Iran, Israel, Turkey, and Egypt.38  In this way, the one 
China policy became the central issue for each country wishing to establish 
diplomatic relations with the PRC. 

A second challenge to its ideologically-oriented foreign policy came from 
within Chinese politics in the form of the opening-up reforms (gaige kaifang-
改革开放) which started to become apparent aer eleventh CCP Party Con-
gress in . While China changed the direction of its foreign policy in favor 
of political rapprochement with great powers, the opening policies have also 
stirred up a new economic orientation towards a market economy with Chi-
nese characteristics (Zhongguo Tese-中国特色).39 

China adopted a more moderate, independent foreign policy during this 
time. But domestic politics and power struggles inside the CCP dominated 
Chinese foreign policy, as well. Aer the death of Mao Zedong in , Deng 
Xiaoping’s reformist domestic and foreign policy agenda prevailed over other 
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controversial issues inside the government and in Chinese society. It was not 
only beginning of a new reform era or all social strata but also the fastest tran-
sition in history of China’s foreign policy.40 

In , four years aer the promulgation of the opening-up reforms, an 
independent foreign policy was promulgated by the new party elites in the 
twelh CCP Conress consolidating power in the post-Mao era.41 While open-
ing-up policies mainly concerned economic and institutional reforms, the 
CCP Congress focused on shis in foreign policy as well, integrating China’s 
domestic and foreign policies. e first important development was the estab-
lishment of Sino-US diplomatic relations in . One year prior to that, in 
, China had recognized Israel’s right to exist even if it did not yet officially 
recognize the State of Israel. Chinese and Israeli representatives to the UN had 
been meeting in New York to discuss diplomatic rapprochement between the 
two countries since .42 

A third challenge to its ideologically-oriented foreign policy, the Iran-Iraq 
war between  and , created an important opportunity for China to 
become more involved in Middle Eastern affairs. China had already started to 
sell arms to Middle Eastern countries, and the war accelerated this process. 
From that time, China has been seen as an alternative power that can interfere 
with the balance of power in the Middle East through an arms race, provision 
of high-tech weapons, and diplomatic support in the UN. As is broadly dis-
cussed by Garver, China provided arms for both sides during the Iraq-Iran 
War, but its stance was more pro-Iranian.43 Event though Garver provides no 
concrete evidence to prove China’s neutrality or pro-Iranian stance, given 
Cold War strategic thinking and the lack of trust between the United States 
and China, it is plausible that China did not want a powerful US ally in the 
Middle East at the time. 
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High-level diplomatic visits to the Middle East increased during this pe-
riod. For example, Premier Zhao Ziyang visited Egypt in , for the first time 
since  that a premier had done so. Moreover, President Li Xiannian visited 
Jordan in  and President Yang Shangkun visited the Middle East in . 
China increased aid to Palestinians aer recognizing the state of Palestine in 
.44 China has improved its new independent foreign policy by establishing 
diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia in . ese diplomatic activities 
prove that China was preparing for a transition in its Middle East policy.45 

e Tiananmen massacre slowed Chinese diplomatic activities and its new 
model of integration with outside world. It also showed that rapid reformation 
in China’s domestic economic and political spheres cannot be pursued with-
out the support of political forces in Chinese politics such as the party, the 
army, and new liberal-minded business elites. As a result of political struggles 
among these forces in Chinese politics, Jiang Zemin, who supported the open-
ing-up reforms, became president in .46 ese internal dynamics also mit-
igated the negative effects of post-Cold War transition periods in China’s for-
eign policy towards the Middle East. 

..  Pragmatist Foreign Policy, - 

During the period of pragmatist foreign policy between  and , two 
important developments, namely the ends of the Cold War and the  Gulf 
War, shaped regional political and economic structures in the Middle East. 
ese developments also affected China’s foreign policy towards the region. 
For example, in response to the first development—which was related to the 
Soviets’ decline and the new US supremacy over the region—China looked for 
new ways to engage in the region during the period -. 

For the first time, China supported one Arab country over another by 
strongly criticizing Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in . Aer the opening-up 
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reforms, China focused on economic relations with Middle Eastern coun-
tries.47 For that reason, the invasion of Kuwait and ensuing Gulf War nega-
tively affected China’s primary national interest in the Middle East. Indeed, 
China lost  billion dollars in contracts and remittances at the beginning of 
the Gulf War. For the first time, China took sides, warning the Iraq govern-
ment to withdraw and restore Kuwait’s sovereignty. Furthermore, China sup-
ported ten successive UNSC resolutions urging Iraq to stop its invasion of Ku-
wait and threatening to end all commercial and military trade with Iraq.48 is 
was the first indication of China’s pragmatism in the Middle East. 

China does not adopt ideologically-oriented foreign policies anymore, and 
rational, pragmatist foreign policy decisions have bacome the norm. e only 
change is the intensity of the pragmatism implemented in different periods. 
Although China’s objectives aer the Cold War, such as its economy and en-
ergy first diplomacy were pragmatist, it did not possess the necessary diplo-
matic tools and institutions to force countries in the Middle East to develop 
closer relations that would favor China’s national interests in the period -
. 

Meanwhile, not only competition for power but domestic political con-
cerns urged China to become more pragmatist in its foreign policy. Aer the 
US embargo following the Tiananmen massacre, China faced another risk of 
becoming isolated. Deng Xiaoping, the central political figure managing and 
leading the political and economic processes in post-Mao China, reignited the 
process of reform in . One year later, China became a net-oil importer in 
.49 is was a historical moment in China’s Middle East policies since then 
China’s energy dependence on the Middle East has increased enormously. 

Although the priority of Chinese leaders was the economic sphere, they 
were aware of the importance of foreign policy which went hand-in-hand with 
economic development during the new period characterized by the 
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Washington Consensus and the neo-liberal orientation of the world economy. 
China has taken advantage of the globalization of world economies and of the 
victory of open-market economies over state-controlled economies during the 
s.50 China poured its immense population into the Chinese economy. In 
this way, China created incredibly cheap labor, attracting foreign companies 
wanting to invest. However, China’s main obstacle was to sustain current eco-
nomic development structures that largely depended on outside energy re-
sources. erefore, China pursued pragmatist foreign policies towards en-
ergy-rich Middle Eastern countries.51 

In the diplomatic sphere, China immediately established official diplo-
matic relations with Saudi Arabia in  and with Israel in .52 At the be-
ginning of the - period, China did not intend to get involved in con-
flicts such as the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and Iran’s nuclear issue. China 
took advantage of US supremacy in the Middle East during that time since the 
US was the only super power providing stability in these energy-rich regions, 
which in turn provided energy security for China. 

§ .  Active Pragmatism and the Main Drivers of China’s Middle 
East Policy, - 

Two decades of China’s foreign policy transitions between  and  reveal 
different objectives and strategies. e main definition of active pragmatism 
concerns China’s rising political, economic, and military capabilities which 
contribute to its security concerns and national interests both in regional and 
global politics. In terms of Middle Eastern politics, the period - 
clearly exemplified China’s active pragmatism as it established new tools and 
diplomatic mechanisms to pursue its overall foreign policy objectives. ese 
included establishment of a Middle East envoy, active participation in UN 
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peacekeeping operations, establishment of Confucius Institutes, and increas-
ing economic relations.53 

In the period -, three developments had a crucial impact on the 
foreign policy of China in the Middle East. First, new US security arrange-
ments aer the / terrorist attacks and the Greater Middle East Initiative 
urged China to become more involved in Middle Eastern politics. Second, 
China’s economic priorities and energy needs affected China’s foreign policy 
concerns with respect to the Middle East. Last, political and social changes in 
old, authoritarian Middle Eastern regimes have renewed long standing insta-
bility throughout the region. 

China has responded to those three dramatic developments in the Middle 
East. First, in response to the heavy military and intervention of the US, China 
became more involved in the region by using new political and diplomatic 
tools such as the China-Arab Cooperation Forum in  and Confucius In-
stitutes in . Second, in line with the primary objective of China’s national 
economic development, energy has predominated over other issues in rela-
tions with countries in the region. ird, in response to social and political 
changes in the region, China has aligned with incumbent regimes since it op-
posed structural changes in the region.54 

..  Politics and Security 

Aer the / terrorist attacks in the United States, China’s security perception 
and strategies started to change in accord with new dynamics in both regional 
and global politics. In terms of Middle Eastern politics, China had a dilemma. 
On the one hand, China’s dependence on the Middle East for energy forced it 
to compromise with existing regimes; on the other, unilateral military opera-
tions by the US forced China to remain neutral between the United States and 
countries in the region up until . erefore, China was drawn into Middle 
Eastern politics since its energy needs prevailed other issues. Since , 
China has increased its political, military, security, economic, and cultural 

                                                       
 53 Olimat, China and the Middle East, . 
 54 Ibid., . 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

influence over the region, protecting its national interests in the region’s cha-
otic atmosphere. 

During the period -, China’s Middle Eastern policies turned to 
active pragmatism, taking advantage of the chaotic security environment that 
had begun with the invasion of Iraq by the United States. Although China did 
not directly support the unilateral US intervention in Iraq, it voted in favor of 
UNSC resolution  which harshly criticizes Saddam Husein’s regime for 
not cooperating with IAEA’s inspectors in .55 China also voted affirma-
tively on UNSC resolution  which opened the way for intervention in Af-
ghanistan in .56 

However, the invasion of Iraq by the United States was a significant con-
cern for China from the beginning of the operations against Saddam Hussein 
and China’s political and military allies. For example, Chinese media coverage 
strongly advocated for Iraq’s sovereign right to exist and for the legitimacy of 
Saddam Husein’s regime even aer his capture in December . According 
to Chinese media, the main intention of the US was not to bring peace and 
order to Iraq. e invasion was a tactic used by the Bush administration to 
strengthen its hegemony through a so-called counter-terrorism campaign. It 
was a kind of empire-building strategy, as well.57 

Terrorism and China’s domestic concerns such as the Uyghur issue were 
one of the biggest security concerns of China which affects its relations with 
Middle Eastern countries. e basic problem in Uyghur issue concerns the 
political, economic, and social conditions of local ethnic minorities. Never-
theless, from  until today, China has considered the Uyghur issue as 
threats to China’s national security and territorial integrity.58 erefore, the 
Uyghur issue has been handled with discourses of national security and 
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nationalism by China. New non-traditional security concerns such as terrorist 
attacks and illegal migration have become one of the main reasons to improve 
relations with Middle Eastern countries. According to Blumenthal, rising en-
ergy cooperation between Iran and Saudi Arabia has also paved the way for 
cooperation on Uyghur problem.59 

Another important security concern that affects China’s foreign policy to-
wards the Middle East is Japan. Following Saddam Husein’s capture and rising 
enmity towards the US-led operation in Iraq, Japanese Prime Minister Koi-
zumi decided to send Japanese Self-Defense Forces to Iraq. Right aer this 
decision, Chinese media blamed Japan for expanding its military power in the 
Middle East. According to the Chinese, in defiance of the pacifist Japanese 
constitution, Japan had for the first time sent military personnel with heavy 
military equipment.60 

In terms of political and diplomatic relations, China’s main concern was 
stability in Middle Eastern countries since secure energy depends on a stable 
political and social order. For this reason, high-level visits have generally been 
made to energy-rich countries such as Saudi Arabia and Iran. In addition to 
diplomatic visits, China established a Middle East envoy to improve relations 
with countries in the region, especially at moments of crisis. Since , this 
envoy has visited several countries for the purposes of negotiation and coop-
eration.61 Moreover, the China-Gulf Countries Forum was established in  
and the China-Arab Cooperation Forum was established in , improving 
relations between China and Middle Eastern countries.62 All these new mech-
anisms indicate the active pragmatism of the period, balancing unilateral ac-
tion by the US and improving China’s relations in the region. 
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Competition for power in the Middle East is also one dynamic that China 
has taken under consideration. As a latecomer to the region, China found a 
region separated into several spheres of influence—of the United States, Rus-
sia, and the European Union. erefore, it was not easy at the beginning to 
persuade the other great powers and the regional powers of a benign relation-
ship depending on mutual interest. e lack of trust and misperceptions are 
still a crucial disadvantage with respect to Chinese foreign policy towards the 
Middle East.63 

From a military perspective, rather than increasing offensive military ca-
pabilities in the region, China wants to improve its capabilities as an alterna-
tive arms supply. China wants to be one of the alternative suppliers in the re-
gion where there is an intense competition on the arms market. In the cases 
of Turkey, Iran, and Israel, China has enormously raised its share vis-à-vis tra-
ditional suppliers such as the United States, Russia, United Kingdom, France, 
and Germany.64 According to the statistics, China’s arms supply rate was still 
under  levels, but from  to  its tendency was to increase. Accord-
ing to the same statistics, Iran, Yemen, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Algeria were 
respectively the largest beneficiaries from Chinese arms exports to the Middle 
East.65  However, beyond improving bilateral military relations, those arms 
sales can be considered a challenge to US supremacy in the region. Although 
China did not react to cancellations of its military projects with countries in 
the region under pressure from the United States, such as the Phalcon deal 
with Israel, it also did not abondon the role of being an alternative supplier.66 
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 64 “SIPRI Yearbook : Armaments, Disarmament and International Security,” accessed De-
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 65 Olimat, China and the Middle East, -. 
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Table . Main Importers and Exporters of Major Arms, 67 

Exporter Global Share () Importer Global Share () 
USA  India  
Russia  S. Korea  
Germany  Pakistan  
France  China  
UK  Singapore  
China  Australia  
Spain  Algeria  
Netherlands  USA  
Italy  UAE  
Israel  Greece  

 
Another crucial military involvement on the part of China was under the um-
brella of UN peacekeeping operations. China’s contribution to UN peacekeep-
ing operations around the world significantly increased during the period 
-. For example, according to UN statistics, China contributed  mil-
itary employees to UN peacekeeping operations worldwide in . is num-
ber reached , including police (), military experts (), and troops () 
by . e UN had five peacekeeping missions—namely the United Nations 
Iraq-Kuwait Observation Mission (UNIKOM), the United Nations Disen-
gagement Observer Force (Golan), the United Nations Interim Force in Leb-
anon (UNIFIL), the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus 
(UNFICYP), and the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization 
(UNTSO)—in the Middle East in . In , China contributed to the 
UNTSO with five military employees and to UNIKOM with eleven. In , 
China contributed to UNFICYP with two military employees, to UNIFIL with 
 and to UNTSO four. Although China’s heaviest military contribution to 
UN peacekeeping missions was in Africa during the period -, the 
number of military employees in Lebanon proves China’s active participation 
in Middle Eastern peace processes. 
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..  Economy and Energy Dependence 

Along with political and security issues in the Middle East, China placed im-
portance on economy in its bilateral relations with the countries in the region. 
Trade and foreign investments with all Middle Eastern countries increased 
during the period -. Meanwhile China’s rising energy needs also in-
creased the level of anxiety about energy security issues. erefore, China used 
a two-fold strategy to secure its energy. First, trade partnerships and foreign 
direct investments increased the reputation of the Chinese as a reliable partner 
in the Middle East. Second, China signed bilateral energy agreements with 
Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Gulf countries for the purpose of creating a competi-
tive energy market in the region. 

Table . Producers of Crude Oil (, Mt-megatons-)68 

Producers Mt  of World Total  
Saudi Arabia  . 
Russian Federation  . 
United States   . 
Islamic Rep. of Iran   . 
People’s Rep. of China  . 
Canada   . 
United Arab Emirates (UAE)  . 
Venezuela  . 
Mexico  . 
Nigeria   . 
Rest of the world   . 
World  . 
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Table . Net Exporters and Importers of Crude Oil ()69 

Net Exporters Mt Net Importers Mt 
Saudi Arabia   United States   
Russian Federation   People’s Rep. of China   
Islamic Rep. of Iran   Japan   
Nigeria   India   
United Arab Emirates   Korea   
Iraq   Germany   
Venezuela   Italy   
Kuwait   France   
Canada   Singapore  
Angola   Netherlands   
Others   Others   
Total   Total  

 
According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), the total primary energy 
supply (TPES) in the world in  reached approximately  million toe (met-
ric tons of oil equivalent) in coal,  million toe in oil, and . million toe in 
natural gas. When the coal supply included, China’s shares of the TPES be-
came . percent, second aer the . percent share of the Organization of 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries. Although 
China needed energy from outside sources, in terms of coal production and 
consumption China was the biggest producer and consumer. According to the 
same statistics of IEA, China’s coal production was . percent of total world 
production. Negative environmental effects of coal consumption made 
China’s cities the most polluted over the last decade. erefore, China started 
to diversify its energy sources. 
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Table . Producers of Natural Gas (, bcm-billion cubic meters)70 

Producers  bcm   of World Total 
Russian Federation    
United States  , 
Canada   , 
Qatar  , 
Islamic Rep. of Iran  , 
Norway   , 
People’s Rep. of China   , 
Saudi Arabia   , 
Indonesia   , 
Netherlands  , 
Rest of the world   , 
World   , 

 

Table . Net Exporters and Importers of Natural Gas ()71 

Net Exporters  bcm Net Importers  bcm 
Russian Federation   Japan   
Qatar   Italy   
Norway   Germany  
Canada   United States   
Algeria   Korea   
Indonesia   Ukraine  
Netherlands  Turkey   
Turkmenistan   France   
Nigeria   United Kingdom  
Malaysia   Spain  
Others   Others   
Total   Total   
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China was the second biggest importer of crude oil aer the United States in 
. In terms of natural gas, China was not among the top ten net importer 
countries in . It is important to note that China’s oil consumption reached 
. MMbd (millions of barrels per day) in , up from . MMbd in . 
According to the statistics, China’s net crude oil imports from the Middle East 
reached to . MMbd in  up from . MMbd in . e huge increases 
in China’s oil consumption are largely supplied by Middle Eastern countries. 
Among major Middle Eastern countries, Saudi Arabia and Iran were the big-
gest exporters to China, supplying  and  percent, respectively. 

Table . China's Oil Consumption and Top Ten Sources of Crude Oil Im-
ports, -72 

China's Oil Consumption in thou-
sands of barrels per day  

Top ten source countries for 
China's crude oil import in  

Year Mbd   
  Saudi Arabia  
  Angola  
  Iran  
  Russia  
  Oman  
  Iraq  
  Sudan  
  Venezuela  
  Kazakhstan  
  Kuwait  
  Others  
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Table . China's Growth Rates; Oil Production, Consumption, and Net Im-
ports in MMbd; and Oil Import Percentages from the Middle East, -73 

Year Growth Rate Production  Consumption  Net Imports  Oil Import 
 . .. .. .. . 
  .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 
 . .. .. .. . 

 
e main objective of China’s Middle East engagement is to provide secure 
energy for China’s economic development. According to the statistics, China’s 
oil consumption reached to . MMbd in  from almost zero in , while 
its oil production in  was approximately around  MMbd. is means that 
China needs to import more than two times its own production. According to 
the China statistical yearbook, China provides almost  percent of its oil 
needs from the Middle East. In , China’s net oil imports from Middle East-
ern countries were around . MMbd.74 

All these numbers prove that China has heavily depended on Middle East-
ern energy resources during the period -. Although China planned 
to diversify its energy resources with pipelines through its southern neighbors 
and Central Asian countries, there were no pipelines fully-integrated into Chi-
nese energy market by . us, this created an energy security problem for 
China. Within the framework of this energy security problem, there are three 
crucial developments that can possibly affect China’s current energy relations 
in the Middle East. 
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First, domestic and regional instabilities around energy-rich countries 
such as Iraq, Iran, and Saudi Arabia can negatively affect oil production and 
security of energy lines. e US invasion of Iraq and rising resistance move-
ments to the invasion triggered enormous inflows of terrorists to Iraq. Second, 
since energy agreements with energy-rich countries depend on bilateral rela-
tions, any deterioration of bilateral relations may cause a reduction in China’s 
energy supply. In the example of Iran’s nuclear issue, one of China’s main con-
cerns was a reduction in its oil supply from Iran. Last, China’s heavy depend-
ence on Middle Eastern energy resources could change its current relations 
with the United States. As of , there were no indications of Chinese or US 
dissatisfaction with its current energy relations with Middle Eastern countries. 
But if one claimed superiority or privileges over Middle Eastern energy re-
sources, it could easily change the direction of competition over these re-
sources.75 

In bilateral trade relations, however, China has surpassed the United States 
and Japan and has become one of the main trade partners for Middle Eastern 
countries in . ere are several factors affecting rising trade relations of 
China with Middle Eastern countries. First, China’s energy needs and security 
are accentuated by trade relations. Chinese goods and services found a flour-
ishing market in the Middle East, especially between  and . Second, 
traditional trade partners of Middle Eastern countries have also started to 
change over that time. For example, the amount of bilateral trade of both Eu-
rope and the United States dramatically decreased. As an alternative, China 
became a reliable trade partner for Middle Eastern countries. Last, China’s 
export-oriented economic development also triggered trade relations with 
Middle Eastern countries. In this period, no other country had the capability 
to compete with China’s goods and services in the Middle East. 

China’s total trade volume with Middle Eastern countries (including Cy-
prus and North Africa) reached around . billion dollars in , up from 
. billion dollars in . e approximate growth rate in the period -
 –  percent – proves economic interdependence of China and Middle 

                                                       
 75 Flynt Leverett and Jeffrey Bader, “Managing China‐U.S. energy competition in the Middle 

East,” e Washington Quarterly  ():. 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

Eastern countries. e largest beneficiaries of China’s trade with the Middle 
East were Saudi Arabia (. billion dollars), Iran (. billion dollars), the 
United Arab Emirates (. billion dollars), and Turkey (. billion dollars). 
Even though Turkey is not an energy-rich country like Saudi Arabia, Iran, and 
the United Arab Emirates, it was fourth in terms of total trade volume. Mean-
while, Iraq’s total trade volume with China increased from  million dollars 
in  to . billion dollars in , showing that China actively participated 
in the post-war Iraq reconstruction process in terms of trade relations.76 

e  global financial crisis negatively affected China’s trade relations 
with Middle Eastern countries. According to China’s statistical yearbook, 
trade values with almost all Middle Eastern countries decreased enormously 
between  and , falling from . billion dollars in  to  billion 
dollars in . Just one year later, trade volumes reached a new high (. 
billion dollar)—an indication of a fast recovery.77 

Apart from bilateral trade relations, China’s FDI also shaped its economic 
influence both at the global and regional levels. In , China’s global FDI net 
flows became . billion dollars, increasing . percent over . us, 
China’s global FDI net stock reached . billion dollars by the end of , 
including  thousand overseas enterprises. According to the World Invest-
ment Report, China (excluding Hong Kong) ranked sixth among all countries 
in terms of outward FDI flows and thirteenth in terms of stock.78 From  
until , China’s FDI net stock increased  percent (from . billion dol-
lars in  to . billion dollars in ). 

For Middle East countries including North Africa and Cyprus, China’s to-
tal FDI net flows became five billion dollars in . In the same interval of 
time, China’s FDI net stock reached its highest level—around . billion dol-
lars. Iran was a major country in terms of both total FDI flows and stocks be-
tween  and . In addition to Iran, the United Arab Emirates, Algeria, 
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Saudi Arabia and Turkey were among other countries attracted FDI net flows 
from China. Some Middle Eastern countries did not attract FDI net flow from 
China as much as others did such as Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Bahrain, and 
Tunusia over the same years. e global financial crisis of  negatively af-
fected China’s FDI flows to Middle Eastern countries. Iran was the most af-
fected by both global financial crisis and by UN sanctions which had started 
in . However, just one year later, China’s FDI flow to Iran increased enor-
mously, reaching . million dollar in .79 

..  Culture and So Power Diplomacy 

Beyond China’s political and economic activities in the Middle East, cultural 
relations also played crucial role. China’s emerging so power is a new asset 
in terms of bilateral relations in the region. Since China was never a colonial 
power in the Middle East, its image is different from that of western powers 
including the United States. Since China’s so power capabilities had newly 
increased in the Middle East, it was not yet possible to see the results of 
China’s so power diplomacy between  and . Along with current po-
litical, economic, and military relations, China’s new so power diplomacy 
improved current bilateral relations in the Middle East. 

As described by Harris, not only Sino-Arab relations but also the Persian, 
Turkish, and Jewish people’s first confrontations with Chinese culture were 
under the umbrella of the famous Silk Road trade connections.80 Even though 
China was a newcomer to the region aer World War II, historical perception 
of the Silk Road continues to affect current cultural relations through China’s 
so power diplomacy. In every diplomatic visit, Chinese officials mention the 
thousand-year historical relations of Chinese civilization with Middle Eastern 
countries. is discourse not only helps improve current economic and polit-
ical relations but also makes China a reliable partner in the Middle East. 

In terms of mutual perception, China’s activities in the Middle East are 
seen as positively by Arabian countries. For example, according to an Arab 

                                                       
 79 Ibid., . 
 80 Harris, China Considers the Middle East, . 
 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

youth survey, China was favored over the United States among - year 
olds.81 While the US image in the region was declining due to its military in-
terventions, China’s image was rising.82 In another research of Brookings Arab 
Public Opinion Poll, China improved from third place in  to second in 
. e US was in sixth place among the seven countries that included 
France, China, Germany, Britain, Russia, and Pakistan.83 On the other hand, 
according to another research on the mutual perceptions of the Chinese and 
Turkish people, rates were not positive.84 
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Table . Confucius Institutes in Middle Eastern Countries ()85  

Country 
 

Bahrein Confucius Institute at University of Bahrain 
Egypt Confucius Institute at Cairo University  

Confucius Institute at Suez Canal University 
Lebanon Confucius Institute at Saint-Joseph University 
Iran Confucius Institute at University of Tehran 
Israel Confucius Institute at Tel Aviv University  

Confucius Institute at Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
Jordan Ammen TAG Confucius Institute  

Confucius Institute at Philadelphia University 
Morocco Confucius Institute at University Mohammed V-Agdal  

Confucius Institute at the University of Hassan II 
Turkey Confucius Institute at Boğaziçi University  

Confucius Institute at Middle East Technical University  
Confucius Institute at Okan University  
Confucius Institute at Yeditepe University 

United Arab 
Emirates 

Confucius Institute at Zayed University 
Confucius Institute University of Dubai 

 
e lack of language education and student exchange programs was a main 
barrier between China and Middle Eastern countries. But Confucius Insti-
tutes, which started being established in , accelerated the process of aca-
demic exchange and the expansion of China’s culture and language in Middle 
Eastern countries. In , there were seventeen Confucius Institutes in nine 
countries. at year, four of seventeen Confucius Institutes were in Turkey. 

Along with the Confucius Institutes, CRI (China Radio International) was 
operating in Middle Estern countries as another of China’s propaganda and 
public diplomacy tools. CRI currently broadcasts in all Middle Eastern lan-
guages, including Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Hebrew. China’s religious mi-
norities, such as Uyghurs and Huis, also contribute to the improving relations 
with the Middle East. China’s Muslim minorities and their longstanding 
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historical relations to the Middle East—which have been both positive and 
negative—are nonetheless important aspect of cultural relations between 
China and Middle Eastern countries.86  For example, thousands of Chinese 
Muslims continue to make the plgrimage to Saudi Arabia every year.87 

To sum up, these cultural propaganda tactics have not created a flourishing 
cultural atmosphere between Middle Eastern countries and China. Political 
and economic instability certainly negatively affected the process, but China’s 
excessive and CCP oriented cultural propaganda also did not create a free en-
vironment for the exchange of cultural values. 

§ .  Assessment of China’s Middle East Policy 

In the international relations literature, China’s rise has been generally dis-
cussed by taking China’s rapid economic development under consideration. 
is dissertation, however, proposes that China’s rise should also be analyzed 
by giving special attention to political and strategical assessment of Chinese 
foreign policy behaviors. In this part of the chapter, three important strategic 
factors—namely domestic, regional, and global factors—are anlayzed to show 
the strategical importance of the region for Chinese foreign policy. 

One prominent intellectual figure in the field of Middle East studies in 
China, Wang Bo, defines the Middle East as one of the most complicated re-
gions in the world. For him, the Middle East is geographically important, in-
tersecting three continents and five seas. In addition, the Middle East has a 
diverse social and cultural historical background with religious, ethnic, and 
ideological differences. In modern times, as an energy-rich region, the Middle 
East become the playground of great powers.88 ese three factors bring risks, 
threats, and opportunities for Middle Eastern countries and great powers, a 
like. erefore, China has started to become involved in the Middle East as a 
crucial actor of the post-Cold War period. 
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..  Domestic Factors 

Changing domestic political factors forced China to become more involved in 
the Middle East. One main reason for this involvement was the changing for-
eign policy perspectives of China’s political and military elite aer the open-
ing-up reforms of . Deng Xiaoping as the leader of the opening-up re-
forms, smoothly adjusted China’s political and economic policies to the post-
Cold War political environment. China’s immediate response to the post-
Cold War political environment was to accelerate the reform process in the 
economic sphere, which prevented their sharing the same fate as the Soviets 
in the beginning of s. Although there were several reasons to explain 
CCP’s power dynamics of the time, the CCP’s opening-up reforms were the 
main reason for China stayed calm during post-Cold War global uncertain-
ties. 

As another domestic factor, China’s main concern since  was to secure 
energy for newly emerging industries. China’s economic development and so-
cial stability directly depended on a sustainable energy flow from outside such 
as the Middle East. Gulf countries became the most important sources of en-
ergy for China. China’s dependence Gulf crude oil, however, caused a great 
trade deficit that affected balance of payments of China. China’s trade in 
goods and services were not enough to close this trade deficit. In addition to 
this obstacle, China’s cheap labor and investment in infrastructure projects in 
the Gulf countries weakened, especially in the s.89 erefore China was 
seriously concerned about its energy dependence and the effects of that de-
pendence on economic development at home. 

Rising, non-traditional security problems, such as terrorism and illegal 
migration are other crucial domestic factors that explain China’s increasing 
influence in the Middle East. According to Wang Bo, there are four reasons 
terrorism is a vital national security threat for China. First, locations in which 
terrorist activities have occurred are in close proximity to China geograph-
ically. China’s western frontiers are threatened by various terrorist organiza-
tions. Although one of the most important goals of the Shanghai Cooperation 
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Organization (SCO) is to secure the geography along China’s western fron-
tiers, the new, global networks of terrorist organizations have urged China to 
fight with terrorism outside this geography, as well. For example, since  
terrorism has become the most sensitive issue in bilateral relations with Mid-
dle Eastern countries such as Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria. Second, terrorist 
activities have threatened China’s energy supply both in Central Asia and in 
the Middle East. ird, the Uyghur question has been affected by current ter-
rorist activities around the Middle East. Muslim countries with Uyghur mi-
grants have had diplomatic and political crises such as cases of illegal migra-
tion to Turkey and Iran. Last, under China’s current economic development 
strategies (opening-up reforms) that aim cooperation and integration with the 
world, China has no choice but to become more involved in the Middle East.90 

..  Regional Factors 

e Islamic revolution in Iran in , the Iraq-Iran war -, the Gulf 
War in , and China’s urgent need for energy beginning in  have urged 
China to establish closer, strategic relations in the Middle East. In addition, 
China’s bilateral relations in the Middle East have affected the current balance 
of power in the region. For example, Iran and Saudi Arabia, which are the 
main providers of crude oil and gas to China, are competitors in the region. 
erefore, Iran-Saudi Arabia relations always have the potential to affect 
China’s overall strategy in the Middle East. To mitigate possible tensions be-
tween the two countries, China has tried to implement neutral diplomacy 
throughout the post-Cold War era. 91  Until , this balancing strategy 
worked and created no significant problems for trilateral relations. Beyond 
energy-rich countries, Turkey and Israel, which are more stable countries in 
the Middle East, have also affected China’s Middle East policies. China is sus-
picious about establishing strategic bilateral relations with Turkey, as NATO 
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member, and Israel, an important ally of the United States.92 For example, the 
US factor in Sino-Israeli relations is a cause of great concern for Chinese in 
cases such as arms transfers and acquisitions.93 

According to China’s new assessments of Middle East politics, three dy-
namics had a crucial impact on current relations in the Middle East aer the 
s: economic cooperation between global and regional powers, the ascend-
ancy of ethnic and religious sources of political identity, and the uniploartiy-
multipolarity discussion with respect to the international order. ese three 
dynamics have also urged China to establish closer and strategic relations in 
the Middle East. 

Geographically, the Middle East is near Central Asia, Africa, and Europe. 
Among these regions, China has paid special attention to Central Asia and 
Europe for different reasons. Central Asia is the closest region to China’s west-
ern provinces such as Xinjiang and Tibet where China is concerned about po-
tential unrest. To mitigate these problems China established close relations 
with Central Asian countries.94 As a geographical link from Central Asia to 
the Middle East, Iran is an important Middle Eastern country with which de-
veloped strategic relations. 

Europe, as the potential market for Chinese goods and services, become 
China’s primary focus, and Turkey and Greece are its regional hub. China has 
invested much in infrastructure projects and the financial sectors in Turkey 
during the s.95  In addition, under the New Silk Road initiative,96  both 
Greece and Turkey’s ports are strategically important distribution centers for 
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China. Although Sino-Turkey relations improved much at the time, the Cy-
prus question, as an international crisis, emerged as a potential problem be-
tween China and Turkey, especially aer EU membership was granted to Cy-
prus in . As broadly discussed in the related chapter, China maintains 
pro-Greek Cypriot policies in the Cyprus question, but it also tried not to be-
have differently from other permanent UNSC members throughout the nego-
tiation processes in order to mitigate negative effects on Sino-Turkish rela-
tions. Besides Iran and Turkey, Israel is another important regional actor that 
forces China to face the United States in the Middle East. In all aspects of its 
bilateral relations with Israel, China considers the US position. 

ese three Non-Arab countries in the region have urged China to create 
new relations with great powers in the Middle East. e challenge for China 
during the period - was to overcome US dominance by adjusting its 
Middle Eastern policies. 

..  Global Factors 

Traditional great power politics in the Middle East is another crucial factor 
that affects China’s Middle East policies. ere are three strategically im-
portant global actors in the Middle East: the United States, the European Un-
ion, and Russia. Each of these great powers has different interests and strate-
gies in the region. roughout China’s active pragmatist policies in the period 
-, its foreign policy objectives and national interests in the Middle 
East have overlapped with these great powers.97 China, as a latecomer to the 
region, implemented various strategies to overcome overlapped interests with 
the great powers. One of these was to establish closer relations with Non-Arab 
countries in the Middle East, each of which has serious relations with a specific 
great power. While Russia has significant national interest in Iran, Israel is an 
important strategic ally of the United States. Turkey is the only country want-
ing to be a member of the European Union in the Middle East. 

Sino-Iranian relations are the main example of Chinese-Russian coopera-
tion and competition in the region. Although China and Russia’s short-term 
national interests in both Central Asia and the Middle East are similar such as 
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their stance on Iran nuclear issue and Syrian crisis, in the long run China’s 
influence over Central Asian countries and Iran has the potential to threaten 
Russia’s traditional geopolitical interests in the region.98 

e EU is another influential global actor in terms of its economic and 
political interests in the Middle East. Both Sino-Turkish relations and Sino-
Greek relations have the potential to affect China and EU relations in the Mid-
dle East and Eastern Mediterranean contexts. China’s rising economic and 
diplomatic activities in both countries open the EU’s southern frontiers to 
China’s sphere of influence. For example, aer Greek Cyprus joined the Euro-
pean Union, China increased its diplomatic and economic activities with Tur-
key and Greece. Greece is another example revealing China’s influence along 
the southern frontiers of the European Union, especially aer the  global 
financial crisis. For example, one of China’s important state-owned shipping 
companies, COSCO, agreed to operate Piers  and  at the port of Piraeus in 
Greece.99  However, Sino-Turkey relations are more complicated than either 
Sino-Greek or Sino-Cyprus relations since Turkey’s new foreign policy orien-
tation have made it one of the most crucial actors in the Middle East politics. 
Sino-Turkish relations are also dynamic and include energy security issues in 
Iraq, Iran’s nuclear issue, and Syrian crisis. 

Last, Arabian Peninsula and the Levant also reveal global competition be-
tween the United States and China in the Middle Eastern context. For exam-
ple, Sino-Israel relations have the potential to affect primary Chinese and US 
political and economic interests in the region. With respect to the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict, China and the United States have different views on how to 
solve the conflict. As is broadly discussed in the next chapter, military relations 
and arms sales were the main concern of the United States in Sino-Israeli re-
lations. In some cases, the United States compelled Israel to cancel agreements 
already signed with China.100 Until now, this competition has been managed 
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by the two countries, but if not managed well, it creates a siginificant conflict 
between the United States and China in the Middle East.101 

Among these three crucial global actors, Sino-US cooperation and com-
petition in the Middle East will probably determine the fate of the region. 
China and the United States were confronted in the Gulf War in . China 
was dissatisfied with the US intervention in Kuwait at the time. However, even 
though China and the United States have different strategies and priorities in 
the Middle East, they implemented a closer, cooperative relationship during 
the s. Aer the Arab Spring, Sino-US relations tightened once again. In 
response, China established vital strategic relations with Iran and Syria.102 
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 



China and Iran’s Nuclear Crisis 

nderstanding the basic parameters of Iran’s nuclear crisis is necessary 
for a full-fledged evaluation of China’s diplomatic position towards 

both Iran and the nuclear talks held between  and . Aer the Arab 
Spring, actors involved in Iran’s nuclear crisis were obliged to focus on the 
ethnic and sectarian crisis that threatened to spread across the region. us, 
alongside other critical issues in the Middle East, Iran’s nuclear crisis gained 
a renewed momentum at the beginning of . is chapter focuses on 
China’s position towards Iran’s nuclear crisis in the decade prior to that, from 
 to . 

roughout the chapter, Iran’s nuclear crisis, Sino-Iranian relations, and 
China’s reaction to Iran’s nuclear crisis are analyzed. Aer introducing a brief 
historical background of Iran’s nuclear issue, the first part of the chapter fo-
cuses on the period -, dividing it into two sub-periods. e period 
-, during which the first concrete allegations of Iran’s ability to de-
velop nuclear weapons were made, was also the beginning of the first negoti-
ations between the European Union (EU) and Iran. e period - 
were years of sanctions against Iran and the establishment of new diplomatic 
mechanisms such as P+ to solve Iran’s nuclear crisis. is part of the chapter 
ends in  when a new negotiation process commenced following the heavy 
UN sanctions against Iran. 

U
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In the last part of the chapter, a strategic assessment of China’s foreign 
policy with respect to Iran’s nuclear crisis evaluates China’s strategic objec-
tives and the basic determinants of its policy behaviors. 

§ .  Iran’s Nuclear Crisis

Iran’s nuclear crisis raised security fears for both regional and global actors
concerning Iran’s ability to develop nuclear weapon. e EU (France, Ger-
many, and the United Kingdom), the United States, Russia, and China were
the most influential actors involved in the crisis and had the capability to affect
all dimensions related to it. Apart from these actors, Saudi Arabia, Israel, Tur-
key, and Brazil were secondary actors that tried to influence the crisis during
the period –. In addition to states with serious anxieties about Iran’s
ability to develop nuclear weapons, the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) also played a
crucial role, changing the direction of the conflict between the disputing sides
throughout the negotiation process.

..  Historical Background of Iran’s Nuclear Crisis

One of the significant discussions pertaining to Iran’s nuclear crisis concerns
arms-control regimes that have developed over the course of the twentieth
century. e rise of military spending across the world was a primary motiva-
tion for regulating but not stopping the arms race between nation states.1 e
basic treaty, regulating all nuclear-related issues is the Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT), signed in  and entered into force in .2 According to Ar-
ticle II of the NPT:

1 Jozef Goldblat, “e conference on disarmament at the crossroads: To revitalize or dissolve?,” 
e Nonproliferation Review  (): . 

2 “Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT),” accessed January , , 
https://www.un.org/disarmament/wmd/nuclear/npt/ 
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e NPT prohibits the transfer by nuclear-weapon states to any recip-
ient whatsoever of nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices 
or of control over them.3 

e main dilemma, however, that arises from the NPT, concerns Article IV, 
which allows the exchange of nuclear-related materials for peaceful use for 
nuclear energy.4 is is the basis upon which Iran claimed it had the inaliena-
ble right to develop peaceful nuclear energy. e NPT, thus, has established a 
safeguards system under the responsibility of the IAEA.5 

Nuclear technology has a long history of transforming the global political 
structure, beginning with the use of atomic bombs in Nagasaki and Hiroshima 
in Japan during the Second World War.6 During the Cold War, the Soviet Un-
ion and the United States reached a level of mutually assured destruction with 
respect to the nuclear weapons they had at their disposal. When the two su-
perpowers of the bipolar international system reached this level, the expansion 
of nuclear technology immediately commenced. e first country to join the 
“nuclear club” was France in . China followed, testing its first nuclear 
weapon in . Aer the Cuban Missile Crisis in , the Soviet Union and 
United States agreed to arms-control agreements to prevent the expansion of 
nuclear technology.7 e NPT is the most universal of such agreements.  
countries have joined the NPT including Iran in , India in , and Paki-
stan in . ough it criticizes Iran’s ability to develop nuclear weapons, Is-
rael is not part of the NPT.8 
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Under US strategic thinking during the Cold War, Iran was a strategic 
partner in the Middle East against the expansionist policy of the Soviet Union. 
Iran’s nuclear proliferation began in  with US help. e United States also 
established nuclear research centers in Turkey and Pakistan in .9 During 
the Cold War, Iran under the shah developed nuclear technology with the as-
sistance not only of the United States, but from European countries such as 
Germany, France, and Belgium. ese countries supported Iran’s nuclear 
technology at the time, arguing that Iran needed alternative energy resources. 
Ironically, just aer the Islamic revolution these same countries opposed Iran’s 
development of nuclear technology by arguing that Iran had sufficient energy 
resources and did not need to develop alternative energy technologies.10 

Aer the shah fled and the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) was established 
in , the United States canceled its shipments of enriched uranium to Iran. 
At the time the shah le Iran,  percent of the Bushehr Nuclear Power Plant 
in the city of Bushehr was finished and  percent of its nuclear materials had 
been secured. Moreover,  percent of Bushehr  had also been finished before 
western companies le in , though almost all the facilities were damaged 
during the Iraq-Iran War (–). In the midst of the Iraq-Iran War in 
, Iran built a new nuclear research center with the assistance of France. 
ree years later, Iran had a yellow cake11 plant in Yazd.12 Aer the Iraq-Iran 
War, Iran intensified its nuclear research, collaborating with various countries 
possessing nuclear technology such as Russia, Argentina, Belgium, and 
China.13 For example, Russia and Iran signed an agreement to construct two 

                                                       
 9 Ibid., . 
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reactors in Bushehr in .14 e basic controversies between the IAEA and 
Iran also first arose in these years, since Iran did not inform the IAEA about 
these nuclear research programs. 

Iran continued developing nuclear technology in the s with the help 
of both China and Russia. In , Iran received , kilograms of uranium 
from China to develop uranium enrichment.15 On January , , Iran and 
Russia signed -million-dollar contract for the Bushehr nuclear power 
plant, which opened in . During the s, not only Russian but also Chi-
nese involvement aided Iran’s nuclear research and the development of its 
own nuclear technology. In , however, China withdrew almost all techno-
logical support to Iran, aer which point Russia became Iran’s central strategic 
partner for nuclear cooperation.16 

During the first decade of the twenty first century, Israel was another cru-
cial actor that affected the direction of the crisis. Although Israel is not a sig-
natory to the NPT, and is thus immune from IAEA inspection, it opposed 
Iran’s increasing nuclear energy capabilities and feared that the country would 
develop weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). e main intention of Israel 
was its safety and regional security. In addition, during the long negotiation 
process with respect to Iran’s nuclear crisis, Israel consistently emphasized its 
position on Iran even though it was not part of the negotiation team. In , 
for example, Israeli Defense Minister Shaul Mofaz threatened to destroy Iran’s 
nuclear capabilities by force, notwithstanding the fact that Iran had signed the 
Additional Protocol to the NPT.17 
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..  First Allegations and Negotiations, – 

Iran’s secret nuclear facilities and research program first came to light in a 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) report in .18 e extent of the program 
became apparent two years later in a statement released by Alireza Jafarzade, 
a representative of the National Council of Resistance of Iran, which is the 
parliament in exile. In that statement, he revealed that Iran had nuclear sites 
in Natanz and Arak.19 is development was a turning point in disputes on 
Iran’s nuclear crisis, opening the way to the long negotiation process. e 
main problem did not concern Iran’s development of peaceful nuclear energy, 
but its failure to give information about its new nuclear sites and activities in 
Natanz and Arak to the IAEA in a timely fashion. 

Aer these allegations, Iran’s vice-president and head of the Atomic En-
ergy Organization of Iran, Reza Aghazadeh, made a statement at the th 
General Conference of the IAEA in Vienna in . In that statement Aghaza-
deh clearly emphasized that “Iran has maintained its strong and active ties 
with the IAEA and has submitted all its nuclear activities including the Bu-
shehr Power Plant Project to the supervision of the Agency.”20 On December 
, , IAEA Director General Mohamed ElBaradei stated that he would ar-
range a meeting between IAEA technical experts and Iran’s president in Feb-
ruary  to discuss Iran’s nuclear program.21 Aer the first investigation by 
the IAEA team in Natanz and Arak, the IAEA declared its initial assessment. 
According to the IAEA report, 
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Iran has failed to meet its obligations under its Safeguards Agreement 
with respect to the reporting of nuclear material, the subsequent pro-
cessing and use of that material and the declaration of facilities where 
the material was stored and processed in June .22 

Before the IAEA report, Iran had proposed a roadmap known as the Spring 
 Proposal as a comprehensive agreement on the nuclear issue,23 address-
ing issues ranging from the transfer of nuclear technology to Iran to the Iraq 
War and to the Middle East peace process.24 is proposal indicated that Iran’s 
nuclear crisis was not related to just nuclear technology, but to Iran’s ambi-
tious foreign policy agenda in the Middle East. Aer the IAEA director met 
with Iranian officials in June , the IAEA’s Board of Governors called on 
Iran to suspend uranium enrichment in September .25 e IAEA, how-
ever, did not refer the issue to the UNSC, as the United States had wished. 

Before deciding to join negotiations in May , the United States used 
‘hard diplomacy’ to coerce Iran to stop its nuclear research program.26 Alt-
hough the United States became part of the P+, which established in , 
it did not fully participate in the negotiations. Until , the United States 
not only did not join the effort to persuade Iran but rejected any official con-
tact with Iranian officials with respect to Iran’s proposal to solve the nuclear 
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crisis. One important reason for the hard stance of the US against Iran was its 
relatively easy military victory in Iraq.27 

e European Union approached the Iranian nuclear crisis on the basis of 
controversies among its members over the Iraq War. A Number of EU coun-
tries were against the US invasion of Iraq in March . us, the EU tried 
to find a common ground to negotiate Iran’s nuclear issue in order to prevent 
US intervention in Iran.28 e EU implemented a “carrot diplomacy” offering 
peaceful solutions to Iran’s nuclear crisis. e European Union offered a vari-
ety of incentives to stop Iran’s nuclear research program.29 Iran accepted the 
IAEA’s demands and suspended all nuclear activities in line with a deal it 
made with the EU- in October  (Tehran Decleration). e main aim of 
the United States and the EU- was to convince Iran to sign the additional 
protocol.30 In this declaration, the EU- offered Iran economic incentives and 
cooperation in return for Iran’s cancellation of all plans to develop its own 
nuclear technology.31 Two-months later, Iran signed the additional protocol, 
paving the way for the inspection of Iran’s nuclear facilities by the IAEA.32 

From September  until the November  Paris Agreement, the EU 
and Iran discussed a broad range of issues related to Iran’s nuclear program. 
During the negotiation process, several difficulties caused a problem of confi-
dence between the EU and Iran. For example, IAEA reports in June  
accused Iran of not cooperating with agency inspectors. en, in August , 
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Iran criticized the IAEA and reopened the Bushehr nuclear facilities that had 
been closed by the IAEA. 

e Paris Agreement provided the basis for a separate agreement regard-
ing Iran’s nuclear program, since Iran could not suspend all its activities for 
technical reasons. All sides witnessed Iran’s positive attitude during this pro-
cess, and for this reason the IAEA Board of Governors did not bring matter to 
the UNSC in November .33 

In January , Iran proposed an agreement with the EU, committing 
to not pursue WMDs as well as to cooperate with the EU on strategic trade 
controls. In addition, in March  Iran proposed objective guarantees to the 
EU including fully adopting the additional protocol and limiting the expan-
sion of its uranium enrichment program. Despite all diplomatic efforts to find 
common ground on the issue of uranium enrichment, Iran and the EU did 
not reach an agreement.34 

In addition to diplomatic negotiations, Iranian domestic political changes 
influenced Iranian policy makers at the time. On June , , the conserva-
tive politician Mahmood Ahmadinejad was elected president of Iran. Aer 
Iran announced his election, it began producing uranium hexafluoride, 
whereupon the EU- halted negotiations on August , . ree days before 
Iran’s decision to restart its nuclear activities, the EU had proposed a long-
term agreement package.35 

In September , Ahmadinejad delivered a historic speech at the United 
Nations General Assembly (UNGA). He declared, “Without possession of 
[the] nuclear fuel cycle, nuclear power plants can indeed lead to total depend-
ence of countries and peoples.”36  Ahmadinejad clearly revealed Iran’s hard 
stance on the nuclear crisis, declaring its full independence in the production 
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of all nuclear technology. e IAEA referred Iran to the UNSC for the first 
time in a special meeting in February .37 

..  Emergence of the P+ and UNSC Sanctions, - 

Before the emergence of the P+, the EU was the only diplomatic mecha-
nism to solve Iran’s nuclear issue in a peaceful, diplomatic way. e P+ was 
established in June  to enhance the legitimacy and seriousness of the nu-
clear negotiation process with Iran. Essentially, Russia, China, and the United 
States were joining the EU under this new initiative. e reason for establish-
ing such a powerful diplomatic mechanism was the announcement of Iran’s 
first uranium enrichment of . percent in Natanz in . Aer Ahmad-
inejad’s speech about Iran’s joining the “nuclear club” in April , Iran re-
jected all previous proposals.38 However, in June , another proposal of-
fered by the P+ changed the nature of the negotiation process in that the 
United States was convinced to hold direct talks with Iran on the nuclear issue. 
According to the proposal, “Iran was to suspend all enrichment related and 
reprocessing activities, accept the establishment of a mechanism to review this 
moratorium; resumption of additional protocol.”39 Suspension of uranium en-
richment was the only condition for the United States to join official negotia-
tions with Iran. 

As a result of these developments, on July , , the UNSC adopted 
Resolution . Only Qatar voted against it.40 In the resolution, “the council 
calls on Tehran to suspend its enrichment program and verify its compliance 
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with IAEA Board of Governor’s requirements.”41 is was the first UNSC res-
olution declaring that each member state of the UN should 

exercise vigilance and prevent the transfer of any items, materials, 
good and technology that could contribute to Iran’s enrichment re-
lated and reprocessing activities and ballistic missile programmes.42 

Iran, however, rejected the P+ proposal which required the suspension of all 
enrichment activities, but it opened the door for further negotiations in Au-
gust .43 All in all, this political stance of Iran was a legitimate argument 
for the United States to support sanctions against Iran. 

In December , the UNSC declared the first round of sanctions relat-
ing to the Iranian nuclear issue in Resolution . According to the resolution, 

All member of the UN states should exercise vigilance regarding the 
entry into their territory of individuals engaged in Iran’s nuclear or 
ballistic missile activities; must freeze the funds, financial assets, and 
economic resources of designated individuals who are involved with 
Iran’s nuclear programs; [and] prevent the “specialized teaching or 
training of Iranian nationals” of subjects that would enhance Iran’s nu-
clear goals.44 

e resolution also emphasized that the IAEA should send a report on Iran’s 
related activities within two months. In February , ElBaradei, the Direc-
tor General of the IAEA, issued a report criticizing Iran for not suspending its 
uranium enrichment procedures and other related activities.45 Following this 
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report, the use of force and more sophisticated sanctions against Iran started 
to be discussed.46 

e IAEA’s report triggered another UNSC resolution that expanded the 
existing sanctions. 

e UNSC adopted Resolution  unanimously under Article  of 
the UN Charter47 in March . is resolution has added the names 
of  more individuals and entities to [the] previous list, which in-
cludes  organizations and  individuals involved in Iran’s nuclear 
activities.48 

e importance of this resolution was that it offered a new agreement between 
the UNSC and Iran. In that offer, all UNSC sanctions and related restrictions 
could be lied if Iran agreed to fully suspend its uranium enrichment. Iran 
agreed with the IAEA to formulate a work plan to answer allegations about its 
nuclear activities in August .49 

A critical development changed the political nature of Iran’s nuclear crisis 
in December . A US intelligence assessment – the National Intelligent Es-
timate (NIE) report – claimed that there was not enough evidence to prove 
that Iran had developed a nuclear weapon. It is noteworthy that despite heavy 
pressure and threats on the use of force from the Bush government, the NIE 
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report claimed that Iran had shelved its nuclear weapons program over the 
previous four years.50 

However, despite the NIE report, the UNSC adopted Resolution  on 
March , , with fourteen of the council’s fieen members voting in favor. 
Indonesia abstained.51 Resolution  added more individuals to the list of 
people that states must report to the “ Committee” if they enter their ter-
ritory.52 For the first time, the resolution required states to “prevent the entry 
into or transit through their territories of designated individuals involved in 
pursuing Iran’s nuclear ambitions.”53 

In , several resolutions were passed by the UNSC, but none included 
additional sanctions on Iran. All urged Iran to cooperate with the P+ to solve 
the problem, and the June  resolutions added incentives to bring Iran to 
the negotiation table.54 

In April , the United States, for the first time, entered into regular 
talks with Iran. Hillary Clinton declared that the United States would be part 
of the P+ meetings.55 It was an important change in US diplomacy with re-
spect to Iran’s nuclear crisis. Obama administration paved the way for full 
participation of the United States in the negotiations. 

A uranium enrichment facility in city of Qom in Iran was revealed in . 
It once again created suspicion about Iran’s nuclear ambitions. 56  Iranian 
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President Mahmood Ahmadinejad was re-elected in June . at same 
month, Iran proposed a new fuel swap agreement to the P+. According to 
the agreement, Iran would exchange its low-enriched uranium (LEU) for fuel 
for the Tehran Research Reactor (TRR).57 Although all sides agreed to imple-
ment the deal in October , it was not implemented for political reasons. 
Both sides blamed the other for the failure.58 

It is important to note that the TRR deal provided a new opportunity for 
negotiating actors. It was an alternative to previous proposals. In May , 
Brazil and Turkey followed up with a TRR proposal of their own. ey pro-
posed that 

Iran would transfer . kg of LEU to be held in escrow in Turkey 
within one month. In return, the IAEA, France, Russia, and the United 
States would agree to provide  kg of  percent enriched uranium 
fuel to Iran within one year. 

If the terms were not fulfilled, Turkey would transfer the LEU back to Iran.59 
Iran, Brazil, and Turkey signed the Tehran Agreement under these conditions 
in May , but France, Russia, and the United States rejected the proposal 
because “it did not address Iran’s production of  percent enriched uranium 
and Iran’s accumulation of a larger amount of LEU.”60 

On June , , the Security Council adopted Resolution , with 
twelve countries voting in favor, Brazil and Turkey voting against, and Leba-
non abstaining. e resolution reiterated the UNSC’s demands in previous 
resolutions that Iran halt all enrichment activity and other activities related to 
nuclear weapons development. Furthermore, this resolution imposed a sixth 
round of sanctions against Iran. It banned Iran from investing in nuclear and 
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missile technology abroad, including investment in uranium mining. It estab-
lished a complete arms embargo on Iran, banning the sale of sophisticated 
weapons to Iran. Iran was also prohibited from undertaking any activities re-
lated to ballistic missiles, and the resolution required other states to take the 
necessary measures to prevent technology relevant to ballistic missiles from 
reaching Iran. It also updated the list of items banned for transfer to and from 
Iran. is resolution also included financial sanctions targeting Iran’s ability 
to finance proliferation activities. ree companies related to the Islamic Re-
public of Iran were subject to an asset freeze, and states were requested to re-
port any attempt by Iran to circumvent sanctions.61 

One important part of UNSC Resolution  concerned the establish-
ment of a new Panel of Experts in to consult with the “ Committee” to 
carry out specific tasks.62 In June , UNSC Resolution  extended the 
mandate of the Panel of Experts, and the IAEA seriously warned Iran for the 
first time about relations between its nuclear activities and its military.63 In a 
long report dated November , the director general of the IAEA detailed 
the possible military dimensions of Iran’s of nuclear activities. is signaled a 
new stage in Iran’s nuclear crisis, since the United States under an Obama ad-
ministration that was more inclined toward political and diplomatic processes 
than the previous administration started to reconsider UNSC sanctions. As 
the Arab Spring began to spread across the Middle East, Iran’s nuclear activi-
ties, uranium enrichment projects, and other regional developments became 
increasingly crucial for both global and regional powers. 

All in all, throughout the period -, two crucial developments 
changed the dynamics of Iranian nuclear crisis. While the first concrete alle-
gations triggered a long, difficult negotiation process, the first UNSC sanctions 
in  urged Iran to cooperate with international actors. However, as an 
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unintended consequence, Russia and China gradually became the most sig-
nificant actors with the ability to change the behaviors of traditional actors in 
Iran’s nuclear crisis, such as the United States and the European Union. China, 
as a rising power in the global economy and in global politics, started to im-
plement an active diplomacy in the Iranian nuclear crisis. In the next part of 
this chapter, both Sino-Iranian relations and China’s reaction to Iran’s nuclear 
crisis are analyzed to understand China’s policy behaviors, objectives, and in-
tentions in an international crisis. 

§ .  Sino-Iranian Relations 

Sino-Iranian relations date back to political, social, and economic relations 
between the Han Dynasty and Parthia (anxi-安息) in approximately  BC.64 
roughout history, from the Tang Dynasty to the Sassanid Empire, the Chi-
nese and Iranian people have continued to develop these relations. erefore, 
even today, Chinese and Iranian officials generally emphasize the historical 
roots of Sino-Iranian relations. In addition to the historical roots of bilateral 
relations, imperialism is another common historical experience of both coun-
tries. Although China and Iran have experienced the political, social, and eco-
nomic repercussions of nineteenth-century western imperialism differently, 
humiliation has long characterized the relations of both with western coun-
tries.65 Along with this shared discourse and experience, an anti-hegemonic 
struggle was another common foreign policy discourse for China and Iran, 
especially aer the establishment of the IRI in . Although they had differ-
ent socio-political structures, revolutionary politics prevailed in both coun-
tries.66 
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..  Political and Diplomatic Relations 

It is possible to divide Sino-Iranian relations aer the establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in  into two historical periods. e first 
is the shah period that lasted until , and the second is the post-shah pe-
riod, from  until today. Cold War conditions shaped Sino-Iranian rela-
tions during the shah period; while China was implementing a revolutionary 
foreign policy, Iran at the time was leaning toward the United States and the 
Western Pact. For example, when Iran became part of the Western-leaning 
Baghdad Pact in , the Chinese newspaper Renmin Ribao criticized Iran’s 
move as dangerous and regrettable. As another example, China opposed the 
security alliance between the United States and Iran in .67 While the dif-
fering relations of Iran and China to the United States affected their bilateral 
relations, Soviet expansion into the Middle East and Central Asia created a 
common threat for both, especially aer the Sino-Soviet split of the early 
s. For instance, China was, together with the Soviet Union, one of the 
main supporters of certain national liberation organizations in Oman and 
South Yemen. But aer the Sino-Soviet split, China changed its policy towards 
these organizations.68 e Soviet Union’s occupation of Afghanistan was also 
viewed by both China and Iran as threatening Soviet expansion.69 

Sino-Iranian relations deepened aer China became a permanent member 
of the UNSC in . Iran’s Queen Farah visited China for the first time in 
September . In June , China’s Foreign Minister Ji Pengfei visited Iran 
to discuss the future relationship between the countries in the first visit of a 
high-ranking Chinese official.70  According to Garver, there are four crucial 
reasons that explain the Sino-Iranian rapprochement in the s. e first 
was related to the power vacuum in the Persian Gulf aer Great Britain’s in-
fluence in the region began to decline. e United States and the Soviet Union 
started a new power struggle to dominate the Persian Gulf, which was 
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opposed to China’s independent foreign policy at the time. e second reason 
was the Sino-Soviet split, which caused a great divergence between the foreign 
policy priorities of the Chinese and the Soviets in Iran. e third reason was 
the common threat of India for China and Iran. For example, both countries 
supported Pakistan against India’s alliance with the Soviet Union in the s. 
e last reason was Sino-US rapprochement, which started with “ping-pong” 
diplomacy at the beginning of the s and matured with the US-PRC com-
mercial agreement granting China most favored nation status in early .71 
As a consequence, Chinese President Hua Guofeng made an official visit to 
Iran for the first time from August  to September , . Iran became the 
first non-communist country to be visited by a Chinese president.72 

However, Hua Guofeng’s visit was a miscalculation by Chinese foreign 
policy decision makers; the shah fled into exile just four months later in Janu-
ary . Street demonstrations and revolts in Iran triggered the Islamic Rev-
olution, and Khomeini, who would become supreme leader of the revolution, 
set up the Council of the Islamic Revolution that same month.73 In April , 
the IRI was formally established. As cited by Fan, “e visit le a very strong 
negative feeling about China among Iranians.”74 However, Iranian foreign pol-
icy became more revolutionary aer the establishment of the new Republic. 
“Neither West Nor East” was a political motto that explained Iran’s view on 
its relationship to either superpowers – the United States and the Soviet Un-
ion. Indeed, China was another eastern power defined under this motto of the 
new Iranian regime. 

As soon as a new Islamic regime was established in Tehran, China was the 
first of several countries to apologize for its behavior during the shah period. 
Chinese President Hua Guofeng apologized for his previous contacts with the 
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shah regime through indirect communication channels via Pakistan.75 In Feb-
ruary , the Chinese Islamic Association and Vice President Zhang Jie vis-
ited Iran. In response to these visits, a high-level delegation from Iran visited 
China for the first time in July .76 

e year  marked a rupture in modern Chinese foreign and security 
policies. A number of factors led it to implement a more balanced strategy in 
the Middle East. ese included China’s transition from revolutionary to in-
dependent foreign policy during the opening-up reforms and the establish-
ment of diplomatic relations with the United States in . On one hand, 
China was trying to be a responsible permanent member of the UNSC; on the 
other, it was readjusting its national interests and foreign policy priorities in 
the Middle East. e first crisis between the United States and Iran was Iran’s 
seizure of the US embassy in Tehran in November . Although China tried 
to remain neutral, it strongly criticized the United States for using military 
power to rescue hostages in April .77 In addition, China did not participate 
in the UNSC vote to impose sanctions on Iran for holding American diplo-
mats hostage in January .78 e next crisis between the United States and 
Iran was not a hostage crisis, but a war between Iraq and Iran that started in 
. At the beginning of the Iraq-Iran war, China attempted to remain neu-
tral in order to maintain relations with both Sunni Arab countries as well as 
the newly established Shiite revolutionary regime in Iran. 

During the eight-year war, Iran was dependent on other powers for its 
supply of weapons, but its “Neither West Nor East” policy prevented procure-
ment of arms from other powers such as China. However, aer US President 
Ronald Reagan’s supplied arms to Taiwan in , China signaled a change in 
its neutral stance on the Iran-Iraq War. Chinese Prime Minister Zhao Ziyang 
announced three principles. With respect to the new Chinese new foreign pol-
icy stance on the Iran-Iraq War, 

                                                       
 75 Garver, China and Iran, . 
 76 Ibid., . 
 77 Harris, China Considers the Middle East, . 
 78 Ibid., . 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

Iran and Iraq belong to the third world and both are friendly countries 
of China. We are very much concerned about the recent armed con-
flicts between them. We hope that they will settle their disputes peace-
fully through negotiations, guard against superpower interference, and 
prevent the situation from worsening. is is not only in the interests 
of the people of Iran and Iraq but also conducive to peace and stability 
in the Gulf areas.79 

Political and diplomatic relations were improved by bilateral visits between 
China and Iran during the s. e first Iranian ambassador to Beijing was 
appointed in May . China’s first high-level envoy, He Ying, visited Tehran 
just aerward in January . During He Ying’s visit, future meetings be-
tween the foreign ministers of both countries were scheduled. Ali Akbar Ve-
layeti, the first Iranian foreign minister, visited Beijing in September , and 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wu Xueqian visited Iran in October .80  e 
most important visit was that of Rafsanjani, the speaker of the Iranian parlia-
ment, to Beijing in June . During his five-day visit, several agreements be-
tween China and Iran were signed, including a nuclear cooperation agree-
ment. 81  As the following part of the chapter shows, Sino-Iranian nuclear 
cooperation has since then remained a crucial controversy among China, Iran, 
and the United States. 

As a matter of fact, a combination of factors such as the Iran-Iraq War, the 
sanctions imposed by Western countries, and the nuclear crisis forced Iran to 
approach China in the s. Although China was trying to remain neutral at 
that time, its pro-Iranian stance became apparent in its arms sales to Iran. Ac-
cording to Garver, China supplied Silkworm anti-ship missiles to Iran in 
.82  is was the main reason for Iran to establish close relations with 
China. On the other hand, Harris claims that China remained neutral by sup-
plying arms to both sides and sought reconciliation between Iraq and Iran 
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during the war. 83  According to statistics, China sold --billion-dollars’ 
worth of arms during the war.84 However, in UNSC Resolution , passed in 
July , five permanent members of the Security Council first made the de-
cision to end the Iraq-Iran war.85 

Aer the end of the Iran-Iraq War in August , Iranian President 
Khamenei visited China in May , and he emphasized expanding good re-
lations between the two countries. Just one month later, in June , large 
demonstrations took place in Beijing and the Chinese government harshly 
suppressed protest. e Tiananmen Square protests negatively affected Sino-
US relations. Right aer this, the United States started to implement sanctions 
against China. With respect to US sanctions against China “the East Asian 
section of the Iranian foreign ministry told a Tehran Times reporter that out-
sider[s] had no right to interfere in China’s internal affairs.”86 Once again, the 
perception of a shared threat helped the two countries form a common ground 
to improve bilateral Sino-Iranian relations. A decade previously, was a result 
of the fear of Soviet expansionism; now, it was the problematic nature of Sino-
US relations. 

Understanding Sino-Iranian relations in the s is critical for any eval-
uation of current Sino-Iranian political and diplomatic relations, since all con-
temporary examples of cooperation and controversy between them became 
apparent at that time. Increasing Chinese dependence on outside energy re-
sources and Iran’s need for sophisticated nuclear technology were the issues 
that directly affected other controversial issues such as Sino-US relations and 
China’s integration into the international system. 

e Gulf War of  created new political circumstances that eased 
China’s involvement in the Middle East. Sino-Iranian relations deepened dur-
ing the Gulf War. e post-Soviet environment in the Middle East and Central 
Asia created a political vacuum that could easily be filled by other powers such 
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as the United States or Turkey, neither of which was in favor of China or Iran. 
Russia was no longer stable aer the break down of the Soviet republic.87 

China became a net oil importer country for the first time in . is 
triggered the first Sino-Iranian cooperation in energy market.88 In the s, 
the United States was the only super power that could easily shape political 
and economic issues in the Middle East. H. W. Bush declared an act against 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in September .89 Aer the Gulf War of , the 
main US objective was clearly to give a message to Iran by restraining Iran’s 
unclear intent to improve its nuclear technology. For this reason, the US Con-
gress passed the Iran-Iraq Non-Proliferation Act in October . In , the 
Clinton administration promulgated a dual-containment policy for Iraq and 
Iran. Two years later, the US government barred US companies from engaging 
in oil-related business with Iran.90 is was the most serious US trade embargo 
on Iran since . Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen criticized the uni-
lateral US economic pressure on Iran and, in March , offered to improve 
cooperation with Iran during a visit of Iranian politicians to Beijing.91 In spite 
of China’s concerns about US pressure on Iran, China terminated all nuclear 
cooperation with Iran in . Sino-US relations prevailed over Sino-Iranian 
relations, and China disengaged from the Iranian nuclear issue that same year. 
However, Sino-Iranian diplomatic relations later improved with numerous of-
ficial visits between the two countries.92 

As a matter of fact, relations between Iran and China became so close that 
they shared common foreign policy objectives and threats in the period -
. For example, the first China-Iran Chamber of Commerce was established 
in . Two years later the first political consultation mechanism was created 
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under China’s special envoy to the Middle East, and Bank Tejarat became the 
first Iranian Bank in Beijing.93 

Another crucial development between Iran and China became apparent 
in the China Model discussion. Conservative Iranian politicians started to dis-
cuss the Chinese way of understanding the international political stance 
against the United States and European countries. At the same time, they in-
sisted on implementing Chinese economic development methods for sustain-
able social and economic development in Iran. According to Rozsa, it was not 
suitable for Iran to implement the China Model because of the different social 
and economic structures in the two countries.94 

..  Economic and Energy Relations 

Sino-Iranian economic relations were affected by two crucial developments at 
the end of the s. As discussed above, the  Islamic revolution created a 
new political and economic situation in Iran. A similar development took 
place in China aer its implementation of opening-up reforms in . It is 
important to note that these developments coincided with changing dynamics 
in the global political economy marked by the Washington Consensus, which 
is known as the beginning of the neo-liberal economic development model. 

Aer the Islamic revolution in , the trade relations of the United States 
and Great Britain with Iran gradually declined according to the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). China filled this vacuum by diversifying its economic 
relations with Iran. For example, US exports to Iran accounted for  percent 
of that country’s imports in , but this declined to  percent by  and to 
 percent by . Similarly, “Iran’s imports from Great Britain [which] ac-
counted for  percent in , [fell] to  percent by  and [rose] to  percent 
by . On the other hand, China’s total export to Iran increased from  per-
cent in  to  percent by  and to  percent by .”95 
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Sino-Iranian economic cooperation started to develop in , and China 
became the major actor investing in water conservation, dam design, and the 
construction and fishing sectors in Iran.96 In July , the first economic del-
egation visited China from Iran.97 e Iraq-Iran War, however, forced Iran to 
cooperate with China during that time. In , the first Joint Committee for 
Trade, Science, and Technology Cooperation was institutionalized between 
China and Iran. is institution and its three subcommittees catalyzed Sino-
Iranian trade in the s.98 e end of the Iraq-Iran War, the collapse of So-
viet Union, and Iraq’s loss in the Gulf War of  created new atmosphere to 
improve economic development in Iran. e Iranian economy had suffered 
during the war. Aerward, Iran sought to reconstruct the country, invest in 
infrastructure, and secure economic partners. 

In terms of Sino-Iranian economic relations, both countries agreed to 
launch new projects, including three fish-canning factories in Iran.99  was 
a critical year for China since it became, for the first time, an oil importer 
country. In addition to merchandise trade and investment projects, energy co-
operation started to affect overall political and economic relations between 
China and Iran. As an indication of China’s attractive economic policies in 
Iran, the Bank of China provided the country credit of  million dollars in 
, the first formal loan from China to Iran. Aer the China International 
Trust and Investment Company secured a contract for the Tehran metro, this 
loan was extended by ten months. According to Garver, the “ deal” be-
tween China and Iran also included the construction of one nuclear power 
plant in Iran, but China cancelled it aer the US implemented serious sanc-
tions on Iran in .100 

Although there were several problems between the Iranian regime and 
western countries, Sino-Iranian economic cooperation continued to improve 
during the early s. e volume of trade between the two countries 
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increased from  million dollars in  to  billion dollars in . Trade 
in oil was the main catalyzer of Sino-Iranian economic relations at the time. 
In addition to energy-related economic activities, infrastructure and the ser-
vice sector also developed during the period -. 101  According to 
Farago, “in , China replaced the EU as Tehran’s largest trading partner, 
with a volume of more than . billion dollar ( billion dollars more than the 
trade volume between Europe and Iran in that year).”102 In addition, by , 
China was financing some projects in Iran including the extension of the Teh-
ran metro.103 

Table . China’s Trade Volume with Iran, - (in millions of dol-
lars)104 

Year Exports Imports Total Trade 
    
    
       
       
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

 
e most controversial issue in Sino-Iranian economic relations concerned 
the field of energy. Energy supply and security was a main concern for both 
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countries. In , China became the largest importer of Iranian crude oil, im-
porting , barrels per day.105 In spite of China’s efforts to diversify its 
energy supply by boosting imports from African and Central Asian countries, 
China continued to be dependent on Iranian oil, and Iran became the third-
largest oil supplier in China behind Angola and Saudi Arabia in .106  In 
, China surpassed Japan to become Iran’s number one oil customer.107 On 
the other hand, China started exporting gasoline to Iran in , and by  
around one-third of Iranian gasoline came from China.108 

According to Sahriatinia, three factors provided the momentum to im-
prove Sino-Iranian energy cooperation. e first factor is related to Iran’s rich 
energy resources. For instance, Iran is the second country in terms of gas re-
serves behind Russia, and it is the fourth one in terms of proven oil reserves 
in the world. Second factor is related to Iran’s independent foreign policy in 
comparison to Saudi Arabia. Although Saudi Arabia is another significant oil 
provider for China, the close Saudi-US relations prevented for comprehensive 
relations between China and Saudi Arabia in the Middle East. Last, the ongo-
ing sanctions and embargoes placed by the United States on western compa-
nies dealing with Iran provided an opportunity for China to enter the Iranian 
market.109 

Moreover, China and Iran have developed their energy cooperation 
through rehabilitating Iran’s oil and gas fields. For example, China has in-
vested mostly in Iran’s oil and gas sectors. e amount of China’s foreign di-
rect investment increased from . million dollars to  million dollars be-
tween  and .110 As an early example of these investment relations a 
subsidiary of Sinopec, the Shengli Oil Company, transferred a set of Chinese-
made oil equipment to Iran in . In addition, by  China was helping 
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Iran in the research and development of oil fields, sending China National Pe-
troleum Corporation (CNPC) crews to Iran.111 

In , the Azadegan oil field was discovered, with an estimated -bil-
lion-barrel reserve. Japan and Iran signed a deal to construct the Azadegan oil 
field right aer Iran signed the Additional Protocol of the NPT with the IAEA 
in . Aer this agreement, Iran signed an agreement with Chinese com-
pany CNPC granting an -million-dollar contract to drill nineteen wells in 
natural gas fields in southern Iran.112 

Although China and Iran increased their energy relations during the early 
s, Swaine argues that these relations have been affected by US pressure 
on China during the Iranian nuclear crisis between  and . For exam-
ple, China constantly delayed operations in the Yadavaran oil field during that 
period.113 

..  Military and Security Relations 

Before the establishment of IRI in , China’s security concerns with respect 
to the Middle East and Iran were shaped by Cold War enmities and strategic 
interests. During the s, China conducted a relatively independent foreign 
policy. In this way, China prioritized improving economic relations with Iran. 
e main obstacle to improving these relations was ongoing geopolitical rival-
ries at the regional and global level in the Middle East during the s. e 
Iran-Iraq War and US economic and military sanctions on Iran affected Sino-
Iranian relations, as well. In spite of China’s limited capacity to help Iran in 
either the economic or military spheres, increasing US influence in the Middle 
East triggered a transformation of China’s security policy with respect to Iran-
related issues. Especially given the changing political and military dynamics 
aer the terrorist attacks on the United States in , China increased its se-
curity and military relations with Iran. In , China also became Iran’s larg-
est partner behind Russia in terms of total arms exports.114 
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Iran’s nuclear issue became a turning point in Sino-Iranian relations aer 
documents were leaked about Iran’s covert uranium enrichment experiments 
in . erefore,  can be considered as the beginning of a completely 
different set of relations – including military and security relations – between 
China and Iran. China started to focus on energy security and the market for 
Chinese goods and arms in Iran.115 

Actually, the opening-up reforms of China that began in  contributed 
to arms sales to Iran. In the early s, China’s defense industry was the only 
technologically advanced industry suitable for producing exports. China’s 
arms sales to Iran during the Iraq-Iran War also contributed to China’s posi-
tive image in Iran. 

China’s arms sales to Iran began in the s. Even though China repeat-
edly denied direct arms sales to Iran during the Iraq-Iran War, there are indi-
cations of indirect sales of arms to both Iran and Iraq.116 During the war, US 
intelligence reports claimed that China provided sophisticated missiles to 
Iran.117  According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI), China supplied . billion dollars in conventional arms to the country 
between  and .118 According to Garver, China’s largest export to Iran 
was arms up until the late s.119 

e first Chinese Silkworm anti-ship cruise missiles were delivered to Iran 
in . Even though China rejected the sale of this sophisticated ballistic mis-
siles, an Arab League delegation visited China to prevent transfer of another 
sophisticated weapon in .120 In , just aer the sales, the United States 
imposed the first sanctions on China since the normalization of their relations 
in .121 Between  and  the United States imposed twelve sets of 
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sanctions on Chinese firms for providing military equipment and technologic 
information to Iran.122 

China’s arms sales to the Middle East declined in the s. However, 
China still ranked as Iran’s third largest military supplier in the s, behind 
Russia and North Korea.123 In January , China and Iran signed a ten-year 
agreement regarding the exchange of military technology. According to SIPRI, 
though China’s arm sales to the Middle East declined, the conventional arms 
supply to Iran diversified in the s. For example, in the middle of the s 
China agreed to sell C- and C- anti-ship missiles. Because of US pres-
sure, just  of  ordered C- anti-ship missiles were delivered to Iran in 
.124 

Table . Iranian Arms Imports from China (in millions of dollars, -
).125 

Year Value Year Value 
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
      
      
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§ .  China’s Diplomatic Position in Iran’s Nuclear Crisis 

China’s diplomatic and political position on Iran’s nuclear issue can be sepa-
rated into three parts. First, Sino-Iranian relations and the historical baggage 
associated with them played a significant role in determining the Chinese po-
sition. Second, China’s relations with other global actors affected the deadlock 
of nuclear talks on Iran. According to some analysts, China’s global responsi-
bility came to the fore in Iran’s nuclear issue.126 ird, China generally tended 
to engage Iran’s nuclear issue in light of its regional and domestic problems, 
such as Xinjiang and the North Korean nuclear issue.127 ese three basic fea-
tures of China’s position on the nuclear issue had the potential to affect the 
negotiation process. 

..  Historical background of China’s Involvement in Iran’s Nuclear 
Crisis 

China started to provide low-level technologic equipment to Iran before 
China’s opening-up reforms in .128 ereaer, it started to search for new 
markets around the world. Iran, as one important market for Chinese produc-
tion, was counted as a geopolitical asset by China at that time.129 Sino-Iranian 
political and economic relations improved quickly, as well. On the other hand, 
China’s official position on the non-proliferation regime was unclear before it 
joined the IAEA in . In that year, for the first time, China agreed to be 
observed and inspected by IAEA inspectors. By signing the NPT in , 
China became part of the non-proliferation regime along with other global 
powers. 
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As discussed, the growth of Sino-Iranian diplomatic and economic rela-
tions continued with sophisticated agreements in the field of technology and 
arms sales. For example, in , one year aer Iran’s nuclear program re-
started, Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani visited Beijing. China and Iran signed the 
Agreement of Nuclear Cooperation during his visit.130 According to Garver, 
China and Iran agreed that same year to cooperate on the building of the Es-
fahan Nuclear Research Center.131 

ese relations found a new basis in the strategic partnership between 
both countries. For example, the Chinese Commission for Science, Technol-
ogy and Industry for National Defense signed an agreement with the Iranian 
Ministry of Defense in . According to Garver, this was the first agreement 
in which China openly declared its intention to cooperate with Iran on the 
nuclear issue.132 In , China’s president Yang Shangkun visited Tehran and 
the China International Trust Investment Corporation secured commitments 
from Iran for several kinds of infrastructure projects. According to Kemanade, 
in that year China also provided , kg of uranium products to Iran.133 In 
addition, Iran signed an agreement with China in  for the construction of 
two  megawatt (MW) reactors in Darkhovih. Aer that, China provided 
Iran with an HT-B Tokamak fusion reactor in . e fact that China be-
came a net oil importer that same year helped strengthen the growing ties be-
tween the two countries. 

e close Sino-Iranian relationship was affected by US political and eco-
nomic pressure on China. As mentioned above,  was remarkable for each 
side on the nuclear issue since China agreed with the US administration to 
terminate previous agreements with Iran. erefore, China gradually disen-
gaged from Iran’s nuclear activities, suspended previous agreements, and 
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stopped cooperating on nuclear technologies and nuclear power stations.134 
Aer that, Russia adopted a new position on the nuclear issue and provided 
major nuclear technology and raw materials to Tehran.135 In addition, “China 
started to discuss canceling some agreements with Iran relating to cruise mis-
siles (C- and C-) and the supply of uranium hexafluoride (UF) which 
is a gaseous form of uranium containing both U and U isotopes and 
constituting the input for centrifuge enrichment during that time.”136 

e truth is that from  until  China did not want to be part of the 
nuclear disagreement between the United States and Iran. However, due the 
developments in global politics with respect to Iran’s nuclear issue, China 
started taking a new position on the nuclear crisis at the beginning of .137 

..  e IAEA and China’s Vacillating Policy, – 

Aer mid-, the central problem regarding Iran’s nuclear issue was not 
related to China’s provision of nuclear equipment to Iran but related to its po-
litical support for Iran’s ability to produce its own nuclear technology. Aer 
the document leaks and the first allegations concerning Iran’s nuclear activi-
ties, Chinese officials emphasized that cooperation between Iran and China 
was for the peaceful use of nuclear energy.138 China continuously warned Iran 
regarding the transparency of its nuclear program and supported negotiations 
through dialogue and consultations. Before the first UNSC sanctions, Chinese 
foreign policy makers expressed support for the prior proposals of the EU 
and Russia. At the time, China consistently emphasized the role of the IAEA, 
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but not the UNSC, for resolving Iran’s nuclear crisis.139 China made a clear 
distinction between nuclear weapons, which are strongly prohibited by the 
NPT, and nuclear energy for peaceful means, which is permissible so long as 
it is reported to the IAEA. 

e United States pressured China several times with respect to its coop-
eration with Iran on nuclear technologies. For example, from the end of  
to July , the US government imposed four economic sanctions on Chi-
nese companies. In addition to that, the US State Department implemented 
sanctions on specific companies – such as the China North Industries Corpo-
ration (Norinco), which produces missile technologies – in September . 
Two sanctions followed in  and  in accordance with the US Iran 
Sanctions Act.140 China believed that the Bush administrations’ hypocritical 
stance on other countries with nuclear weapons made the situation more com-
plex than the stance of previous administrations. Pakistan and India were the 
primary examples given by Chinese authorities to which to make a compari-
son with Iran’s nuclear issue. In this sense, China did not support US policies 
that imposed sanctions on other countries. 

China’s overall strategy on Iran’s nuclear crisis in the first period (–
) was to support Iran. For example, China formally supported the IAEA’s 
role in efforts to monitor its compliance with the NPT and opposed referral of 
the issue to the UNSC. China had serious concerns about a potential US mil-
itary intervention in Iran following the Iraq War.141 For that reason, China’s 
officials stated that “we will not allow any dra resolution referring Iran to the 
UNSC in .”142 However, China’s primary concern was clearly the US in-
tention to classify some states as rogue and evil including Iran, Iraq, and North 
Korea. According to the Chinese, branding countries with pejoratives would 
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not help prevent WMDs. Such discourses would only provoke these countries 
to develop WMDs and would impede peaceful negotiations with them. In-
stead, China felt that the international community should pave the way for 
cooperation, strengthen inspection mechanisms, and reach a consensus on 
these international security issues.143 

At a time of negotiations with the EU, Iran’s imminent election and the 
strategy of the US with respect to Iraq in  were important dimensions of 
Iran’s nuclear crisis. According to Chinese scholar Zhu Feng, 

the most preferred way for the United States at present was continuing 
to take advantage of checks by the IAEA to prevent Iran from develop-
ing nuclear weapons. By doing so, Washington will be able to convince 
other powers to jointly press Iran to abandon its nuclear plan and sign 
related treaties.144 

Another Chinese expert emphasized the role of Shiism in Iraqi politics and 
Iran’s new role in the chaotic environment of Iraqi politics. According to Gao 
Zugui, the United States had serious concerns about Iran’s nuclear capabilities 
and its relationships to terrorist networks. erefore, it was inevitable for the 
US to consider Iran’s role in post war Iraq. In addition, according to Gao, the 
United States would probably enhance its relations with Iran by discussing 
other Middle Eastern issues with her.145 Compared to Iraq, Iran’s military ca-
pabilities as well as its economic, political, and religious influence over the 
Middle East were stronger.146 

e Chinese ambassador to the UN explained China’s official view in Sep-
tember . According to the ambassador, “China hopes that Iran will con-
tinue to fully cooperate with the IAEA, fulfill its obligations, clear up unre-
solved issues and ratify the NPT protocol at an early date.”147 Officially, China 
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clearly opposed referring Iran to the UNSC before the negotiation process was 
finished. 

However, the changing dynamics of Iran’s domestic politics also affected 
Iran’s nuclear crisis. According to a comment by Chinese Middle East expert 
Zhang Xiaodong in , Iran’s future foreign policy was going to differ from 
Khatami’s moderate policy since Ahmedinejad was extremely conservative. 
us, Iran’s diplomatic position would become stronger on the nuclear issue. 
In addition, for Zhang, “it is impossible for the United States and the EU to 
reach consensus with Iran on this issue since their contradictions in this re-
gard are irreconcilable.” Additionally, China and Russia would object to any 
attempt to report the case to the UNSC.148 

Before the EU recalled Iran to the negotiating table in November , 
Hu Xiaodi, Ambassador for Disarmament Affairs of China, once again advo-
cated the peaceful resolution of Iran’s nuclear crisis through dialogue. In ad-
dition, Hu Xiaodi indirectly criticized the September  report by the IAEA 
Board of Governors which resulted in Iran’s referral to the UNSC in February 
. is was China’s last official statement to recall all sides to the negotiat-
ing table before irreversible decisions were taken.149 As a matter of fact, the 
IAEA reported Iran to the UNSC on February , . However, two perma-
nent members of the UNSC, Russia and China, accepted this referral only on 
the condition that no action be taken before March .150 is was a clear 
indication of China’s vacillating policy during the first period between  
and . 

..  UNSC Sanctions and China’s Accommodation Policy, – 

In the second period, –, China started to change its earlier, vacillating 
policies. By the beginning of , China started to implement policies ac-
commodating international institutions such as the IAEA and the UNSC. e 
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truth is that China was constrained by other UNSC members who supported 
Iran’s referral to the UNSC. 

Before the first sanctions in March , a Chinese foreign ministry 
spokesperson declared, “China hopes Iran will cooperate in a comprehensive 
way with the IAEA and clarify the open questions in its nuclear program, to 
create condition for properly resolving the nuclear issue through negotia-
tions.”151  Although China did not support attempts to refer the case to the 
UNSC, once it was the referral was made, China behaved in line with the com-
mon decisions taken by other UNSC members. Even though China criticized 
UNSC Resolution  describing it as counterproductive, it agreed to a 
UNSC statement emphasizing serious concern and setting a deadline for fur-
ther action, opening the way for the first UNSC sanctions in July .152 

In the meeting report regarding UNSC resolution , China’s repre-
sentative Liu Zhenmin explained the reason for China’s support. First, Liu 
Zhenmin emphasized the role of the IAEA in Iran’s nuclear crisis. Since Iran 
had not answered the IAEA report or the declaration of the Board of Gover-
nors in March, the case was referred to the UNSC. In first resolution, the 
UNSC did not implement sanctions but just called on Iran to return to the 
negotiations and to stop uranium enrichment. erefore, if Iran had collabo-
rated with the UNSC and the IAEA, the resolution would have been null in 
terms of sanctions. According to Liu Zhenmin, the basic problem was a lack 
of trust among the actors negotiating Iran’s nuclear crisis. erefore, Iran as 
well as other actors needed to support diplomatic and political mechanisms to 
resolve the Iranian nuclear crisis.153 As described by Liu Zhenmin, China tried 
to remain neutral with respect to the first UNSC resolution by warning Iran 
and the United States with indirect messages. In addition, this statement was 
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the first indication of China’s policies of accommodation in the period -
. 

In December , the second UNSC resolution was adopted and the first 
sanctions were imposed on the economic and financial assets of some Iranian 
companies. According to Wang Guangya, who was China’s representative at 
the UNSC meeting, 

sanctions were not the end, but a means to urge Iran to return to ne-
gotiations. e sanctions adopted in the UNSC Resolution  were 
limited and reversible, and targeted at proliferation sensitive nuclear 
activities and development of nuclear weapon delivery systems. ere 
were also explicit provisions indicating that, if Iran suspended its en-
richment-related and reprocessing activities and complied with the 
relevant UNSC texts and IAEA requirements, the UNSC would sus-
pend and even terminate the sanctions. Today’s text had welcomed the 
commitment of China, France, Germany, the Russian Federation, 
United Kingdom and United States to a negotiated solution, and had 
encouraged Iran to engage with them, leading to the development of 
relations and cooperation with Iran based on mutual respect and es-
tablishment of international confidence in the peaceful nature of its 
nuclear programme.154 

Despite China’s official statements, Sino-Iranian cooperation on sensitive 
technological equipment and materials continued. For example, the China 
National Oil Company and National Iranian Oil Company signed a memo-
randum of understanding on the North Pars gas field project – which 
amounted to  billion dollars – in December . According to the compa-
nies’ official statements, the natural gas reserves there were estimated at  
trillion cubic feet. Aerward, the United States criticized China’s new agree-
ment with Iran citing the Iran and Libya Sanctions Act which prohibited 
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foreign firms from investing in Iran outside of very particular conditions.155 
is was a crucial indication of the difference between the United States and 
China on Iran’s nuclear crisis. 

Iran’s failure to cooperate with the UNSC and IAEA led the latter to adopt 
a third resolution in which it added new firms, people, and institutions to the 
sanctions list. e resolution also forced other countries not to sell arms to 
Iranian companies and froze the assets of Iranian individuals. Aer UNSC 
Resolution , Chinese Ambassador Wang Guangya again used neutral lan-
guage, describing situation not as punishing Iran but as urging it to return to 
the negotiations and diplomacy. According to him, “the Council’s actions 
should be appropriate, incremental and proportionate, and not to aggravate 
conflict or lead to confrontation.”156 

China did not vote against the resolution but did explain its dissatisfaction 
with the handling of Iran’s nuclear crisis by the UNSC. For example, in the 
same statement, Wang Guangya for the first time explained China’s stance on 
sanctions, citing six principles, 

First, in handling the Iran nuclear issue, safeguarding international 
non-proliferation mechanisms and maintaining international and re-
gional peace and stability remain the premise and ultimate objective. 
Secondly, it is essential to keep the process on the path of dialogue and 
negotiation and to insist on seeking a peaceful solution through polit-
ical and diplomatic efforts. It is therefore particularly important to re-
inforce diplomatic efforts outside the Security Council. irdly, the 
IAEA remains the main framework for solving the Iran nuclear issue. 
Its authority and role should therefore be safeguarded and strength-
ened. Fourthly, the international community should recognize Iran’s 
right to the peaceful use of nuclear energy. Iran also has the obligation 
to accept effective supervision by the IAEA and to resolve outstanding 
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issues through cooperation with the IAEA, so as to prove the peaceful 
nature of its nuclear programme and establish international confi-
dence in that regard. Fihly, all the parties concerned should act on 
the basis of equality and mutual respect, strengthen dialogue and com-
munication, increase trust, reduce doubts and remove each other’s 
concerns, so as to create the necessary atmosphere and conditions for 
the settlement of this issue. Sixthly, the current urgent task for all the 
parties is to show full flexibility and creatively seek to resume negotia-
tions.157 

China for the first time offered a full-fledged, concrete proposal for resolving 
Iran’s nuclear crisis. Aer the resolution, China openly declared its opposition 
to further sanctions in the P+ meeting in Germany. In October , China 
rejected Israel’s call for sanctions against Iran.158 

However, UNSC Resolution  was adopted along with new sanctions 
including thirteen people and twelve entities involved in Iran’s nuclear activ-
ities. China’s representative to the UN, Ambassador Wang Guangya, indicated 
that sanctions should neither target the Iranian people nor normal trade rela-
tions with other countries.159 China’s dissatisfaction continued even though 
China voted in favor of the resolution. 

China also voted in favor of UNSC Resolution  in September . It 
again stated that the resoulution should not lead to additional sanctions. How-
ever, the United States and European countries had accused China of actions 
contrary to resolutions that implemented more sanctions on Iran. China was 
also accused of selling dual-use metals that Iran could use for advanced 
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weaponry and long-range nuclear missiles.160 Due to China’s diplomatic ef-
forts and intermediary role during diplomatic negotiations, these resolutions 
did not include additional sanctions on Iran.161 

Aer the first sanction, China did not hesitate to continue oil-related co-
operation with Iran. Although they were not implemented, China gained the 
rights to the Yadavararan oil field in December  and the Azadegan oil 
field in January .162 At the time, the United States expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the ongoing Sino-Iranian cooperation on sensitive technological 
materials.163 

Aer the last sanctions in September , the Iranian nuclear crisis en-
tered a long, new period in which negotiations and bargaining were carried 
out among the actors. e UNSC did not adopt a new resolution until June 
. In this period, China maintained its anti-sanctions position in the nego-
tiation process. Delegates from the United States, Russia, Britain, France, 
China, and Germany held a conference in Frankfurt, Germany on September 
, , to coordinate their standpoints on the Iranian nuclear issue. However, 
China continued to support a peaceful resolution to Iran’s nuclear crisis. It 
encouraged Iran and the international community by supporting a IAEA res-
olution that offered cooperation with Iran in November . Meanwhile, 
China’s high-level representatives in the UN, Zhang Yesui, expressed China’s 
official views. He stated that, “China always advocates resolution of the Iran 
nuclear issue through diplomatic negotiations, and we believe sanctions are 
not the way to solve the root issues.”164 
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Nevertheless, anti-sanction supporters including China could not create 
new negotiation process before UNSC Resolution  was adopted in June 
. Although Iran agreed to Turkey and Brazil’s Tehran Research Reactor 
(TRR) fuel-swap initiative in May , France, Russia, and the United States 
rejected it, claiming that Iran had inadequtely complied with previous condi-
tions.165 However, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson Jiang Yu stated that 
China welcomed Brazil and Turkey’s initiative.166 Resolution  was the last 
and most serious during the negotiations on Iran’s nuclear crisis. China also 
voted for the resolution, which adopted additional sanctions targeting Iran’s 
military and financial sectors. 

§ .  Assessment of China’s Role in Iran’s Nuclear Crisis 

China’s overall strategy on Iran’s nuclear crisis obviously prioritizes economic 
relations over political and military interests during the period -. At 
all times, Chinese foreign policy and diplomatic position with respect to the 
nuclear issue can be characterized as reluctant cooperation with the United 
States and the EU. Although China shied its diplomatic position to policies 
that accommodate international institutions and other powers in the period 
-, it emphasized concerns about unilateral US actions and unlimited 
sanctions against Iran. China continuously said neutral messages to all sides 
even though it approved all sanctions-related resolutions of the UNSC. is is 
the most significant indication of the three legs of China’s foreign policy ori-
entation during the period -. 

e first leg of China’s foreign policy orientation is that it has been con-
cerned more with internal economic development and its heavy need for en-
ergy from energy-rich countries such as Iran. Apart from energy security, 
China’s main concern was to guarantee a stable regional order in the Gulf re-
gion as the second leg of foreign policy orientation. However, Iran’s close ge-
ographical proximity to China’s western borders – including Xinjiang and 
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Tibet, which are potentially unstable autonomous regions – urged China to 
become involved in Iran’s nuclear crisis. Unilateral use of force and any mili-
tary intervention in Iran could destabilize Xinjiang and Tibet. China could not 
afford another conflict in addition to Iraq’s instability in its close proximity. 
On the other hand, according to Lin, “China needs Iran not only to keep open 
the flow of oil from the Persian Gulf, but also as a node in the new energy Silk 
Road connecting Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea, Central Asia to China.”167  Alt-
hough this is an ambitious analyse, it is really difficult for China to achieve 
full-fledged energy security without alternative energy sources connecting the 
Persian Gulf to the Malacca Strait and Pakistan with pipelines. 

e third leg of China’s foreign policy orientation on Iran’s nuclear crisis 
concerns global powers and international institutions. Not only the United 
States but also the European Union and Russian influence in the Iranian nu-
clear crisis urged China to resolve the crisis within the framework of current 
international institutions and diplomatic mechanisms. 

As defined by Swaine, China was faced with a great dilemma with respect 
to Iran’s nuclear crisis. While China did not want to undermine economic 
relations with Iran, it also did not want to antagonize the United States and 
other great powers.168 In terms of the regional order in the Middle East, Iran 
is China’s most important strategic asset. But in terms of the global order, 
China needed the support of the United States on several issues ranging from 
global trade to conflicts in regions nearby to China such as the South China 
Sea conflict and the North Korea and Taiwan issues. us, China’s dilemma 
created a balancing strategy in Iran’s nuclear crisis. 

On the other hand, China used Iran as an asset to become involved in the 
great power competition in the Middle East. According to Liu and Wu, 

Iran is the main target of such a strategy. Iran is emerging as a new 
regional power and it is playing a crucial role in the Middle East’s dip-
lomatic balance. Iran won observer status to the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) in . Iran’s Foreign Minister Manouchehr 
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Mottaki officially announced Iran’s bid to join the SCO in March . 
Iran views the SCO as a potential guarantor of future security and a 
major new alliance that is emerging between Iran and China that 
threatens to undermine US ability to pressure Iran.169 

China did not ignore the political and economic role of the US while entering 
the Middle East competition. China became an important intermediary be-
tween the United States and Iran during the negotiation process, since China 
had influence over Iran in terms of their political and economic relations.170 
During the negotiation process, this role worked well especially aer the harsh 
UNSC sanctions on Iran. As mentioned, China continuously used neutral dip-
lomatic language in official statements on UNSC Resolutions. 

In addition to these three determinants of China’s foreign policy behavior 
during the Iranian nuclear crisis, other factors played a crucial role. For exam-
ple, although China opposed the use of force and military intervention in Iran, 
it also did not want to upset the existing balance of power in the Middle East 
by directly supporting Iran. Israel’s criticism and threats during the negotia-
tion process were taken under consideration by China, as well. Another im-
portant aspect of Iran’s nuclear crisis was related to the fact that as a nuclear 
power itself, China did not want a nuclear Iran in its close geographical prox-
imity. China’s global image was another important aspect affecting China’s 
foreign policy behavior. China did not want to diminish its global image by 
directly supporting a country ambitiously wanting to be a nuclear power. 
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China and the Palestinian-Israeli Confli 

he Palestinian-Israeli conflict is one of the crucial international crises 
that affects both regional and global politics. In terms of regional politics, 

Israel, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Syria, and Turkey are among the major powers that 
have the capability to change the direction of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
us, any proposal offering a complete solution to the conflict should not un-
derestimate the role of these countries in the region. However, the United 
States, the European Union, and Russia are the key global powers that have 
been involved in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict throughout its history. Apart 
from that, China, a rising global power, became the significant side of the Pal-
estinian-Israeli conflict as soon as the People’s Republic of China established 
in . From its original revolutionary foreign policy objectives to its prag-
matism since the s, China’s foreign policy has evolved on the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. 

In this chapter, China’s political and diplomatic stance on the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict will be analyzed to show its changing foreign policy during the 
period -. us, the chapter is divided into three parts: the historical 
background of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, Sino-Israeli relations, and 
China’s diplomatic position toward the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

T 
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§ .  e Palestinian-Israeli Conflict 

e official declaration of Lord Arthur James Balfour was an initial sign of the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict in . e creation of a Jewish homeland in Pal-
estine, as declared by the Balfour Declaration, was welcomed by Great Britain, 
which had political interests in the region at the time. e declaration made 
inevitable the conflict between Arabs and Jews that unfolded over the better 
part of the twentieth century. Today, at the turn of the twenty-first century, the 
conflict shows no sign of resolution. is part of the chapter begins by defining 
the conflict briefly discussing the historical background and important mile-
stones before moving on to contemporary developments between  and 
. 

..  Historical Background of the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict 

e establishment of the State of Israel in  and the consequent appearance 
of the first Palestinian refugees forced to leave their homeland is the beginning 
of the current Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Aer the establishment of the State 
of Israel, Israeli politicians claimed that Israel was a legitimate nation state ac-
cording to the United Nations (UN) and international law. According to them, 
all necessary legal forms of a nation state such as land, people and constitution, 
existed in contemporaneous post-World War II atmosphere. Actually, in the 
context of post-World War II political conditions, both the Palestinian and 
Jewish people struggled to survive and acquire their legitimate rights to the 
land of Palestine. Great Britain, then the mandatory state in control of the ter-
ritory, held all political and economic rights over Palestine at the time. By , 
there were some , thousand Arabs and  thousand Jews living inside 
the borders of the British Mandate of Palestine.1 

e United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) adopted a plan to parti-
tion Palestine between Jews and Arabs on November , .2  e main 
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problem with the plan was that some Jewish settlements and many Arab set-
tlements fell within the other state. Although the two-state solution of the UN 
remains the most legitimate, reasonable plan for resolving the Palestinian-Is-
raeli conflict, it exacerbated the situation, igniting the first Arab and Jewish 
reactions at the beginning of the conflict. Aer tense conflicts between Arabs 
and Jews, Great Britain evacuated Palestine.3 On May , , Zionist leaders, 
who were more organized and equipped than Arabs, declared the State of Is-
rael in line with the UN partition plan.4 

e establishment of the State of Israel in  and the subsequent re-
sistance of neighboring Arab countries—including Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and 
Iraq—not only changed the nature of the conflict but also transformed Cold 
War politics in the Middle East. A territorial problem that was acknowledged 
by the UN partition plan in  transformed into a new problem aer Arab 
countries lost the Arab-Israeli wars. ere were three features of this new 
problem: First, the Arab-Israeli wars caused enormous demographic changes 
in the region. ousands of Palestinian refugees migrated to neighboring 
countries such as Jordan and Syria. Second, the Arab-Israeli wars created the 
new political condition of Israel’s military superiority over Arab states. Hence, 
it triggered Arab nationalist political movements such as the Palestine Liber-
ation Organization (PLO), which was established just three years before the 
Arab-Israeli War of . e last feature of this new problem concerned the 
increasing role of secondary actors such as other Arab countries in the region, 
the UN, the United States, and the Soviet Union. ese features are still affect-
ing in current day efforts to find a solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

At the beginning of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, the role and power of 
Great Britain in the Middle East declined. e United States, as a new global 
power, took concrete steps to prove its capability to change the dynamics of 
regional conflicts in the Middle East. As one of the important actors, the UN 
became dysfunctional under the conditions of the Cold War, and the Soviets 
became the new challenger in both regional and global politics. e Suez War 
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in  was an indication that the Cold War political environment could pro-
voke Israel to wage opportunist war to expand its territory.5 e nationaliza-
tion of the Suez Canal by the president of Egypt in July  was actually a 
response to an ongoing conflict between France, Great Britain, and the United 
States over Egypt. e Soviet Union supported President Nasser’s attempt to 
establish Egypt’s sovereign rights over its own territory. Aer fierce debate in 
the Israeli parliament, Israel decided to join the war alongside France and 
Great Britain.6 

e result of the Arab-Israeli War of  was critical for determining con-
temporary controversies between Palestinians and Israelis. Israel decimated 
the armed forces of Egypt, Jordan, and Syria in  and extended the territory 
under its control by threefold.7 During the war, Israel seized territories beyond 
its borders, including the Sinai Peninsula from Egypt and the Golan Heights 
from Syria. It also caused a breakthrough in the Palestinian movement since 
the establishment of the PLO gained momentum and it became the only legit-
imate organization struggling against the Israeli occupation. 

Aer the war, the UNSC adopted the historically important Resolution 
, which demanded the 

withdrawal of Israel armed forces from territories occupied in the re-
cent conflict; termination of all claims or states of belligerency and re-
spect for and acknowledgment of the sovereignty, territorial integrity 
and political independence of every State in the area and their right to 
live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries free from 
threats or acts of force.8 

Egypt and Jordan immediately accepted the UN resolution and considered the 
withdrawal of Israel from occupied territories as a precondition for negotia-
tion. Israel also accepted the resolution but it insisted that the question of 
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withdrawal and refugee problems could be settled only in direct negotiations.9 
e PLO, for its part, strongly criticized the resolution since it did not address 
such central problems as the political rights of Palestinians. 

e Palestinian-Israeli conflict reached a new level with the establishment 
of the PLO in . Before the PLO’s establishment, Israel consistently claimed 
that there was no Palestinian entity that could be a legitimate actor in negoti-
ation processes. For Israeli politicians, the State of Israel had the capacity and 
power to settle the problem as a domestic issue of a single nation state, thus 
refusing to discuss the initial part of the conflict, such as the first partition plan 
of the UN and Israel’s other illegal actions between  and . In this way, 
Israel brought a new agenda and conditions to the conflict, bypassing UN res-
olutions and Palestinian political demands. 

e various social, economic, and political dimensions of the conflict 
gradually became apparent between  and . From the Six Day War in 
 to the First Intifada in , the harshness of the conflict extended beyond 
Palestine to Beirut, Damascus, Amman, and Baghdad. is period was also 
characterized by the first open fragmentation of Palestinian politics among 
new actors such as Hamas, the Islamic Jihad, and Fatah. In , for example, 
the founding father of the PLO, Yaser Arafat, criticized the various fractions 
by emphasizing the unity among Palestinians. In the same statement, Arafat 
expressed his positive view of the two-state solution and indirect negotiations 
with Israel.10 

Furthermore, a new negotiation process known as the Sadat Initiative 
started between Egypt and Israel in  upon the encouragement of Egypt’s 
president, Anwar Sadat.11 At the end of these negotiations, both sides agreed 
upon the two accords of the Camp David Agreement, which was signed in 
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September .12 e first accord was “A Framework for the Conclusion of a 
Peace Treaty between Egypt and Israel” and the second was “A Framework for 
Peace in the Middle East.”13 Egypt tried to satisfy both its own national inter-
ests and Arab public opinion, preventing negative intervention into the agree-
ment in the two different accords. Six months aer Camp David, with the 
Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty of March , Egypt became the first Arab country 
to recognize the State of Israel in return for an Israeli withdrawal from the 
Sinai Peninsula.14 

However, this was a disappointment for Palestinians. Sadat had made a 
separate peace agreement with Israel that excluded Palestinians and the Pal-
estinian cause. e only achievement of the Sadat Initiative was the with-
drawal of Israel from the Sinai Peninsula and the re-establishment of Egypt-
Israeli diplomatic relations. As soon as both sides signed the agreement, the 
Arab Summit convened in Baghdad on behalf of Palestinians and other Arab 
countries and strongly criticized Egypt for its unilateral action. Aside from the 
establishment of Egypt-Israeli diplomatic relations, the Camp David Agree-
ment was unable to bring about a complete solution to Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict. 

Aer the Camp David Agreement, new plans were proposed by various 
actors. All these were indicators of the internationalization of and the inter-
vention of other actors in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. For example, US 
pres. Ronald Reagan proposed a plan named the Vienna Declaration in . 
is plan was unsuccessful because it did not recognize the PLO as a legitimate 
actor and only moderate Arabs were taken into consideration. In , King 
Fahd proposed an eight-point plan recognizing “the right of all states in the 
region to live in peace.” King Fahd’s proposal was interpreted as implying the 
recognition of Israel, too.15 In spite of King Fahd’s positive attitude towards 
Israel, the final declaration of the Twelh Arab Summit Conference, which 
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was adopted at Fez in , delayed the recognition of Israel but proposed that 
the leadership of the PLO be recognized. Brezhnev, then the pres. of the Soviet 
Union, also proposed a peace plan in . He emphasized different aspects of 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict such as an independent state of Palestine; the 
PLO as a representative of all Palestine, the implementation of UNSC Resolu-
tion , the illegality of Israel’s control of Gaza and the West Bank, and the 
recognition of the State of Israel.16 

Despite these peace proposals for a final agreement between Palestinians 
and Israelis, the conflict reached a new level as a result of Israel’s aggression in 
the Sabra and Shatila massacre. e occupation of Beirut in  was the latest 
indication of Israel’s unilateral intentions beyond its borders. As a result of its 
aggression, Palestinians started the First Intifada in , which was the first 
all-out struggle of Palestinian groups against illegal occupation by Israel. e 
First Intifada and its immediate effects openly indicated that Palestinians 
would not accept the Israeli occupation and Israel’s ongoing strategy vis-à-vis 
Palestine lands. 

While Palestinian domestic politics was fragmented and polarized during 
these years, Israeli domestic politics was also polarized. New political parties 
and organizations openly criticized Israel’s aggression in the region, especially 
its occupation of Beirut in . For example, a large demonstration criticizing 
the violent actions of Israel’s security forces was organized by the Peace Now 
movement in Tel Aviv following the Sabra and Shatila massacre.17 

On the side of Palestinian domestic politics, Hamas was founded as a re-
sistance organization against the Israeli occupation in Gaza and the West Bank 
in December , a few days aer the start of the First Intifada.18  Hamas 
openly questioned Arafat and his leadership in the PLO at the time. At that 
same year, the Palestinian National Council declared the independence of the 
State of Palestine, citing UNSC Resolutions  and . In this declaration, 
made in Algeria in November , Palestinian leaders supported a two-state 
solution and implicitly recognized the State of Israel. e following month, on 

                                                       
 16 Bülent Aras, Filistin-İsrail Barıș Süreci ve Türkiye (İstanbul: Bağlam Yayınları, ), . 
 17 Bickerton, e Arab-Israeli Conflict, . 
 18 Bauhoff, Faure and Hill, Dictionary of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, . 
 



T H E  R I S E  O F  C H I N A  A N D  T H E  M I D D L E  E A S T  

 

December , , Arafat addressed the UNGA and announced the decisions 
taken in Algeria by the Palestinian National Council.19 

..  e Madrid Conference, Oslo Accords, and Camp David II, -
 

Aer the harsh conflicts and long negotiation processes, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict entered a new period with the end of the Cold War. In this period, 
both Palestinians and Israelis started to discuss details such as autonomy, 
statehood, settlement projects, and the division of the West Bank and Gaza. 
However, the status of Palestinian delegations participating in the negotiations 
and the lack of trust between Palestinians and Israelis remained persistent 
problems during the s. In an effort to solve these problems, several new 
plans and agreements were proposed, such as the Madrid Conference in , 
the Oslo Accords in  and , and Camp David II in . 

e post-Cold War conditions encouraged all actors, including the Pales-
tinians, to participate in the  Madrid Conference in order to reach a solu-
tion on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. e Madrid Conference was actually 
an initiative of George H. W. Bush, then president of the United States, who 
was aiming to achieve a final agreement before the end of his presidency in 
. Nevertheless, the initiative failed for several reasons. One of the reasons 
concerned unacceptable demands on both sides. e concept of “land for 
peace” was the basic common point for each side, but its content was not clear. 
While Palestinians insisted on full-fledged statehood, the Israeli side was not 
willing to concede even limited autonomy for Palestinians. Another reason 
was related to domestic political changes in the United States and Israel. 
Yitzhak Rabin was elected as Israeli prime minister in , whilw Bill Clinton 
won the race for the US presidency over Bush in .20 As is usual, each new 
cabinet has its own strategies with respect to serious issues such as the Pales-
tinian-Israeli conflict. 
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Although the Madrid Conference did not solve the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict, it led to the further communication between Palestine and Israel in Oslo 
in . e first Oslo talks began in January  upon the invitation of the 
Norwegian government.21 In September , Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat 
agreed upon mutual recognition and a declaration of peace. Although both 
leaders criticized by respective opposition groups Arafat, Rabin, and Shimon 
Peres received the Nobel Peace Prize in  due to the historic mission they 
undertook during negotiation process.22 

e second agreement between Palestinians and Israelis, Oslo II, came 
onto the table in September . is agreement forced Israel to withdraw 
from occupied Palestinian territories and to recognize the Palestinian Author-
ity’s (PA) rights to govern  percent of the West Bank.23 e most important 
part of the agreement was about the establishment of zones of control in the 
West Bank.24 However, Oslo II was criticized harshly by opposition groups in 
both Israel and Palestine. Aer the agreement, some opposition groups, in-
cluding Hamas, criticized Arafat. Israel also defined the claims of these oppo-
sition groups as illegitimate and marginal. All efforts to bring peace to the 
conflict collapsed under severe, reciprocal attacks. Yitzhak Rabin identified 
the “murderous terrorism of the radical Islamic terrorist organizations, Ha-
mas and Islamic Jihad, which are joined by the rejectionist organizations” as 
the primary obstacle to the implementation of the peace process.25 One month 
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aer Oslo II, in November , a young Israeli student assassinated Yitzhak 
Rabin.26 

Israeli aggression continued during the peace process between  and 
. For example, a Jewish-American settler killed twenty-nine Muslims at 
the al-Halil mosque in Februrary . According to Bayraktar, who is a spe-
cialist on the Oslo peace agreement and the Palestine-Israeli conflict, recipro-
cal enmities undermined the Oslo Accords. e Oslo Accords did not even 
mention refugees, a future Palestinian state, the status of Jerusalem, or the fate 
of Jewish settlements in the West Bank and Gaza.27 

In , Israel determined its new position by declaring that “the govern-
ment of Israel would negotiate with the PA but would oppose the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state.”28 Despite the deadlock with respect to the Oslo 
Accords, international actors urged both sides to continue peace talks. To this 
end, from  until Camp David II, there were two other agreements between 
Palestinians and Israelis, namely the Hebron Agreement in  and the Wye 
River Accord in . ese were actually parcel to the Oslo Accords, since 
both concerned matters that both sides had negotiated in Oslo II, such as the 
division of the West Bank into zones.29 

Camp David II was encouraged by US President Bill Clinton in . Sim-
ilar to the Madrid Conference in , Camp David II was the last attempt to 
reach a final agreement between the Palestinians and Israelis before the end of 
Clinton’s presidency in . In May , Israel offered a new map proposing 
the borders of the West Bank. In this map, between  and  percent of the 
West Bank would belong to the PA. e West Bank was further broken into 
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four enclaves with no physical connection.30 Beyond division of the West Bank 
and Gaza, the status of Jerusalem and the return of refugees were other prob-
lems that were not solved during the negotiations. At the end of Camp David 
II, both sides returned without any resolution. Aer the failure of the negoti-
ations, Ariel Sharon made a historic visit to Haram al-Sharif with more than 
one thousand police officers, which ignited the Second Intifada in . Aer 
the Second Intifada, the UNSC declared “that a just and lasting solution to the 
Arab and Israeli conflict must be based on its resolutions  () of  No-
vember  and  () of  October , through an active negotiating 
process.”31 

..  e Second Intifada and New Factions, - 

From  until , the Palestinian-Israeli conflict was shaped by three key 
factors that had a direct influence over the conflicting sides. One of these was 
the increasing violent actions of Palestinians and Israelis. On one hand, the 
Second Intifada represented the start of new violence committed by armed 
groups inside Palestinian resistance movements. On the other, Israeli security 
forces committed violent acts against Palestinian civilians and armed groups 
during the period -. e second factor that influenced both sides of 
the conflict was the domestic politics of both Palestine and Israel. While Ara-
fat’s declining power created a new political struggle inside the PLO, Hamas’ 
increasing power in both Gaza and the West Bank affected the negotiation 
process during this period. 

As a last factor, the role of international actors increased with the new 
Road map plan. In addition to new peace proposals, global political changes 
such as the / terrorist attacks in the United States in  and the Iraq War 
in  directly affected the behavior of international actors during the period 
-. 

Israeli politics entered a complicated period aer Ehud Barak lost the Feb-
ruary  elections, which were considered a referendum on Camp David II 
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in Israel. Ariel Sharon became the Israeli prime minister aer the elections in 
February . Actually, Israel had a clear dilemma given the different ap-
proaches to the ongoing conflict and to the negotiation process with respect 
to the Palestinian issue. In the midst of a political transition in Israel, Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon publicly stated that the Oslo Accords between the PA 
and Israel in  and  and the agreement reached at Camp David II in 
 were no longer valid from the Israeli point of view. It was a symbolic 
statement showing that Israel’s hardline politics would prevail over more 
moderate political tendencies in the days to come.32 

Furthermore, with the Second Intifada, Palestinian resistance movements 
increasingly began to use armed struggle against Israeli security forces and, in 
some cases, against civilians. Shopping malls, restaurants, and public buses 
became targets of suicide bombings carried out by both religious and secular 
Palestinian groups. On the other hand, the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) re-
sponded with targeted killings and assassinations of leaders and members of 
Palestinian resistance movements.33 In spring , for example, the IDF oc-
cupied most of Zones A and B in the West Bank, areas that had been officially 
created in the Oslo agreement in . Israel also occupied major cities in the 
West Bank like Nablus and Ramallah, which housed the headquarters of Ara-
fat. From that time until his death, Arafat was forced by Israeli authorities to 
live under house arrest. Consequently, on September , , the UNSC 
adopted a resolution condemning all terrorist attacks including those of both 
Palestinians and the IDF.34 

On the Palestinian side, many problems stemmed from previous agree-
ments signed by Arafat. Additionally, disagreements between the PA and Ha-
mas reached a new level during the Second Intifada. In March , Mahmud 
Abbas was appointed as prime minister in order to mitigate the behavior of 
the US and other international actors towards Palestine and to provide a new 
roadmap for negotiations. At the same time, the Palestinian opposition groups 
Hamas and the Islamic Jihad announced their refusal to take part in any new 
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Palestinian government. Factions and perpetual controversies in Palestinian 
politics created a problem of confidence among Palestinians during negotia-
tions between  and . 

Fatah began to exert political and security pressures on opposition groups, 
especially Hamas and the Islamic Jihad, during this period.35 From that time 
forward, the power struggle among Palestinian groups started to overshadow 
all other issues, including violence between Palestinians and Israelis. However, 
Fatah’s loss to Hamas in Palestinian university student elections demonstrated 
that the Hamas’ power could not be ignored in Palestinian politics. 

e death of Arafat in November  changed the positions of Palestin-
ian groups. Hamas leaders announced that they would accept a long-term 
ceasefire with Israel in return for Israeli recognition of a Palestinian state in 
the West Bank and Gaza.36 On the other hand, in response to Hamas, Mahmud 
Abbas declared that the Second Intifada was a mistake and that violent actions 
on all sides should stop.37 

International actors involved in the Palestinian conflict started new initi-
atives to reach a final agreement between the Palestinians and Israelis. e 
previous, unsuccessful initiatives urged the president of the United States, 
George W. Bush, to initiate a new one to resolve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
For that reason, the Mitchell Committee was charged with investigating the 
Second Intifada in . At the end of the investigation, the Mitchell Report 
proposed that new peace talks were possible, emphasizing an immediate 
ceasefire between the conflicting sides. Aer the positive outcome of the 
Mitchell Report, the US government appointed Anthony Zinni as a new, spe-
cial Middle East envoy in December . In addition, the Quartet was 
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established in  as a new diplomatic mechanism, encouraging the partici-
pation of other actors such as the European Union, Russia, and the UN.38 

e Arab Peace Initiative, which was promulgated in March  at the 
Arab League Summit in Beirut, was an important initiative for the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. For the first time, Arab countries offered Israel complete peace 
in exchange for Israeli withdrawal from territories it had occupied during the 
 war. In addition, the initiative paved the way for a future Palestinian state 
and supported the idea of two states.39 e UNSC welcomed and encouraged 
all actors to bring about a comprehensive peace in the Middle East in March 
.40 

George W. Bush wrote a letter in September  to Ariel Sharon to end 
the siege of Arafat’s compound in Ramallah. In December , the United 
States leaked a new Road map initiative, but it was delayed due to the impend-
ing elections in Israel. Aer the elections, the Road map was announced by 
George W. Bush. He called for negotiations that would lead to a Palestinian 
state. George Bush’s decision was accepted by the Quartet, becoming an inter-
national initiative. It came to the table in April .41 

e Road map established a three phase, “performance-based” plan for a 
comprehensive settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. e initial phase, 
which would extend through the first half of , entailed the PA meeting 
performance-based criteria for comprehensive security reform, putting an end 
to the violence and rebuilding Palestinian institutions.42 e second phase was 
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a transition period for comprehensive negotiations between the two sides. In 
the third phase, the Permanent Status Agreement would be signed.43 

e Israeli and Palestinian sides started to discuss the Road map in . 
While Palestinians opposed Israel’s ongoing occupation in the West Bank and 
Gaza, Israel disagreed about the return of Palestinian refugees to the prospec-
tive Palestinian state. Israel declared fourteen reservations about the Road 
map, as well.44 Diplomatic efforts were again interrupted by a conflict aer the 
Sharon-Abbas talk on May , .45 However, Sharon agreed to endorse the 
Road map and series of steps to be taken by all sides. e Israeli cabinet also 
backed the Road map initiative, signaling Israel’s first endorsement of a Pal-
estinian state. In June, George W. Bush, Abbas, and Sharon met in Aqaba, Jor-
dan, to support an end to the violence and the creation of a Palestinian state.46 
During the meeting, the Palestinian prime minister commented that the 
armed intifada must end. 

In addition to the Road map initiative, another symbolic peace agreement 
was negotiated and publicly released in October  by a group of Israeli and 
Palestinian politicians working outside of official channels.47 ey openly sug-
gested a two-state solution, but Israeli politicians viewed it as manipulative 
and unnecessary. On the other hand, at the beginning of , Sharon de-
clared a disengagement plan that envisaged a complete withdrawal from Gaza. 
In return for such a concession, Israel constructed new settlements in the West 
Bank. e disengagement plan – that is, the unilateral withdrawal of Israeli 
forces from Gaza – was completed in September .48 
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..  e Death of Arafat and the Changing Nature of the Conflict, 
- 

Aer the death of Arafat in November , both Palestinian domestic poli-
tics and the conflict with Israel entered a new period heavily determined by 
internal and external developments in the region. In this second period be-
tween  and , three main factors shaped the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
e first was the increasing disagreement between Hamas and Fatah over Pal-
estinian politics which reached a new level with Hamas’ election victories be-
tween  and . e second factor was about the ongoing conflict be-
tween Palestinians and Israelis. Rising conflicts between Israeli security forces 
and Palestinian armed groups continued under the pressure of the Iraq War, 
which started in . e last factor that shaped the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict during this period was that international actors continued to work to-
gether to achieve a final agreement between Palestinian and Israelis by means 
of new peace initiatives such as the Annapolis Conference in . 

Aer the death of Arafat, Palestinian politics entered a period of open dis-
agreements about the Hamas and other armed groups fighting against Israeli 
security forces. Municipal and legislative elections held in Palestine increased 
disagreement among these groups. Elections were held in four phases between 
December  and December .49 In January , Mahmud Abbas was 
elected president with  percent of the vote. However, Hamas won approxi-
mately two-thirds of local council seats in ten Gaza districts.50 ese changes 
in Palestinian politics alarmed the United States and the European Union 
since they saw Hamas as an organization that supported violent action. For 
this reason, they started to support Mahmud Abbas during this period. 

However, none of the direct support of Abbas by the United States and the 
European Union changed the political inclination of Palestinians the Hamas, 
which won a victory in the West Bank municipal elections in December , 
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taking Fatah’s traditional strongholds including Nablus. 51  ese political 
achievements continued in ensuing elections, which were the first parliamen-
tary elections in ten years. Hamas won the elections and  of  seats in Jan-
uary .52  Hamas political success brought about new pressure from the 
Quartet which stated clearly that aid to Palestinians would be jeopardized if 
Hamas refused to renounce violent attacks against Israeli security forces and 
to recognize the State of Israel.53 On the other hand, the governments of Rus-
sia, China, Iran, and Qatar celebrated Hamas’ victory and pledged aid to the 
Hamas-led Palestinian government. 

roughout , Hamas and Fatah could not reach an agreement on a 
national unity government.54 A new dialog started in Mecca in January  
mediated by King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia. Aer the Mecca Agreement, 
Mahmud Abbas and Hamas leader, Khalid Mesh’al, agreed to form a national 
unity government. e Mecca Agreement ended the bloody conflict among 
rival armed Palestinian groups since .55  e peace reached in Mecca 
ended in June  with Abbas’ decree banning militias and paramilitary or-
ganizations irrespective of their affiliation, including those of Fatah and Ha-
mas. According to Abbas, armed groups were illegally fighting against Israel 
and there was no common Palestinian strategy behind the attacks. is move 
was also related to the Road map plan that had proposed to prevent all violent 
attacks.56 

e basic problems and difficulties faced by the Palestinians were miti-
gated in a statement by Hamas’ political chief Khalid Mesh’al recognizing the 
pre- borders of the State of Israel.57  is statement was an enormous 
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impetus for talks between Hamas and Fatah. Even though the last national 
unity government was set up in , Palestinian political forces agreed to 
struggle for international recognition of a Palestinian state and the pre- 
borders for Israel as the basis for a two-state solution. 

Another factor that influenced Israeli-Palestinian relations in the period 
between  and  was rising conflicts between armed Palestinian groups 
and Israeli security forces. e disengagement plan adopted by Sharon in  
and the separation wall were two crucial developments that caused violence 
between Palestinians and Israelis. As mentioned before, the disengagement 
plan was the de facto, unilateral declaration of Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza. 
Although Israel was to withdraw from Gaza, “it [would] supervise and guard 
the external envelope on land, [would] maintain exclusive control in the air 
space of Gaza, and [would] continue to conduct military activities in the sea 
space of the Gaza Strip.”58  Moreover, Israel launched two offensives against 
Hamas in Gaza in June and November . ese operations caused the 
death of hundreds of innocent people.59 At the same time, Israel launched a 
war against Hezbollah in Lebanon in July , and the UNSC adopted a res-
olution in response to this aggression which established a new UN peacekeep-
ing force: the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).60 

At the end of December , in response to the renewal of rocket fire on 
southern Israel from Gaza, Israel launched another operation called Opera-
tion Cast Lead to prevent rocket fire coming from Palestine. It was the largest, 
heaviest operation since the end of the Second Intifada. As a consequence, the 
UN and international humanitarian organizations criticized and condemned 
the operations because of humanitarian disasters in Gaza which resulted in 
over one thousand deaths, one third of which were of women and children.61 
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Aer the operation, the UN urged an international investigation into Israel’s 
latest actions in Gaza and prepared the Goldstone Report in September  
condemning Palestinian rocket attacks and Israel’s treatment of Gaza’s civil-
ian population. e Goldstone Report was immediately rejected by Israeli 
President Shimon Peres.62 

In addition to ongoing conflicts between Palestinians and Israelis, the con-
flict reached a new level aer the IDF attacked an aid ship in international 
waters. In May , the Israeli Navy intercepted and boarded the Freedom 
Flotilla (Mavi Marmara) carrying aid intended for Gaza and led by pro-Pales-
tinian NGOs from around the world. During the raid, nine Turkish citizens 
were killed by Israeli security forces, causing an ongoing diplomatic dispute 
between Turkey and Israel.63 

e last factor that shaped the Palestinian-Israeli conflict during this pe-
riod concerned international actors. As described in the section on the previ-
ous period, -, the Road map initiative was deadlocked aer imple-
mentation of its first phase, which proposed to end all violent actions, failed. 
In March , Arab leaders restarted the  Arab Initiatives at the Arab 
League Summit in return for a complete peace agreement. In this initiative, 
twenty-two Arab countries decided to establish diplomatic relations with Is-
rael, in return for Israeli recognition of a Palestinian state within the borders 
before the  war. Israeli prime minister Olmert and Palestinian president 
Abbas met in Jerusalem to discuss further details of the peace agreements. 
ese initiatives were interrupted by another conflict in June . In Novem-
ber, it was decided at the Annapolis Conference that a joint Israeli-Palestinian 
committee would be set up to discuss a two-state solution. e basic formula 

                                                       
 62 Rory McCarthy, “UN Gaza report accuses Israel and Hamas of war crimes,” e Guardian, 

September , , accessed January , , https://www.theguard-
ian.com/world//sep//un-gaza-war-israel-hamas  

 63 “What Happened on the Mavi Marmara?,” e New York Times, June , , accessed Jan-
uary , , http://www.nytimes.com////opinion/sat.html?_r=  

 



T H E  R I S E  O F  C H I N A  A N D  T H E  M I D D L E  E A S T  

 

was to promote gradual change on both sides. In December , a UNSC 
resolution expressed warm support for further negotiations.64 

e Middle East peace initiatives also entered a new period aer  as 
a result of US political tendencies and the differing perspectives of presidents 
George Bush and Barack Obama. e Road map did not provide a resolution 
to the conflict but did provide a new basis for further talks. In January , 
President Obama appointed George Mitchell as special envoy to the Middle 
East charged with starting new proximity talks between Palestine and Israel.65 
On the other hand, the new Israeli government and its foreign minister Liber-
man, openly dismissed the Annapolis Conference and stated that it had no 
validity for Israel. In contrast to Liberman, PM Netanyahu promised to nego-
tiate with the PA on final status issues. At the end of , the first face-to-face 
peace negotiations started between the two sides with the support of the 
Obama administration. e US hoped that territorial issues and the problem 
of refugees could be resolved within a twelve-month period. During the ne-
gotiations, President Abbas declared that Palestinians would be willing to re-
nounce all historical claims to Israel in return for discussing and resolving 
contemporary problems.66 From  until the UNGA granted Palestine ob-
server status in , discussions turned around the process of state building 
in Palestine. Although there were severe criticisms within Palestinian groups, 
Palestine gained observer status in November .67 
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§ .  Sino-Israeli Relations 

e Balfour Declaration, which was originally a letter written in  by the 
United Kingdom’s foreign secretary, Arthur James Balfour, to Walter Roth-
schild about establishment of Palestine as a national home for Jewish people, 
is generally accepted as the first official document marking the beginning of 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Activists and Zionist organizations started to 
promote this declaration around the world, including in China. For instance, 
Chen Lu, the vice-minister of foreign affairs of the Kuomintang (KMT) gov-
ernment in Nanjing, endorsed the Balfour Declaration in . e Jewish 
community in China welcomed it. us, it can be considered the first indica-
tion of Sino-Israeli relations, even though official recognition of the State of 
Israel was only realized in .68 

..  Political and Diplomatic Relations 

Relations between China and Israel date to the catastrophe that befell the Jews 
in World War II. As a crucial city that accepted Jewish migrants, Shanghai still 
plays an important role in the economic, diplomatic, social, and cultural rela-
tions between both countries. During World War II, China was one of the 
countries that accepted Jewish refugees, and it provided them a peaceful envi-
ronment in Shanghai. Shanghai is still home to a considerable Jewish commu-
nity and numerous religious buildings that belong to it.69 ese stable relations 
between China and Israel were transformed and rendered unstable by the 
global political conditions of the Cold War. ree important problems affected 
Sino-Israeli relations throughout the Cold War: the recognition of the State of 
Israel by China, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and the role of the US in bilat-
eral relations between China and Israel. 

e recognition of Israel by the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was the 
only one of these problems solved by . Although Israel was the first Middle 
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Eastern country to recognize the PRC, in January , it took almost a half-
century for China to recognize the State of Israel. Actually, just aer World 
War II and the first conflicts between Jews and Palestinians in Jerusalem, Ben 
Gurion, the founder of the state of Israel, insisted on establishing a department 
of Chinese at Hebrew University.70 is was an indication of Israel’s goodwill 
toward China following recognition of the PRC. 

However, there are several reasons for the belated recognition of Israel by 
the PRC. Actually, not China but the United States was to blame. David Ha-
cohen, an Israeli politician, met with Chinese ambassador Yao Chuming in 
December . Yao Chuming affirmed China’s interest in diplomatic and 
trade relations at this meeting, but because of US pressure, the Israeli govern-
ment did not accept his offer.71 Given US Cold War strategies, Israel could not 
make an independent decision on issues related to China.72 us, given the 
harsh ideological and political competition of the Cold War, China and Israel 
could not find a common ground to start diplomatic relations. e role of Is-
rael in the Korean War (-) is an important example of Israel’s dilemma 
with respect to relations with China. While Israel supported UN Resolution 
 that authorized the unified command under the United States against 
North Korea, the Israeli cabinet did not allow its government to send troops.73 
On the other hand, Israel provided medical aid and food for civilians to the 
UN forces. As China was one contender supporting North Korea in the Ko-
rean War, Israel’s close relations with the United States negatively affected fu-
ture relations between China and Israel.74 

e second aspect which affected Sino-Israeli relations was about the Pal-
estinian-Israeli conflict and China’s reaction to it. Actually, until the Suez War 
(), China made no negative official statements on Israel. Right aer the 
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invasion of Sinai, China openly denounced Israel as an ally of Western impe-
rialism for the first time. According to Berton, despite China’s negative stance 
on the issue some Israeli communist party members visited China in Septem-
ber  to improve relations between the two countries. Undermining the 
purpose of this visit, the Chinese had already decided to establish ties with the 
Arab world.75 In response to such diplomatic maneuvers, Mao Zedong pub-
licly rejected Israel’s request to be recognized by the PRC. As cited by Behbe-
hani, Mao said, “all the Arab world was against Israel … and we, on our part, 
cannot recognize Israel because it is a base for American, French, and West 
German imperialisms.”76 

China’s negative view of Israel gradually increased aer the Suez invasion. 
China openly supported the establishment of the PLO at the Arab League 
Summit in Cairo in January .77  In some cases, China’s ambassador in 
Cairo even got in touch with Palestinian figures such as Ahmed Shuqairy, the 
first chairperson of the PLO – from  to  – as well as Yasser Arafat and 
Khalil al-Wazir, two highly political figures and the founders of Fatah.78 e 
Arab-Israeli War in  was another critical event that had enormous politi-
cal resonance in Beijing. China denounced Israel’s act of aggression against its 
Arab neighbors.79 

e third aspect of Sino-Israeli relations was the US role in bilateral rela-
tions. Although the Sino-American rapprochement in the s provided a 
basis for the normalization of Sino-Israeli relations, it also limited the possi-
bility of independent Israeli foreign policy toward China. e differing politi-
cal positions of China and the United States on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
became apparent for the first time during Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in . 
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e Chinese foreign minister condemned Israel’s unilateral military interven-
tion as a “genocidal invasion” in July .80 is was the first public statement 
that revealed Sino-US disagreement with respect to the Middle East and the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.81 e United States and China’s reciprocal accusa-
tions continued, and one Chinese diplomat openly criticized the United States 
for obstructing UNSC Resolutions that condemned Israel.82 

For both Israel and China, the end of the Cold War was a turning point in 
bilateral diplomatic and political relations. Both countries accelerated the dip-
lomatic process by which the State of Israel would be recognized by the PRC. 
Actually, aer the Sino-American rapproachement in the s, Israel and 
China had already started to establish informal relations with the help of some 
business initiatives. For example, Israeli business tycoon Saul Eisenberg pro-
vided the common ground between the Israeli defense industry and Chinese 
defense leaders for an arms deal at the beginning of the s.83 In , Israel 
reopened its Hong Kong consulate, which had closed in  as a result of 
budget cuts and the absence of contact with China.84 e reopening of Israel’s 
Hong Kong consulate was a covert request to be recognized by the PRC.85 
However, “in the past, virtually all Israeli academics or businessmen who 
wanted to visit China had to hold dual citizenship, so they could travel on the 
passport of a country with which China had diplomatic ties, such as the 
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United States.”86 Aer the s, China and Israel accelerated procedures for 
establishing official bilateral relations. To that end, the director general of the 
Israeli foreign ministry met with China’s permanent representative to the UN 
in March .87 Before the official recognition of Israel, both sides met several 
times on various occasions, such as at the Wu Xuequan-Shimon Peres talks in 
, which was the first foreign minister-level meeting. In addition, in , 
right aer the Qian Qichen-Peres talks, leaders stated that Israel could estab-
lish an office of the Israel Academy of Sciences in Beijing and that the PRC, in 
turn, could set up an office of the China International Travel Service in Tel 
Aviv.88 On the other hand, the procedure to come together and discuss the 
prospect of official recognition was not easy given China’s hardline stance on 
the PLO and Palestinian cause. Moshe Arens, the Israeli minister of defense, 
made a secret visit to China to discuss serious military and political issues such 
as continuing military cooperation between two countries and Israel’s con-
cerns about possible Chinese arms sales to Arab countries.89  Nevertheless, 
China never allowed the issue of Palestine to drop off the negotiating table and 
supported the Palestinian cause during the diplomatic process of recogni-
tion.90 
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Ultimately, not Israel’s demands but rather its concessions and compro-
mises – such as direct talks with Palestinians at the Madrid Peace Conference 
– that convinced China to recognize Israel in . Only one year aer the 
Madrid Peace Conference, China officially recognized the State of Israel. 

e recognition of Israel by the PRC in  not only provided a legitimate 
basis for the State of Israel in Middle East politics, but also created a new dip-
lomatic space for the PRC at a time when it was internationally isolated.91 Just 
three years before this recognition, China was shaken by the effects of Tianan-
men massacre and deep internal political chaos. In the wake of the Cold War, 
China was confronted by a heavy US embargo because of the Tiananmen mas-
sacre. e recognition also provided a legitimate reason for both countries to 
improve political, economic, and military relations. Aer the recognition of 
Israel, the two countries signed several agreements promoting mutual rela-
tions, such as a tourism cooperation agreement signed in June . 

Social and cultural relations between the two countries were promoted 
throughout the s in twin-city agreements such as those signed between 
Shanghai and Haifa as well as Beijing and Tel Aviv.92 However, aer President 
Jiang Zemin’s visit to Israel in , escalating conflicts between Palestinians 
and Israelis negatively affected bilateral political and diplomatic relations be-
tween China and Israel. Since Jiang Zemin’s historic one-week visit to Israel, 
no other sitting Chinese president has visited Israel.93 

..  Economic Relations 

Beginning in , China’s opening-up reforms changed its economic policies 
by establishing a new development model more inclined to an open market 
economy and integration with the global economy. Actually, Sino-Israeli 
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economic relations began long before China’s official recognition of Israel in 
. e Bandung Conference in  was the earliest among Sino-Israeli 
trade talks. Yet they did not improve diplomatic relations and the attempts 
came to nothing.94 Amos Yudan, the director of Koor Trade, which is one of 
the largest conglomerates in Israel, was the first Israeli to initiate trade with 
China in the s.95 Before the recognition of Israel by the PRC, Hong Kong 
was the locus of unofficial Sino-Israeli economic relations. It is difficult to ob-
tain precise numbers with respect to Sino-Israeli trade relations since there 
were secret arms deals and indirect trade passing through Hong Kong.96 e 
unofficial volume of exports to Israel, however, had already reached significant 
level by the s. For example, “Israel’s Foreign Trade General Summary in 
 lists Hong Kong as recipient of . percent of total Israeli exports for 
.” Israel imported more than a million-dollars-worth of goods that same 
year.97 

e economic interdependence of China and Israel made for an easy tran-
sition aer the establishment of diplomatic relations in . For example, as 
soon as diplomatic relations were established, both countries immediately 
started to institutionalize prior, unofficial connections. To this end, during the 
first visit of a Israeli prime minister to Beijing in , Yitzhak Rabin signed a 
technological and scientific partnership agreement with China. One year later, 
the two countries agreed on the standardization of products and shipping. In 
addition, several agreements were signed in  to promote financial cooper-
ation and encourage investment. Two years later, during Benjamin Netan-
yahu’s visit to Beijing, four working groups were established to increase 

                                                       
 94 Muhamad Olimat, China and the Middle East: From Silk Road to Arab Spring (New York: 

Routledge, ), . 
 95 “Amos Yudan, the pioneer who paved the road For Chinese-Israeli fruitful relation,” accessed 

January , , http://www.comodan.co.il/management/yudan.htmamos 
 96 Jonathan Goldstein, “Economic and Cultural Relations Between China and Israel Since the 

Establishment of Diplomatic Relations in ,” in e Jewish-Chinese Nexus: A Meeting of 
Civilizations ed. M. Avrum Ehrlich (New York: Routledge, ), . 

 97 Lillian Craig Harris, China Considers the Middle East (New York: I.B Tauris, ), . 
 



T H E  R I S E  O F  C H I N A  A N D  T H E  M I D D L E  E A S T  

 

investments between China and Israel in the agricultural, electronics, health, 
and communications sectors.98 

From the beginning of  until , the Chinese market was the fourth 
largest export destination for Israeli businessmen. 99  According to Olimat, 
Sino-Israeli economic relations mainly depend on information technology co-
operation, new business infrastructures, arms sales, and high-tech energy. 
China places great importance on alternative economic models and their sus-
tainability. erefore, new IT cooperation with Israel, which is one of the most 
technologically developed countries, could provide new opportunities for the 
Chinese economy.100 In this regard, bilateral trade continues to improve in the 
high-tech fields of information technology, telecommunications, electronics, 
medical equipment, pharmaceuticals, solar energy, life sciences, and environ-
mental protection. 

One of Israel’s environmental companies invested -million-dollar water 
purification project in the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region.101 Israel also 
made large investments in China with the help of MASHAV, which is the Is-
raeli foreign ministry’s Center for International Development. Besides ex-
changes of hundreds of scientists, MASHAV set up an agricultural research 
farm and gave agricultural training courses in China.102 

On the side of Chinese investments, Huawei, which is an important global 
networking and telecommunication services company, set up a research and 
development center in Israel.103  e China Civil Engineering Construction 
Corporation was awarded the contract for the Carmel Tunnel in Haifa and a 
line of Tel Aviv’s light rail project in . In addition, a Chinese company 
with experience with cranes and metal equipment secured the tender for seven 
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bridge cranes in the Haifa port same year.104 Furthermore, the investment of 
another Chinese company, Sanhua, in the Israeli solar company Heliofocus in 
 marked the first foreign direct investment in Israel by a private Chinese 
company.105 In , ChemChina bought Makhteshim Agan, an Israeli com-
pany.106 

Table . China’s Total Trade Amounts with Palestine (-), in mil-
lions of dollars107 

Year Export Import Total Trade 
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

 
According to Chinese statistics, the total bilateral trade volume between the 
two countries was about . million dollars in  and reached over  billion 
dollars in . Except for , the year of the global financial crisis, China’s 
total trade volume with Israel has consistently increased. Just one year aer 
the crisis, it quickly recovered with a growth of about  percent and reached 
to . billion dollars. Although bilateral trade relations have developed be-
tween the countries, Israel had an almost  percent trade deficit vis-à-vis 
China in . On the other hand, the growth of China’s total trade volume 
with Palestine increased roughly tenfolds between  and . While total 
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trade volume was about  million dollars in , it had reached to . bil-
lion dollars by . In , China’s total trade volume with Palestine was 
about  percent of that with Israel, but it was about  percent in . For 
both Israel and Palestine, a trade deficit vis-à-vis China is the most important 
problem for bilateral trade relations. 

Table . China’s Total Trade Amounts with Israel (-), in millions 
of dollars108 

Year Export Import Total Trade 
    
    
 ,   
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

 

..  Military and Security Relations 

Apart from conventional economic activities, arms trade and new security 
concerns have the potential to determine the future of relations between 
China and Israel. As crucial tools for arriving at foreign policy objectives, arms 
sales and mutual security concerns have been decisive between the two coun-
tries since the Cold War.109 China, as an alternative source of arms and as a 
trade partner for regional actors, has a direct interest in the Middle East. Alt-
hough China was a late entrant into international arms trade, it has carefully 
focused on the Middle East as its principal target. Apart from the economic 
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benefits of arms sales to the Middle East, China’s orientation in the arms mar-
ket has deep political objectives which generally run parallel to its Middle 
Eastern strategy. Aer the Sino-Soviet ri, China was inactive in the arms 
market for a time, during which it started to modernize its old, Soviet-style 
arms using new Israeli technology.110 On the other hand, Israel has been one 
of the most significant providers of sophisticated conventional and non-con-
ventional arms in the global arms market. Israel’s security concerns in the 
Middle East, however, outweigh the economic benefits it derives from the 
arms trade; for Israel, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a matter of survival. 
us, its main source of anxiety is the proliferation of non-conventional Chi-
nese arms in the Middle East.111 

Sino-Israeli military and security relations began to develop in the middle 
of the s. Shaul Eisenberg, an influential Israeli businessmen and tycoon, 
played a great role in establishing the first defense and security relations be-
tween the two countries in . is paved the way for several large arms 
deals.112 ese deals were not backed by officials but promoted and mediated 
by businessmen like Eisenberg, since China did not want to create problems 
with Arab countries.113 Israel’s secret arms deals with China were oen criti-
cized by the United States. In , for example, the George H. W. Bush ad-
ministration accused Israel of illegally transferring the Patriot anti-missile sys-
tem, which the Pentagon had deployed in Israel during the Kuwait crisis, to 
China.114 

e Phalcon controversy was one dispute between Israel and the US over 
the Sino-Israeli arms trade. Actually, China and Israel started to negotiate an 
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arms deal in . Two years later, they signed a deal on the sale of the Phalcon 
Airborne Early Warning System and Control Platform. e Phalcon system 
was to be installed on Russian-made aircra in China.115 Aer fierce discus-
sions on the issue, Israel canceled the deal because the US vetoed it in . 
ere were several reasons for the United States to veto this military deal: in-
stabilities in Sino-US relations, China’s hard stance on Taiwan, and China’s 
spying on American nuclear-weapons laboratories as claimed in the Cox Re-
port.116 Israel was obliged to pay a large compensation to China because pay-
ments had already been made in advance of the Phalcon deal, which itself was 
valued at up to  billion dollars. Israel paid the Chinese  million dollars, 
partly as a refund for the deposit, and partly as compensation for the cancel-
lation of the deal.117 

On the part of the Israelis, the Phalcon sale to China was not an extraor-
dinary situation, China and other Middle Eastern countries also had deep mil-
itary relations. Saudi Arabia, for instance, had acquired the Chinese Dongfeng 
and CSS- intermediate-range ballistic missiles. For that reason, from the Is-
raeli perspective, Israeli engineers were simply being sent to a Chinese com-
pany to modernize and upgrade existing technology. Despite Israel’s desire to 
develop military relations with China, existing military agreements between 
the United States and Israel prevented it from sharing high-tech weapons and 
military equipment with China without permission from the United States.118 
In , the Harpy deal was another indication of the seriousness of the US 
on the issue.119 All Israeli Harpies destined for China were confiscated by the 
United States.120 Aer the Harpy deal, the United States forced Israel to regu-
late its defense export procedures and to ban military trade with China.121 
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e political motivations of the United States, Israel, and China have di-
rectly determined the military relations between China and Israel. For the US, 
China’s motivations and intentions in Sino-Israeli military relations are sus-
picious. e post-Cold War geopolitical instability and the US arms embargo 
on China implemented aer the Tiananmen massacre in  forced China to 
diversify its high-tech arms market. For the United States, Israel, as a US ally 
in the Middle East, should not be part of these political motivations of China. 
For Israelis, these contacts and relations did not necessarily make Israel an ally 
of China, but rather contributed to improving diplomatic and economic rela-
tions. Israel was also providing arms and high-tech weapons to Taiwan, even 
though China has denounced any country providing arms to Taiwan. 

Another motivation for the improvement of the Sino-Israeli arms trade 
and military relations, for Israelis, was to prevent the spread of Chinese weap-
ons to Israel’s enemies in the Middle East. is had led to an incident in  
in which an Israeli warship was damaged and four IDF soldiers were killed by 
a missile fired by Hezbollah. According to one account, a Chinese-made C-
 missile sold to Iran had been fired with the help of Iranian troops.122 

§ .  China's Diplomatic Position in the Palestinian-Israeli Con-
flict 

Historical relations between China and Arab countries have shaped China’s 
main diplomatic position towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Beyond this 
history, it is clear that China’s active diplomacy in the Middle East is strategic 
and corresponds to its capacity and national interests. For instance, China has 
supported the various initiatives to reach a final agreement in the Israeli-Pal-
estinian peace process over the years, including the  Madrid Conference, 
the  Oslo Accords, the  Road map Initiative, and the  Annapolis 
Conference. 

e recognition of the State of Israel by China notwithstanding, two sig-
nificant problems remained unchanged at : China’s position on Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict and US intervention in bilateral relations between China 
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and Israel. Actually, the recognition of the State of Israel was consistent with 
China’s new active diplomacy that emphasizes economic relations in the Mid-
dle East especially in the period -. In addition, China has tried to in-
crease its foreign policy activism with respect to Palestinian-Israeli conflict. In 
this part of the chapter, China’s increasing role in the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict and its strategic objectives are evaluated to show China’s evolving foreign 
policy behavior in an international crisis. 

..  Historical Background of China’s Involvement in the Palestinian-
Israeli Conflict 

China’s involvement in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has a broad historical 
background. Because of this, conceptualizing and periodizing some historical 
events is necessary to classify Chinese involvement. Chinese foreign policy to-
wards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has been shaped in three periods. In the 
first, between  and , ideological foreign policy behaviors shaped Chi-
nese involvement in the conflict. Second, due to its permanent membership 
in the UNSC beginning in , China started to implement rational ap-
proaches to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict by alternating its foreign policy pri-
orities and tools until .123 In that year, China officially recognized the State 
of Israel and pursued normal relations with it. From  until , China has 
become involved in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict by making concrete politi-
cal offers and proposing new foreign policy mechanisms, such as the Chinese 
Middle East envoy, first appointed in . 

In the first period, between  and , both the PRC and the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict took their basic forms. China first took a diplomatic posi-
tion supporting the return of refugees to Palestine in the  Bandung Con-
ference, which took place almost seven years aer the first Arab-Israeli War. 
Haj Amin al-Husseini, a former Grand Mui of Jerusalem, had been invited 
to the Bandung Conference to show sincerity of participant countries with 

                                                       
123 Zhongmin Liu, “China’s Diplomacy on the Hot Issues of Middle East: History, Ideas, Experi-

ences and Impact,” Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia)  (): . 
 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

Palestinians.124  Mao Zedong’s concerns and statements on Israel were also 
harsh at the time. As cited by Calabrese, Mao Zedong stated in  that “Im-
perialism fears China and the Arabs. Israel and Taiwan are bases of operation 
for Imperialism in Asia. ey created Israel for the Arabs and Taiwan for us. 
ey both have the same objective.”125 

In the second period, between  and , China’s diplomatic support 
continued and it started to use alternative foreign policy discourses and tools 
to affect the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. ere were three main factors influ-
encing China’s rational approach toward the conflict in that period. First, all 
parties to the conflict started to recognize that China, as a UNSC permanent 
member, had veto power in all international initiatives.126 Second, in this way 
China had rised its international status to a power that it could change the 
direction of an international crisis not only in the Asia-Pacific region, but also 
in the Middle East.127 e last factor was that China started to make analogies 
and comparisons between its own territorial problems and the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. For example, it compared the Taiwan issue to the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. Aer the PRC replaced the ROC (Taiwan) in the UNSC in , 
China hoped to isolate Taiwan from all international relations. As the United 
States provided a security umbrella for Taiwan, China pursued a counter-strat-
egy by supporting Palestinian arguments in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
Since Israel is still the most important strategic ally of the United States in the 
Middle East, US influence in bilateral relations continued to be a problem be-
tween China and Israel, as well.128 

Aer gaining permanent membership in the UNSC, China started to be-
have as a more rational actor in regional and global conflicts. is does not 
mean that China changed its policies overnight, but it clearly focused more on 
the legitimacy of UNSC resolutions than in the previous period. For instance, 
in December , for the first time since China became a permanent member 
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of the UN in , it supported a UN resolution calling for an “International 
Conference on the Question of Palestine.”129 Another crucial indication that 
revealed China’s changing foreign policy was the role played by Chinese dip-
lomats as mediators in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict during this period. At 
the time of the Camp David Agreement, signed by Anwar Sadat and Men-
achem Begin on September , , China displayed a positive diplomatic at-
titude towards both sides.130 

e most significant change in the second period was China’s diplomatic 
involvement in international initiatives regarding the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict. For instance, in December  China voted in favor of a UNGA resolu-
tion calling for an international peace conference on the Middle East to be 
convened.131  In addition, China supported Arafat’s peace plan in  and 
proposed it to the UN, but it was rejected due to the unwillingness of the 
United States.132 Moreover, Deng Xiaoping, during the three-day visit of Ara-
fat to Beijing, stated that China supported Arafat’s leadership and a PLO strat-
egy based on realism and moderation. In , China recognized Palestine as 
soon as Arafat declared the independent State of Palestine.133 

China used the term “illegal occupation of Israel” for the first time in  
and criticized Israel’s failure to comply with various UNSC resolutions. e 
Chinese ambassador to the UN Li Luyue openly condemned Israel for not rec-
ognizing the PLO and not granting the Palestinian people their legitimate 
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rights, including that of self-determination.134 Aer this statement, China be-
came the first Asian country to send shipments of food and clothing to Gaza.135 
During the First Intifada, China continued to support the Palestinian people 
against Israeli attacks.136 

In the third period, between  and , China normalized its relations 
with Israel. As a first indication of this policy change, China’s President Yang 
Shangkun acknowledged that China was first in contact with Israel to start 
diplomatic relations in December .137 At the same event, President Yang 
Shangkun also stated that “we might consider establishing diplomatic ties with 
Israel… if it changes its hardline stand and contributes to the peace efforts.”138 
Another indication of China’s policy changes towards the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict was that it started to mediate between Palestinians and Israelis to show 
its willingness to be a part of negotiations between the two sides. For instance, 
aer Israel expelled  Palestinians in December , Chinese Prime Minis-
ter Li Peng asked Israeli President Chaim Herzog to allow these people to re-
turn. Furthermore, just before the Oslo Agreement in , Arafat met with 
Chinese President Jiang Zemin in Beijing to discuss basic problems between 
Palestinians and Israelis. China supported and encouraged the Oslo Accords, 
stating that “China is ready to provide assistance in man power and technol-
ogy for the rebuilding of Palestine.”139 e breakdown of the Oslo Accords was 
condemned by Chinese authorities, as well. In line with this, China’s repre-
sentative at the UN, Li Zhaoxing, condemned “the Hebron massacre which 
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has caused the death of innocent Palestinians and reaffirmed Chinese support 
for the Palestinian people” and “expressed hope that the atrocity would not 
hinder peace efforts in the region.”140 

During this period, China and the United States could not agree on some 
problems relating to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. For instance, a UNSC res-
olution in May  expressing that “Israeli confiscation of fiy-three hectares 
of land in East Jerusalem” was a violation of relevant UNSC resolutions was 
vetoed by the United States. e Chinese ambassador to the UN, Wang Xuex-
ian, openly criticized the veto and warned Israel to stop confiscating land in 
East Jerusalem.141 In this case, the United States clearly did not want to lose its 
influence in the conflict, while China tried to increase its diplomatic position 
by counseling adherence to legitimate UN resolutions. 

China’s harsh criticism of Hamas-led armed operations against Israel is 
another indication of China’s new rational approach towards the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. For example, during Chinese vice-prime minister Qi Chen’s 
visit to Middle Eastern countries in December , China promulgated its 
official five-point proposal for the Middle East peace process: 

under the basis of relevant UN’s resolutions, China propose to ) fol-
low the land for peace principle and promote the Middle East peace 
dialogue, ) fulfill the reached agreements, ) oppose any forms of ter-
rorism and violence, ) strengthen regional economic exchanges and 
cooperation, establish mutual trust between Arabs and Israelis, and 
achieve common development and prosperity; ) urge the interna-
tional community which has a responsibility to achieve comprehen-
sive, just and lasting peace in the Middle East, and China is ready to 
make its own contribution to it.142 
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China’s dynamic diplomacy reached a new zenith with the Second Intifada 
and Camp David II in the s. e collapse of Camp David II was a new 
beginning for Chinese diplomacy in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict since it 
marked the point that China realized that the Palestinian-Israeli conflict was 
not only a problem between Palestinians and Israelis but concerned to the 
whole regional order. 

Another important point was that international terrorism arising from the 
chaotic regional order of the Middle East began to shape the Chinese national 
security approach aer the / terrorist attacks on the US. China’s main dis-
turbance was related to domestic political issues such as problems with the 
Uyghurs and terrorist networks infiltrating China. Islamic tendencies among 
new terrorist networks were perceived as a national security threat with global 
and regional political effects in its own region. us, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict contributed to China’s fear of disorder both in its immediate sur-
roundings and in the Middle East. To balance the fear of internal and external 
threats, China decided to implement delicate strategies on the Palestinian-Is-
raeli conflict between  and .143 

..  e Quest for an Active Diplomacy, - 

It became a new diplomatic objective for China to evaluate any international 
conflict from the perspective of international norms in this period. China gen-
erally looked legitimate decisions from international authoritative bodies such 
as the UN during the period -. In the beginning of the s, China 
was concerned about the collapse of the latest peace initiative in Camp David 
II. In addition, the Arab Peace Plan in  and the Road map in  pre-
pared a new basis for China’s active diplomacy.144 

China’s diplomatic discourse on any situation is generally voiced through 
official channels such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or diplomatic repre-
sentatives at the UN. In this sense, it is crucial to be familiar with these 
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diplomatic discourses to understand China’s official position. Although 
China’s official statements have tended to be balanced, they easily change ac-
cording to the content of problems. For instance, in , during the heavy 
fighting between Israel’s security forces and Palestinians, China criticized 
both sides by emphasizing civilian casualties and violent attacks.145 In the same 
year, aer a request from the PA to send troops to monitor the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict, China was the first permanent member of the UNSC to sup-
port the deployment of international observers.146 

As another example of China’s official statements, China condemned the 
siege of Arafat’s compound and Israel’s disregard for UN Resolutions  and 
 during the Second Intifada between  and .147 Despite the US 
and Israel’s policy of excluding Arafat, China respected the Palestinian peo-
ple’s will by openly supporting Arafat. On the other hand, as an indication of 
its balanced strategy, China accused armed Palestinian groups of targeted kill-
ings of civilians in Israeli cities, but also criticized Israel for its attack on a 
training camp of the Palestinian armed group Islamic Jihadi in Syria in Octo-
ber .148 China seriously condemned the attack because it was a violation 
of Syria’s territorial integrity.149 

roughout the period, China started using its special envoy for the Mid-
dle East as a new diplomatic tool. In , China announced that it would 
send a special envoy – a first in China’s Middle Eastern diplomacy – to play a 
more influential role in the peace process. In times of crisis and before any 
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negotiation process, China would immediately send its special envoy to the 
related countries to calm both sides and urge peace talks. A suicide bombing 
in Jerusalem that killed two Chinese and injured two others in April  ac-
celerated this diplomatic step for China.150 

e two conflicting sides, however, started to take advantage of Chinese 
involvement during times of crisis. For instance, while Arafat openly hailed 
China’s constructive role in the conflict in May , Moshe Katsav, the Israeli 
president, stated that China could play a bigger role in the Middle East peace 
process.151 

China’s perception of and emphasis on international norms and rules also 
shaped its foreign policy behaviors during this period. In this respect, as a re-
sponse to the Road map initiative, China announced a five-point proposal on 
the Middle East issue in May . China’s special envoy to the Middle East, 
Wang Shijie, met with Israeli Foreign Minister Silvan Shalom, former Israeli 
Prime Minister Shimon Peres, Palestinian National Authority Chairman 
Yasser Arafat, Palestinian Prime Minister Mahmoud Abbas, and Palestinian 
Foreign Minister Nabil Shaath. Aer that, China announced that 

China supports the Road Map; urges both sides to accept the Road 
Map; to ensure the fulfillment of “the road map” plan, a fair, authori-
tative and effective international supervisory mechanism should be set 
up as early as possible; to resume the negotiations between Israel and 
Syria and between Israel and Lebanon at an early date on the basis of 
the relevant United Nations resolutions; the international community 
should enhance input to the Middle East question. e United Nations 
should play a larger role.152 
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Moreover, in a statement made by China’s representative to the UN in , 
China attributed its policy of supporting “land for peace” to UN Resolutions 
, , and . As another indication revealing China’s active diplomacy, 
a UN Asia meeting on the question of Palestine was held in Beijing in Decem-
ber .153 

Aer the Road map, China’s diplomatic position on the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict was echoed in the Chinese media. In a Beijing Review article, the es-
tablishment of a Palestinian state was strongly supported. e role of the in-
ternational community was also promoted in the same article. Accordingly, 
the author argued that Israel should end its military occupation since it is an 
illegal action even for Israeli politicians. On the other hand, the article accused 
Palestinians of using inaccured resistance tactics that harm both innocent ci-
vilians and the overall legitimacy of Palestinian liberation movements.154 

China’s contributions to international initiatives regarding the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict during this period were largely in line with Russia’s diplo-
matic position. For instance, China and Russia’s joint statement in October 
 emphasized that 

both sides support a lasting, fair and comprehensive solution to the 
conflicts between the Arabic states and Israel on the basis of relevant 
resolutions adopted by the UN Security Council. Both sides indicate 
the road map plan formulated by the four-party mechanism remains 
the best scheme to realize the co-existence of Israel and Palestine and 
to ensure both of them to maintain peace and security.155 

Although China tried to implement policies that integrate with those of inter-
national institutions with respect to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, Russian 
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and Chinese concerns overlapped. Unlike the fixed US support of Israel, they 
tried to diversify their options by emphasizing the importance of international 
diplomatic mechanisms in reaching final solution to the conflict. 

Arafat’s death at the end of this period was taken seriously both in the 
Chinese media and in official declarations. Just aer his death, China’s presi-
dent Hu Jintao stated that “Arafat was a great leader and an outstanding states-
man who had dedicated his whole life to the just cause of regaining the lawful 
rights of the Palestinian people.” Furthermore, as an indication of China’s se-
riousness on Palestinian state building, “Vice-president Zeng Qinghong made 
a special trip to the Palestinian Embassy in Beijing to personally express con-
dolences for the death of Arafat. Vice Premier of the State Council Hui 
Liangyu, special envoy of President Hu, attended Arafat’s funeral in Cairo, 
Egypt on November .”156 

..  Engagement as a Rational Actor, - 

e death of Arafat and changes in Palestinian and Israeli politics caused an-
other change in China’s foreign policy behavior with respect to the conflict. 
China developed more sophisticated strategies than in previous periods, in-
creasing its influence over Palestinian political groups and becoming involved 
militarily via UN peacekeeping operations aer Israel’s occupation of Leba-
non in . Although China’s support of the Palestinian cause and Palestin-
ian rights remained unchanged, China’s diplomacy with respect to Israel was 
heavily influenced by several factors. 

One of the most important was the changing nature of Palestinian politics, 
including disputes between Hamas and Fatah. For the Chinese, not reaching 
a consensus amongst themselves at the negotiating table was the biggest prob-
lem for the Palestinians. Another crucial factor was that Israel’s economic, 
technological, and military power dominated the conflict. China could not re-
main impartial with respect to to the reality of Israel’s superiority during this 
period. Even though Israel pursued policies of expanding the separation wall, 
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building new settlements, denying refugees the right of return, and increasing 
its tight control of Gaza, China soened its criticisms against Israel. e last 
factor that shaped China’s policies towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict dur-
ing this period was about new initiatives such as the Annapolis Conference in 
, proposed by different actors. 

e death of Arafat created a new, serious political atmosphere in Pales-
tine. During this period, China followed Palestinian politics and new emerg-
ing groups. Six Chinese observers in the West Bank town of Ramallah ob-
served the first Palestinian presidential elections held in January . It was 
the largest group of Chinese observers to monitor elections in other country.157 
As an indication of China’s new engagement and balanced diplomacy, Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud Abbas visited China in June . In this visit, Ab-
bas’s objective was to secure political and economic support from China. As 
Abbas stated during the visit, China renewed its diplomatic support for Pales-
tine in terms of its contribution to international peace efforts such as the Road 
map. China also provided  million dollars in economic aid and grants for 
Palestine. Both sides signed five documents of cooperation concerning the re-
building of the Palestinian state.158 

Hamas’s rising influence over Palestinian politics resonated in China dur-
ing this period. Hamas’s unexpected success in the Palestinian elections 
forced the United States and the European Union to adopt an oppositional 
position towards Hamas, but China recognized it as a legitimate body in Pal-
estinian politics. China officially ignored US and Israeli opposition to Hamas 
and in , it welcomed Mahmoud al-Zahar, a senior Hamas representative 
serving as the Palestinian foreign minister, at the China-Arab Cooperation 
Forum, which had been established in Beijing in .159  Chinese Foreign 
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Minister Liu Jianchao officially stated that “the Palestinian government is le-
gally elected by the people there and it should be respected.”160 On the other 
hand, Hamas’s political and military position was also criticized by China. Be-
fore the aforementioned forum, China expressed its negative views on violent 
actions by Hamas and other Palestinian groups against civilians. China also 
emphasized that recognition of the State of Israel would help the fundamental 
interests of Palestinian people.161 

e war in Lebanon in  was a crucial turning point for China, since 
it marked the first time that a Chinese UN observer was killed by an Israeli 
bomb.162 China strongly condemned the attack and requested an apology from 
Israel. China also requested that the UN investigate the incident, but this ini-
tiative was blocked by a US veto in the UNSC. Aer this incident, China grad-
ually changed from a detached towards a more engaged strategy. In response, 
China sent special envoy Sun Bigan to mediate between the two sides. Fur-
thermore, China provided  million RMBs in humanitarian assistance to 
Lebanon. China also proposed it would send troops in the event that it became 
necessary to reduce tensions.163 Aer this, China sent one thousand troops – 
the largest Chinese peacekeeper corps ever deployed abroad – to Lebanon to 
serve in UNIFIL. China’s ambassador to the UN, Wang Guangya, stated that 
China should fill the vacuum in the Middle East since other powers were with-
drawing from the peacekeeping role.164 
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In , China expanded its diplomatic efforts by conducting talks with 
Iran over the Lebanon question. ese were the first signs of active Chinese 
participation in the conflicts in the Middle East and in the Palestinian-Israeli 
issue. China’s special envoy Sun Bigan accelerated diplomatic visits and nego-
tiations with influential politicians such as President Peres and Abbas in 
.165 In fact, all these efforts were related to China’s willingness to be part 
of the Quartet before the Annapolis Conference at end of .166 Although 
China did not become part of the Quartet, it tried to remain active. FM Yang 
Jiechi declared another five principles, according to which, 

first, an independent Palestinian state must be set up based on the 
Roadmap for Peace and the Arab Peace Initiative. Second, the two par-
ties should stop the violence and prevent the political obstruction of 
the peace talks, as well as stick to their promises of holding future 
peace talks. ird, parties concerned should create an environment to 
promote the peace talks, which should be held in an all-round and bal-
anced way. Fourth, the international community should cooperate to 
set a broad-based, balanced and effective multilateral mechanism to 
support the peace talks. Lastly, the international community should 
boost its economic ties with and humanitarian assistance to the Mid-
dle East and help it share the benefits of peace.167 

Aer the Annapolis Conference, China immediately supported a three-year 
development plan for the Palestinian economy with  million dollars in free 
aid.168 However, the Annapolis Conference was a disappointment for the Chi-
nese since the sides were unable to reach a solution to the conflict. Israel’s 
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heavy political and military pressure on Hamas and Gaza led to new criticism 
from the Chinese. In , China called on Israel to li the siege of Gaza and 
allow passage of international humanitarian aid. is was aer the Libyan ship 
al-Merwa was prevented from going to Gaza in . Furthermore, China 
openly blamed Israel for the failure of the Annapolis Conference. In an inter-
view with the Beijing Review in January , China’s former ambassador Hua 
Liming stated that it would be impossible to resolve the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict without Hamas’s involvement.169 

China gradually increased its diplomatic relations with Palestine, meeting 
directly with Palestinian officials aer Obama’s Cairo speech in . is was 
an indication of the new, US foreign policy perspective on the Middle East, 
which respected multilateral mechanisms. For China, Obama’s speech opened 
a new page for Chinese involvement in the Middle East, since China could 
easily become part of these multilateral mechanisms. In , China’s foreign 
minister Yang Jiechi, visited Middle Eastern countries and made his own 
speech in Cairo. In his speech, Yang Jiechi reiterated China’s five principles. 
ese diplomatic visits continued in following years.170 For instance, during 
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas’s meeting with China’s Hu Jintao in 
Shanghai in , China proposed to consolidate their political friendship, ex-
pand economic and trade cooperation, and strengthen personal and cultural 
exchanges. During the same visit, China and Palestine signed two agreements 
on economic and technical cooperation. ese agreements clearly indicated 
that China would support the State of Palestine as a legitimate UN member in 
coming years.171 
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In May , Israel’s military operation against the Mavi Marmara hu-
manitarian flotilla was seriously condemned by China.172 China had also ex-
pressed concern over the separation wall, the construction of new settlements, 
restrictions on the movements of the Palestinian people, and any act compli-
cating the status of East Jerusalem.173 In , China voted in favor of a dra 
resolution prepared by the Arab states in the UN on Israeli settlement, but it 
was not adopted. For China, the settlement projects became a major obstacle 
to mutual trust and the resumption of peace talks.174 

In , China supported the Palestinian bid for UN membership. Accord-
ing to China’s representative in the UN, 

China has all along supported the Palestinian people in their just cause 
to restore the lawful rights of the nation. China always maintained that 
establishment of an independent state is the lawful right of the Pales-
tinian people and the basis for implementation of the “two-state solu-
tion.” China supports the establishment of an independent Palestinian 
state that enjoys full sovereignty, with East Jerusalem as its capital and 
based on the border before  war. China supports Palestine's mem-
bership in the United Nations. China also maintains that peace talks 
are the right way leading to ultimate achievement of the two-state so-
lution.175 
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§ .  Assessment of China’s Role in the Palestinian-Israeli Con-
flict 

As is described in detail, China’s involvement in the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict is an ongoing process shaped by several factors. It is a process of ups and 
downs for Chinese scholars in terms of the unstable, uncertain nature of the 
conflict itself, which is a core problem among other Middle Eastern prob-
lems.176 In this part of the chapter, China’s perception of the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict is discussed in detail, taking China’s strategic objectives and their con-
sequences under consideration. Apart from China’s official diplomatic pos-
tures on the conflict, Chinese scholars have analyzed several factors shaping 
both the conflict and China’s policy behaviors. According to these scholars, 
China’s perception of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has been shaped by three 
factors. 

e first factor concerns the definition of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
It is also a key for understanding China’s future capabilities and strategies in 
both the conflict and the Middle East. According to one Chinese Middle East 
experts Wang Chengyi, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is a multilateral prob-
lem. e status of Jerusalem, for instance, is not only a problem for Palestini-
ans but for Muslims around the world. In addition, it is a problem with a long 
historical background. roughout its history, plenty of problematics have 
been negotiated by the conflicting sides. However, the cultural and social 
background of the problems, ranging from Jewish heritage to Muslim reli-
gious buildings, makes it difficult to negotiate. Apart from issues of Palestinian 
and Jewish identity, the problem has been transformed into a broader Arab 
identity problem by the conflicts and wars between Arabs and Israelis such as 
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the  war. Arab nationalism in several forms still has the potential to affect 
the conflict.177 

For China, internal factions in both Palestinian and Israeli politics have a 
direct effect on the definition of the conflict. For example, while Hamas and 
Fatah’s competition over Palestinian politics caused a distraction with respect 
to Palestinian unity during the negotiations, Israel’s ultra-religious groups, 
hardliners, and moderate political tendencies have also competed with one 
another. Each political faction has the potential to influence the direction of 
peace talks, as seen in previous peace initiatives such as the  Madrid Con-
ference, the  Oslo Agreement, and the  Annapolis Conference. More-
over, global powers such as the United States, the EU, and Russia compete with 
one another over the conflict. In some cases, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
has become a secondary subject providing legitimacy for the Iraq War and the 
struggle against international terrorism.178 

Another definition of the conflict analyzes US policies on the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. According to Chinese Middle East expert Zhao Weiming, the 
main problem for the US is its pro-Israeli diplomatic position. e US govern-
ment generally supports Israeli policies since it perceives Israel as its most im-
portant strategic ally in the region. is policy actually has a negative effect 
for the Palestinian side. e US veto power in the UNSC makes this diplo-
matic posture even more unbearable for Palestinians. Another problem for the 
United States is about the severe political competition in Israeli politics be-
tween radical religious groups and moderate ones. In each peace initiative, the 
Unites States has tried to be intermediator between these groups. For example, 
although the US opposed to new settlement projects, which is one of core ob-
stacles to any peace agreement between Israelis and Palestinians, the hardline 
Israeli politicians consistently supported those projects. Moreover, the US ex-
clusion of Hamas and related groups and labeling of them as terrorists was 
neither the correct decision for the United States nor the European Union. As 
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an alternative, Zhao proposed increasing the role of the Arab Union during 
peace talks.179 

e second factor shaping China’s perception of the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict is China’s unique, alternative discourse on the conflict. According to 
Sun Degang, China’s political and diplomatic position is completely different 
from that of the United States. China generally does not dominate peace talks, 
insists on international norms and maintaining impartiality, does not seek to 
set the agenda, and rarely offers solutions.180 e basic motivation for these 
policy behaviors, for Sun, is China’s neutral approach to international con-
flicts. On the status of Jerusalem, for instance, Ma Lirong offers creating a di-
alogue mechanism and respecting the historical and religious connections of 
all groups in Jerusalem.181 

As its officials have declared, China supports a two-state solution to the 
conflict. A one-state solution cannot be a long-term solution to the conflict 
because both sides have painful experiences that cause serious conflicts and 
even wars between them. For Wang Jinglie, though China offers a political 
mechanism for both sides to negotiate the issue, a two-state solution should 
remain the focus of any peace talks.182 

China generally tries to compare international conflicts to its own prob-
lems. Regarding the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, terrorism, non-traditional se-
curity threats, territorial disputes, and religious affiliations on conflicting 
sides, China’s experiences in Tibet, Xinjiang, and Taiwan are taken as exam-
ples.183 us, in terms of international terrorism networks, China’s domestic 
political and security concerns have affected its more active foreign policies 
with respect to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict than previous year. 
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e last factor shaping China’s perception of the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict is related to its ability to affect the details of any peace initiatives. Accord-
ing to Pan Guang, China’s bilateral relations with Israel have the potential to 
change the current dynamics of the conflict. Both sides should correctly eval-
uate their basic positions to reach a consensus. Pan argues that three problems 
repeatedly appear when China gets involved in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
First, although Sino-Israeli relations have improved since , the problem of 
communication between the two societies has remained unchanged. Another 
problem is related to Chinese national interests which were seriously violated 
during the conflict. In some cases, Chinese citizens have been killed and 
wounded. e biggest problem, for Pan, is US interference in Israeli politics 
and military relations, as was evident during the Phalcon controversy. For the 
Chinese, Israel’s unconditional concessions to the US complicate bilateral re-
lations between China and Israel. ey also directly affect China’s position on 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.184 On the other hand, some scholars argue that 
China’s involvement in the conflict should be encouraged because in some 
cases Israel needs China to communicate with countries that Israel has not 
diplomatic relations such as Syria and Iran.185 

China has created new diplomatic tools to influence the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict. In November , for the first time in its diplomatic history, China 
appointed a special envoy to the Middle East.186 Wang Shijie, Sun Bigan, and 
Wu Sike were appointed to the post between  and . e envoy, who is 
a significant tool of Chinese foreign policy in the region, has three responsi-
bilities: issuing China’s policy statements, promoting peace talks and commu-
nication, and sharing information with related countries. In this way, China 
aims to be involved in Middle Eastern affairs and act as a responsible global 
power during times of crisis in the region. According to Hou Yuxiang, China 
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wants to increase intermediary role in the region by promoting so power 
tools.187 

All in all, China’s three strategic priorities – global, regional, and domestic 
political and economic concerns – have shaped its diplomatic position on the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. In terms of global politics, according to Liu, the 
most important factor in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is geo-political com-
petition over Middle Eastern resources. erefore, the ambitions of the United 
States and other global powers in the Middle East cause unprecedented prob-
lems.188 According to Tao, “When George W. Bush took into office, anti-ter-
rorism and democracy became the two interconnected objectives of US Mid-
dle East strategy, which made Palestine-Israel peace process more and more 
marginalized in the dual domain of anti-terrorism and democracy.”189 ese 
global political concerns forced China to implement active diplomacy in the 
period -. However, in terms of regional politics, two significant re-
gional powers, namely Saudi Arabia and Iran, have problematic relations with 
Israel. Neither Saudi Arabia nor Iran has diplomatic relations with Israel. 
However, they are the two biggest economic partners of China, especially in 
the energy sector. us, China’s economic priorities have prevailed over im-
proving Sino-Israeli relations aer . Although China tried to balance its 
relations between Arab countries and Israel, its pro-Palestinian stance on the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict remained unchanged in the period -. 
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China and the Cyprus Question 

he Cyprus question is an international crisis in which multiple actors 
have been involved including the UN, European Union, Great Britain, 

the United States, Greece, Turkey, and Greek and Turkish Cypriots. Although 
not a serious issue in terms of Sino-Turkish relations, as a permanent member 
of the UNSC with veto power, China is a crucial actor in the Cyprus question. 
erefore, China’s diplomatic behaviors on the Cyprus question are a signifi-
cant indication of its foreign policy orientation, especially in the period -
. In this chapter, China’s role in Cyprus questions is analyzed by taking 
both Sino-Turkish relations and China’s strategic objectives in the Eastern 
Mediterranean into consideration. 

§ .  e Cyprus Question 

Cyprus has been exposed to a number of invasions throughout its history and 
has served as a crucial geostrategic asset for every political or military entity 
that has controlled it. Possession of the island has granted such entities eco-
nomic and military advantages over their enemies in the region, such as dur-
ing the governance of the island by Rome, Venice, Byzantium, and the 

T 
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Ottoman Empire.1  ough Cyprus has been the scene of power struggles 
throughout history, contemporary debates over the island began in the middle 
of the nineteenth century. 

..  Historical Background of the Cyprus Question 

e first Muslim and Christian confrontation began aer the Ottoman Em-
pire’s conquest of Cyprus in . From that time until the mid-nineteenth 
century, the island was governed by the classical Ottoman administrative sys-
tem.2 Cyprus first became a province in  and began to be governed by the 
grand vizier. In a word, the Ottoman Empire started to govern Cyprus directly 
from Istanbul. Aer Russia became the protector of Orthodox Christians on 
the island as a result of the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca in , the religious 
dimension of the Cyprus question emerged for the first time.3 

Another dimension of the Cyprus question – nationalism – emerged in 
Europe as a result of the aershocks of the French Revolution in . Nation-
alist revolutions became a turning point for the Ottoman Empire as for other 
European empires at that time. e most crucial were the Greek revolts, which 
started at the beginning of the nineteenth century and ended with the inde-
pendence of Greece in . Similar revolts also took place in Cyprus and a 
number of archbishops supporting the independence of Greece were executed 
by the governor.4  Along with the spread of nationalist ideology, the Megali 
Idea5 and Enosis6 became the foci of a crucial discussion among Greece reli-
gious and political elites.7 
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e Cyprus question became a multilateral question aer the British in-
volvement began in . If Greek independence in  was the first rupture 
in the history of the Cyprus question, the second was the war between the 
Ottoman Empire and Russia in -. As a result of this war, the Treaty of 
San Stefano was signed between the two empires. In turn, Great Britain and 
the Ottoman Empire signed the Anglo-Turkish Convention on June , , 
as a result of which the administration of Cyprus was transferred to Great 
Britain.8 According to the Convention, if Russia tried to take possession of any 
further territories of the Ottomans, Great Britain would protect Ottoman 
lands by force if necessary.9 

In , Great Britain transferred Cypriot affairs to the jurisdiction of the 
Colonial Office in London. is meant that the British would not allow unifi-
cation of the Cypriots with Greece. Turkish Cypriots were not in favor of uni-
fication since the Ottoman Empire still had rights of possession over Cyprus. 
For them, British rule was not permanent. us, when Greek members of the 
Legislative Council voted for Enosis by majority in , Turkish Cypriots ab-
stained.10 

e idea of Enosis matured with the unification of Greece and the Ioinian 
islands in  and essaly and a district of Epirus in . In addition, Crete 
became autonomous in , and during the Balkan Wars between  and 
, Greece increased in size by  percent by integrating north Aegean is-
lands.11 Meanwhile, World War I changed the nature of the Cyprus question 
in terms of the authoritative body of the island. Cyprus was annexed by Great 
Britain due to the Ottoman Empire’s alliance with the Entente powers during 
the World War I. All previous agreements and conventions were canceled. 
During the period of British rule, Greek Cypriots asked the British 
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government for Enosis while Turkish Cypriots advocated the maintenance of 
the current British administrative structure in Cyprus. However, the Treaty of 
Lausanne, which was signed aer the Turkish War of Independence in , 
officially determined the fate of Cyprus. With the treaty, Turkey officially rec-
ognized the annexation of Cyprus by Great Britain.12 

Aer World War I, Greek Cypriots continued to struggle for Enosis. To 
this end, Greek Cypriots revolted against British rule in . Nevertheless, the 
uprising was heavily suppressed by Great Britain. World War II brought about 
another opportunity for Greek Cypriots to unify with Greece, but the invasion 
of Greece by Germany prevented Greek Cypriot unification attempts and they 
started to organize local associations to propagandize Enosis, instead. As a po-
litical response to Germany’s invasion of Greece in , the British allowed 
political activities that had been forbidden in Cyprus since . As a result, 
the Progressive Party of the Working People (AKEL), a le-wing Greek Cyp-
riot party, was founded in . In addition, the church also started to organize 
political activities by establishing a Cypriot National Party in the same year. 
e first Turkish Cypriot political activities also emerged in the political envi-
ronment of World War II.13 

..  Resistance to ENOSIS and the Republic of Cyprus, - 

e Second World War not only affected the new political and economic 
power structures in world, but transformed local political and economic prob-
lems with long historical backgrounds, such as the Cyprus question. Aer 
World War II, a peace treaty was signed in  between Italy and the victori-
ous powers. In this treaty, the Dodecanese were annexed by Greece. Aer the 
Greek annexation of the Dodecanese, Greek Cypriots increased their attempts 
to organize new political activities for Enosis.14  In , a plebiscite on the 
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issue of enosis was arranged by Greek Cypriots, resulting in  percent of 
Greek Cypriots voting in favor. is was the beginning of an important polit-
ical controversy that would have a negative influence on Greek and Turkish 
Cypriot relations in the following years. In addition to the political activities 
of Greek Cypriots, they established a full-fledged armed resistance organiza-
tion, the National Organization of Cypriot Fighters (EOKA), in .15 

In the early s, the Cyprus question for Turkey and Great Britain was 
not an international issue but a domestic problem among Greek Cypriots, 
Turkish Cypriots, and British rule. erefore, they opposed attempts to bring 
the issue to international bodies such as the UN. For example, six months be-
fore EOKA’s armed resistance against British rule, Greece brought the right of 
self-determination for Cyprus to the attention of the UN steering committee 
on September , , but it was not dispatched to higher committees.16 

Aer the first clashes between Greek Cypriots and the British government 
in , Great Britain invited Greece and Turkey to a tripartite conference in 
London. For the first time, Turkey became a legitimate participant in the Cy-
prus question in spite of the opposition of Greece and Greek Cypriots. Turkey 
had two legitimate reasons to coming involved in the conflict: to protect Turk-
ish Cypriots and to preserve the status quo established by the Treaty of Lau-
sanne in . At the London talks, Turkey supported a two-state solution – 
that is, the partition of Cyprus and self-determination for both communities. 
On the other hand, Greece supported a one-state solution and self-determi-
nation for the community as a whole. erefore, they did not reach a resolu-
tion at the London talks. Meanwhile, Turkish Cypriots started to establish as-
sociations to protect their rights given the heavy clashes between Greek 
Cypriots and the British government aer . Along with political associa-
tions, Turkish Cypriots established a Turkish Resistance Organization, (Türk 
Mukavemet Teşkilatı, TMK) in .17 
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e first Turkish and Greek causalities started in , and their numbers 
rose by the middle of . e situation forced Greece, Turkey, and Great 
Britain to take action. In , Turkey, Greece, Great Britain, Greek Cypriots, 
and Turkish Cypriots came together for the first time to discuss proposals to 
resolve the Cyprus question. On February , , Turkey and Greece agreed 
to establish an independent, common state in Cyprus. e Zurich agreement 
led to a London conference that convened on February , , with the par-
ticipation of Greece, Turkey, Britain, and Greek and Turkish Cypriots. As a 
result of these negotiations, all sides signed the London Agreements which 
were the most comprehensive attempt to solve the Cyprus question to date.18 

ree different agreements were signed in London: the Treaty of Estab-
lishment, the Treaty of Guarantee, and the Treaty of Alliance. e first agree-
ment, the Treaty of Establishment, was signed to determine the sovereign 
rights of all sides. Enosis and Taksim19 were forbidden, and British military 
bases at Akrotiri and Dhekelia were to be maintained. e second agreement, 
the Treaty of Guarantee, was signed among Britain, Greece, and Turkey. Ac-
cording to Article IV of the treaty, 

in the event of a breach of the present Treaty, Greece, Turkey and the 
United Kingdom undertake to consult together with respect to the rep-
resentations or measures necessary to ensure observance of these pro-
visions. In so far as common or concerted action may not prove pos-
sible, each of the three guaranteeing powers reserve the right to take 
action with the sole aim of reestablishing the state of affairs created by 
the present Treaty.20 

is article would be a legitimate argument for Turkey’s intervention in Cy-
prus in . e last agreement was the Treaty of Alliance, signed among Cy-
prus, Greece, and Turkey to determine the nature of military cooperation and 
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the number of Greek and Turkish troops to be stationed in Cyprus. In this 
agreement,  Greek and  Turkish troops would stay in Cyprus.21 

e state of emergency in Cyprus came to an end on December , . 
Archbishop Makarios of the Greek Cypriot community became the president 
and Fazıl Küçük of the Turkish Cypriot community became Vice President 
that same month. Just aer the first legislative elections in September , the 
Republic of Cyprus became a member of the UN.22 

e Republic of Cyprus was thus established in . It was a sui generis 
state, since its sovereign rights and decision-making procedures were under 
the control of guarantor states. In addition, this sui generis state started to 
alarm both communities just three years later, especially on administrative 
matters. During the first three years, Makarios had a tendency to ignore the 
Turkish community in making decisions, while Vice President Fazıl Küçük 
did not hesitate to use his constitutional veto power on every disputed issue. 
As a final straw, Makarios proposed thirteen amendments to the constitution 
in , including one to abolish the veto rights of the vice president.23 In re-
sponse, the Turkish side used its veto right to prevent the amendments from 
being implemented. is was the end of the  status quo that had estab-
lished a common state in Cyprus. 

e violence between the two communities had started before the political 
crisis in parliament. e harshest attacks against Turkish Cypriots placed on 
December -, , which is known as Bloody Christmas. Many Turkish 
Cypriots lost their lives or were kidnapped and tortured. e violence spread 
all over the island, especially in cities and villages in which Turkish Cypriots 
lived – Larnaca to Famagusta. In response to the increasing violence, the three 
guarantor states established a new peace force under the command of a British 
general in December . In the same month, a Green Line or buffer zone 
was drawn as a cease-fire line. Turkey convened an emergency meeting of 
guarantor states to end the violence against Turkish Cypriots and find a 
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solution to the crisis. Unfortunately, Makarios unilaterally abolished all the 
agreements that had been signed in .24 

Aer the increase in violence against Turkish Cypriots, Turkey decided to 
apply its rights of guarantor which were granted by the Treaty of Guarantee 
signed in . Engaged in heavy fighting, Turkish Cypriots appealed to their 
constitutional rights and demanded the help of the Republic of Turkey. Alt-
hough Turkey respected the sovereign rights of Cyprus, the Treaty of Guaran-
tee provided it with certain rights, including the right to intervene in such cir-
cumstances. Given the threat of a Turkish military intervention, US President 
Lyndon Johnson sent a historic letter to Turkey in  warning against inter-
vening. As a result, Turkey did not intervene in .25  In March , the 
United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) became func-
tional. In addition, the UN secretary general assigned Galo Plaza as the first 
UN mediator in Cyprus. From that time, the UN has remained an indispen-
sable part of the Cyprus question.26 

Another important development in the Cyprus question occured on April 
, , with a military coup d’état in Greece.27 Given the chaotic political at-
mosphere in both Greece and Cyprus, intercommunal violence in Cyprus in-
creased again in November . e massacres of Boğaziçi and Geçitkale cre-
ated a negative perception in the mind of Turkish Cypriots against a shared 
state. However, US shuttle diplomacy conducted by US Secretary of State Cy-
rus Vance prevented a wider conflict. As a result, a new opportunity to reach 
a solution was created by new talks between two communities. Turkish and 
Greek Cypriot community leaders came together four times between June 
 and September , but they could not reach an agreement.28 

In July , a political crisis between the Greek junta and Makarios turned 
into a political crisis in Cyprus. Makarios’s demands such as for the removal 
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of Greek officers from Cyprus accelerated military coup d’état attempts in Cy-
prus. A Greek-junta-backed coup d’état took place in Cyprus on July , ,29 
leading to Turkey’s intervention to protect Turkish Cypriots under the guar-
antor rights granted by the Treaty of Guarantee. 

Heavy pressure following the Greek coup d’état created a chaotic atmos-
phere in Cypriot politics. For example, Makarios escaped and fled from the 
island with the help of Britain in July . Nicos Sampson, a nationalist leader 
and important figure of the EOKA, replaced Makarios as president. 30 
Sampson’s presidency caused Turkey’s military intervention in Cyprus. 

Turkey, in response to the coup d’état, intervened in Cyprus in two stages 
applying its rights of guarantor under the Treaty of Guarantee signed in . 
e first stage, on July , , was to end the violence against Turkish Cyp-
riots. is first phase of the military intervention was welcomed by the inter-
national community since it was opposed to the unilateral decisions taken by 
the military junta in Cyprus. On July , , the military government in 
Greece and the puppet regime in Cyprus collapsed. Aer the collapse, Turkey, 
Greece, and Britain arranged a meeting in Geneva to discuss the future of Cy-
prus. Nevertheless, aer two phases of talks in Geneva between July  and 
August , they did not reach a solution. erefore, applying the same guar-
antor rights under the  Treaty of Guarantee, Turkey intervened in Cyprus 
a second time on August , . is time, the international community, in-
cluding the United States, Britain, and other European countries, did not wel-
come the Turkish intervention.31 

..  Turkey’s Intervention and the Europeanization of the Cyprus 
Question, - 

Aer Turkey’s intervention, the UN demanded an end to Turkish military op-
erations in Resolution . On November , , the Uited Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA) strengthened the UNFICYP controlling the  km Green 
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Line that divided the island, including its capital, Nicosia. From that time, dis-
cussions concern the Turkish military presence on the island and the long-
term territorial situation of the Cypriot state.32 Contrary to its previous polit-
ical and diplomatic position, the bicommunal and bi-zonal structure of Cy-
prus was accepted as the status quo by Turkey, while Greece treated the Turk-
ish military presence on the island as an invasion of a member state of the UN. 
e truth is that from  until , all legitimate political structures, the 
constitution, and indeed the state itself had collapsed in Cyprus. erefore, 
there was an urgent need to establish a new consensus and agreement on the 
Cyprus question. 

UN-centered negotiations began for the purposes of discussing the future 
of Cyprus aer Turkey’s intervention. Despite lengthy negotiations, the vari-
ous sides were unable to arrive at a concrete solution between  and . 
On August , , Greece withdrew from NATO’s military wing because of 
what it viewed passive US diplomacy during Turkey’s second intervention.33 

Turkish Cypriots proclaimed the Turkish Federated State of Cyprus 
(TFSC) in February . Just aerward, the UNSC condemned the decision 
taken by Turkish Cypriot leaders.34 Since years of negotiations had resolved 
the Cyprus question, Turkish Cypriots unilaterally declared the Turkish Re-
public of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) in . is decision was also related to 
the withdrawal of Greece and Greek Cypriots from the latest round of talks in 
. Aer the TRNC’s declaration of independence, Turkey recognized the 
new state and Rauf Denktaş became its first president. e UNSC, however, 
again condemned the declaration of independence made in November .35 

Aer Greece became a member of the EEC (European Economic Com-
munity), the Cyprus question began to be discussed as a problem between a 
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member state of the EEC and Turkey. is was the first indication of the Eu-
ropeanization of the Cyprus question. As another indication, the EEC openly 
declared for the first time at the Dublin Summit in June  that the Cyprus 
question was a factor in Turkey’s potential EEC membership. One month later, 
on July , , Cyprus officially submitted its application for full membership 
in the EEC. Although TRNC President Denktaş sent a warning to the EEC not 
to accept Cyprus’ application before a solution on the Cyprus question was 
reached, it was not heeded by EEC decision makers.36 

Turkey and Turkish Cypriots tried to negotiate the Cyprus question within 
the framework of the UN, not within that of the EU. is was a new strategy 
for the Turkish side. In , the UNSC proposed a new plan for common 
solution to the Cyprus question, referring to the  and  summits be-
tween the two communities. Two years later, in August , Boutros Ghali 
proposed a “Set of Ideas” to bring peace and resolution to the Cyprus ques-
tion.37 In this resolution, there were three controversial issues which included 
territorial rights; the situation of immigrants, settlements, and properties; and 
the constitution. Another UNSC resolution in November  proposed the 
reduction of military forces in Cyprus, UNFICYP control of Maraş (Varosha), 
and free movement between the two sides of the island.38 e EU accepted the 
Greek Cypriot application for full membership in the EEC on June , . 
e Maastricht Treaty (the Treaty on European Union) determined the fate of 
European countries and also provided a new opportunity for Greek Cypriots 
to become full members of a politically united Europe. e most important 
milestone was a decision made by the General Affairs Council of EU Ministers 
in March . According to this decision, “Cyprus’ accession to the EU would 
enhance security and prosperity to both communities and allow the North to 
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catch up economically by improving growth and employment for the Turkish 
Cypriot community.”39 

On December , , Turkey entered a customs union upon the decision 
of the European Community-Turkey Association Council. In this way, Turkey 
accepted all treaties between the European Union and non-European Union 
countries with respect to bilateral trade relations. e customs union in-
creased the economic integration of Turkish markets to the European Union, 
as well. In response to Turkey’s entering into a customs union, Greece began 
to force the European Union to start accession negotiations with Cyprus.40 In 
, the European Council instructed the European Commission to start ac-
cession negotiations with Cyprus.41 

Turkey responded to the EU’s decision by strengthening ties with the 
TRNC. Turkey’s President Süleyman Demirel and the TRNC’s President Rauf 
Denktaş made a joint declaration in December  emphasizing that Cyprus 
should not become a member of the European Union without first resolving 
the Cyprus question. According to them, the Federal State of Cyprus should 
join the European Union only “simultaneously with Turkey’s accession.”42 
However, in the Luxemburg European Council Summit, Turkey’s candidacy 
was refused while accession negotiations with Cyprus along with five other 
countries were set to commence in .43 One year later, at the  Helsinki 
Summit, the European Union declared Turkey’s candidacy and listed it among 
the candidate countries. In addition, the European Union stated that 

a political settlement will facilitate the accession of Cyprus to the Eu-
ropean Union. If no settlement has been reached by the completion of 
accession negotiations, the Council’s decision on accession will be 
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made without the above being a precondition. In this the Council will 
take account of all relevant factors.44 

In a word, the European Union opened up an important and controversial 
issue by liing a significant precondition for the potential membership of Cy-
prus. 

..  e Annan Plan and the New Deal, - 

Along with the Europeanization of the Cyprus question, the US invasion of 
Iraq in the Middle East, non-conventional security threats, and energy com-
petition changed the behavior of actors involved in the conflict throughout 
the period -. Turkey witnessed a dramatic change in domestic poli-
tics aer the  economic crisis. e Justice and Development Party (JDP) 
came to power with a Europe-orientation foreign policy. erefore, in the first 
years of the JDP government, the main foreign policy objective was to satisfy 
the European Union and resolve EU-related problems. e Cyprus question 
was but one problem between Greece and Turkey, but it had been a major 
problem between the European Union and Turkey since the beginning of ne-
gotiations. e TRNC leadership was also changing and pro-European Union 
politicians gained strength during this period.45  In terms of Greek politics, 
Costas Simitis was elected as prime minister in , and Greece changed its 
foreign policy strategy on the Cyprus question by trying to resolve the conflict 
within the framework of the European Union. is was another important 
milestone that shaped the future of negotiations. 

Before the Annan Plan, which was officially promulgated in , prox-
imity talks had started between Denktaş and Klerides at the end of . For 
Denktaş and the Turkish side, it was difficult to reach a consensus in these 
talks: the European Union did not yet determine the preconditions for Cyprus’ 
accession negotiations – such as resolving the Cyprus question – at Helsinki 
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Summit in .46 Two years later in November , in accordance with Tur-
key’s new foreign policy orientation, Denktaş sent a letter to Klerides to start 
new negotiations without any preconditions. Between January  and Sep-
tember , six talks were arranged but no solution to the Cyprus question 
emerged. ese talks were the basis for the Annan Plan, which was to be the 
most comprehensive plan since the beginning of the Cyprus question. 

e European Union addressed the fate of Turkey’s EU membership and 
the Cyprus question in the same framework, Turkey’s objections notwith-
standing. At the  Seville summit, the European Union openly declared 
that 

the European Council reaffirms that, if the present rate of progress in 
negotiations and reforms is maintained, the European Union is deter-
mined to conclude the negotiations with Cyprus, Malta, Hungary, Po-
land, the Slovak Republic, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, the Czech Re-
public and Slovenia by the end of , if those countries are ready.47 

In a word, Greek Cypriots were granted European Union membership as the 
sole representatives of the whole island, without any resolution to the Cyprus 
question. is was a serious setback for future negotiations. 

On the side of Turkish Cypriots and Turkey, there was a new hope for 
reaching a solution on Cyprus. e newly emerged JDP government declared 
that a Belgian-style solution to the Cyprus question could be taken as a model. 
is would later serve as an important part of the Annan Plan. In November 
, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan submitted his plan suggesting a com-
mon state composed of the two component sides. Kofi Annan’s new plan com-
bined Belgian and Swiss models to resolve the Cyprus question. e Annan 
Plan used a different strategy to find a common solution to Cyprus question 
by suggesting a new reunifying plan.48 
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Annan’s strategy rested on four approaches: the first was that EU accession 
the taken as catalyst; the second was that the United States and Britain be ex-
ternal parties involved in developing a solution; the third was that Greece and 
Turkey, as motherlands, should be key actors; and the last was to change the 
initial diplomatic positions of two communities in Cyprus.49 In addition, for 
the first time in the history of the negotiations, a deadline was set. According 
to the Annan Plan, a referendum was to be arranged in March , just be-
fore Cyprus was to become a member of the European Union. 

In the final version of the Annan Plan there was one founding agreement 
and nine annexes of it, including “constitution, constitutional laws, federal 
laws, agreements between federal government and constituent states, list of 
international treaties, territorial arrangements, treatment of property affected 
by events since , reconciliation commission, and the new state of affairs.”50 
According to the Annan Plan, the name of the new state would be the United 
Republic of Cyprus and would be comprised of two equal, constituent states: 
the Greek Cypriot State and the Turkish Cypriot State. 

However, at the Athens Summit on April , , ten new member states 
of the European Union, including Cyprus, signed accession agreements. In 
this agreement, the European Union separated the north of the island from 
the EU acquis communautaire.51 is meant that while Greek Cypriots would 
enjoy the rights of the European Union, Turkish Cypriots would not. is was 
a serious shock to the Turkish side, since the European Union had imple-
mented the EU acquis communautaire without resolving the Cyprus question. 

In response to the EU unilateral decision to accept Greek Cypriots as EU 
members before the settlement of the Cyprus question, the TRNC passed a 
bill allowing free transit across the border from north to south aer a thirty-
year ban. In addition, they opened new, free gates. By making this move, the 
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Turkish side was urging both the European Union and Greek Cypriots to ne-
gotiate a solution.52 

e EU’s explanations regarding Cyprus’s potential EU membership were 
a significant obstacle to a positive vote in the referendum of Annan Plan. De-
spite these negative effects, Turkish Cypriot politicians did not give up work-
ing for a ‘Yes’ vote on the Annan Plan, which strongly emphasized a bi-zonal, 
bicommunal common state in Cyprus. As an indication of the support of 
Turkish Cypriots, massive demonstrations were held in Nicosia against Turk-
ish Cypriot leader Denktaş, one of the most influential political figures sup-
porting a ‘No’ vote in the referendum. e year  was dynamic in terms of 
political debates on the Annan Plan. 

On April , , the Cyprus referendum was held across the whole is-
land. While . percent of Turkish Cypriots voted in favor of the Annan Plan, 
. percent of Greek Cypriots opposed it. Right aer the referendum, the EU 
published a regulation on the Green Line.53 In this regulation, the EU did not 
define the Green Line as a border of the EU but arranged for special rules 
accommodating people, goods, and services on the northern part of the island 
in line with Protocol  of the  Accession Treaty. Greek Cypriots were 
responsible for implementing these rules.54 On May , , the Republic of 
Cyprus under the governance of Greek Cypriots, became a member of the Eu-
ropean Union. 

..  e Post-Annan Plan Period and Rising Uncertainty, - 

Aer the Annan Plan and Cyprus’ entry into the European Union, the role of 
the EU in the Cyprus question increased. In spite of the Turkish Cypriots’ ‘Yes’ 
vote to the Annan Plan, the European Union officially separated the north of 
the island from the southern part with the Green Line regulation. is 
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situation strongly disappointed pro-Annan Plan politicians in the TRNC. e 
main political discussion in the post-Annan Plan period was whether to es-
tablish a new status quo in the TRNC with the help of the international com-
munity. One of the most important topics was liing the restrictions created 
aer the declaration of independence by the TRNC in  in UN Resolutions 
 and . According to the UN resolutions, the TRNC’s independence was 
illegal and it was not accepted as a legitimate nation state. erefore, aside 
from Turkey, which is the only country that recognizes the TRNC, the TRNC 
has been isolated from the international community. Turkish Cypriots and 
Turkey started a new diplomacy to li these restrictions on the TRNC and end 
its international isolation. 

Negotiations between Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots continued af-
ter the Annan Plan. In place of Denktaş, Mehmet Ali Talat, the new president 
of the TRNC, conducted the new negotiations with the Greek Cypriot leader 
Papadopulos. Until , negotiations were at a stalemate, since neither part 
of the island was able to create a new offer for resolving the Cyprus question 
aer the Annan Plan. As a first step, Greek Cypriots submitted a report to the 
UN in May  explaining the reason for their ‘No’ vote. 

e European Union launched Turkey’s accession negotiations at the 
Brussels Summit on - December, . is was an important milestone 
since two months before Turkey had signed an additional protocol with a con-
dition. As officially declared by Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

on  July , the Additional Protocol extending the Ankara Agree-
ment to the new member States that acceded to the EU in  was 
concluded by an exchange of letters among Turkey, the EU Presidency 
and the Commission. An official declaration to legally constitute an 
integral part of our letter and signature was also made. In the declara-
tion, it was explicitly stated that Turkey, by signing the Additional Pro-
tocol, did not recognize the “Republic of Cyprus” by any means.55 
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In January , Turkey declared a new plan of action on the Cyprus question. 
According to the plan, Turkey would agree to “open of the sea ports of Turkey 
to Greek Cypriot vessels; to allow Greek Cypriot air carriers to use the Turkish 
airspace; to open of the sea ports in North Cyprus; to open of Ercan Airport 
to direct flights etc.”56 To implement these commitments, Turkey proposed a 
high-level meeting under the auspices of the UN to discuss the future of the 
Cyprus question. Turkey intended to establish a new diplomatic mechanism 
similar to the Annan Plan. However, that same month, the secretary general 
of the UN appointed Michael Moller as Special Representative for Cyprus and 
UNFICYP Mission Chief. In February , Moller suggested establishing 
technical committees under the UN in the fields of health, environment, water 
management, and humanitarian issues. e result was complete failure and 
the European Union imposed punitive measures and froze negotiation talks 
with Turkey.57 However, in December , the EU Council decided that ne-
gotiations on eight chapters could not be opened since Turkey did not meet 
its obligations stemming from the additional protocol, referring to Turkey’s 
position on the Cyprus question.58 

e EU-Turkey relations seriously discussed among Turkish politicians 
between  and  since the Council of the EU “invited the Commission 
to present to the Council a proposal for a framework for negotiations with 
Turkey, on the basis set out in paragraph . It requested the Council to agree 
on that framework with a view to opening negotiations on  October .”59 
Turkey, long the way, became an EU candidate on October , . is im-
portant development had important implications for the TRNC. Turkey 
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declared that it would not recognize the Republic of Cyprus until the Cyprus 
question had been resolved.60 

A new political environment for a new negotiation process was created in 
February . Mehmet Ali Talat and Demetris Christofias, the new Greek 
Cypriot president, came together on March , , and agreed to establish 
new working groups and technical committees, as had been discussed in . 
One month later, on April , , six working groups on the chapters on 
governance and power sharing, EU matters, security and guarantees, territory, 
property, and economic matters were announced.61 In addition to those work-
ing groups, seven technical committees were working to reach a final agree-
ment on the Cyprus question. As a result of those initiatives, on September , 
, comprehensive negotiations started between the two leaders with the 
support of the UN. In the first period of this new negotiation, between  
and , the two sides focused on governance and power sharing, EU mat-
ters, and economic issues. As a result of the work of the separate technical 
committees and working groups, more than thirty joint papers were submitted 
to the leaders. In the second period, between  and , both sides fo-
cused on divergences in the working groups and technical committees. Alt-
hough the two community leaders held two rounds of intensified negotiations 
in January , UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon emphasized that time 
was not on the side of a settlement.62 In this manner, the second most com-
prehensive negotiations came to an end. 

Over the first decade of twenty-first century, the Cyprus question, along 
with its traditional problematic issues such as immigrants, territorial disputes, 
and property, evolved into a geopolitical problem related to Eastern Mediter-
ranean energy resources. According to international law, all states which have 
boundaries with those energy resources can exercise their legitimate rights to 
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the resources. In February , Greek Cypriots signed an agreement with 
Egypt on an exclusive economic zone.63 For both Turkey and Turkish Cypri-
ots, this was unacceptable because it was a unilateral decision made by the 
Greek Cypriots. In addition, Greek Cypriots issued thirteen licenses to differ-
ent companies, including US companies, to carry out resource exploration. 
Aer joining the EU, Greek Cypriots tried to force Turkey to accept their le-
gitimate sovereign rights over energy resources, but Turkey and the TRNC 
wholly disagreed with the current management of energy resources around 
Cyprus. In the next part of the chapter, China’s reaction to the Cyprus ques-
tion is analyzed, focusing on relations among China, Turkey, and the EU – as 
well as China’s attention to Eastern Mediterranean energy resources which are 
in part related to other Middle Eastern countries like Egypt and Israel. 

§ .  Sino-Turkish Relations 

Sino-Turkish relations date back to the first interactions between the Chinese 
and various ethnic groups along the borders of China proper. According to 
Sinologist Togan, the basic historical materials which are related to the Chi-
nese and ancient Turks, though this argument is controversial, date to the sev-
enth century.64  However, putting aside the main historical controversies of 
Sino-Turkish relations may aid in understanding current relations.65 Histori-
cal approaches to Sino-Turkish relations tend to focus on common experi-
ences and positive contributions, especially in recent decades. Before the es-
tablishment of diplomatic relations in , historical approaches to Sino-
Turkish relations used ideological and religious concepts. e atmosphere of 
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the Cold War and ideological competition between the two super powers were 
the primary reason for this. During the Cold War, it was difficult for Turkey 
and the PRC to find a common ground for improving their diplomatic rela-
tions.66 As soon as diplomatic relations were established in August , Sino-
Turkish relations gradually started to develop and continue to do so. 

..  Political and Diplomatic Relations 

Although common historical experiences in the nineteenth century such as 
imperialism, modernization, and Westernization led both societies to politi-
cal, economic, and social reforms, their responses to those reforms and their 
implications were not the same. e collapse of the Qing and Ottoman Em-
pires affected both societies in a similar way, causing great political and eco-
nomic turmoil in their successive states. Aer the collapse of these two ancient 
dynasties, the Republic of China (ROC)67  was established in , and the 
Turkish Republic was founded in . 

Turkey established a diplomatic office in Nanjing, then capital of the ROC, 
in .68 Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founding father of the Turkish Republic, 
and his reforms were perceived as a transition of power that continues to be 
praised by Chinese nationalists, who laud “the cavalier manner with which the 
Turkish nationalists compelled foreign powers to sign the new Treaty of Lau-
sanne in .”69 Another diplomatic gesture was the visit of ROC military of-
ficials to Turkey in February .70 Two months later, Tevfik Rüştü Aras, then 
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foreign minister of Turkey, met with the ROC’s ambassador to Bern, M. Hoo. 
In this meeting, the first “friendship agreement” was signed between the two 
countries. In , Jiang Jieshi (Chang Kai Shek), president of the ROC, 
warmly welcomed Turkey’s chargé d’affaires to Chongqing in the absence of 
an ambassador.71 

Turkey’s recognition of the ROC as the sovereign representative of all 
China remained unchanged until .72  From  until , ideological 
trends and geopolitical realities forced the PRC and Turkey to remain on dif-
ferent sides in the Cold War. During the Japanese occupation, the Second 
World War, and the civil war between the communists and nationalists in 
China, there were no direct communications between the PRC and Turkey. 
Not only world politics but also China’s and Turkey’s domestic politics were 
in the midst of a transition between  and . While the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) won a victory over the Kuomintang (KMT) in the civil 
war in , Turkey transformed its political structure from one-party rule to 
a multi-party parliamentary system in the  general elections. ese trans-
formations in both countries were indications of a new era in their bilateral 
relations aer World War II. 

Aer KMT politicians, including Chang Kaishek, fled to Formosa Island 
(Taiwan), Mao Zedong, the supreme leader of the CCP, promulgated the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) as a new state in . As a result, the civil war 
and domestic political struggle between the two Chinese fractions became an 
international issue. e Taiwan issue, which continues today, emerged as the 
first political problem between China and Turkey since Turkey continued to 
recognize the ROC as the one legitimate government representing all China. 
Meanwhile, Turkey’s participation in the Korean War in  increased the 
negative perception of Turkey in the eyes of the PRC.73 Except for the Chinese 
Communist Party’s ideological discourses, which resonated in Turkey in the 
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s, there were no direct political or diplomatic relations between the two 
countries.74 

e Uyghur issue, another political problem between the PRC and Turkey, 
started to take shape in the beginning of the s with the arrival of the first 
Uyghur immigrants to Turkey. Uyghur politicians, intellectuals, and business-
men migrated to Turkey from East Turkistan and communicated directly with 
politicians and businessmen in Turkey.75 is was also a time of political tur-
moil in Turkey. Aer the coup d’état on May , , US president Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s letter to Turkish President İsmet İnönü intended to prevent Tur-
key’s intervention in Cyprus caused serious tensions between the two coun-
tries. Just aer the letter was received, the Turkish Foreign Ministry and re-
lated ministries started to research the possibilities for improving Sino-
Turkish relations in the middle of the Cold War. Establishing relations with 
the PRC was seriously discussed by both bureaucrats and members of parlia-
ment at that time.76 

Turkey recognized the PRC aer the United States and NATO countries 
began to send warm political messages to the PRC in . e Sino-American 
rapprochement eventually provided a new basis for improving bilateral rela-
tions between Turkey and China, something that had already been under dis-
cussion in Turkey six years earlier.77 Turkey declared officially that relations 
with the PRC would be in accordance with procedures similar to those used 
for other socialist countries. Beyond official statements, the recognition of the 
PRC was seriously discussed in the Turkish parliament and in the mainstream 
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media.78 Aer its recognition, several agreements were signed between Turkey 
and the PRC, including trade protocols, the establishment of consulates, and 
cooperation on standardization, medical issues, tourism, and air transporta-
tion in .79 

e ongoing Cold War political and economic conditions did not provide 
the opportunity to improve Sino-Turkish relations until the s. e first 
high-level diplomatic visit was made by Turkish President Kenan Evren in De-
cember . ree years later, Chinese President Li Xiannian visited Turkey.80 
en Turkish Prime Minister Turgut Özal and Chinese Prime Minister Zhao 
Ziyang improved bilateral relations in diplomatic visits in  and , re-
spectively.81 Actually, the s were the real beginnings of bilateral relations 
between the two countries due to end of the Cold War. In addition to diplo-
matic visits such as those of President Süleyman Demirel in  and Minister 
of Foreign Affairs İsmail Cem in , Turkey tried to create a new political 
atmosphere and increase its role in Central Asia, which was likely a concern 
for the PRC. e assetive, post-Cold War foreign policy discourse in Turkey 
did not turn into reality during the s due to domestic and regional politi-
cal crisis such as the Gulf War and unstable coalition governments in Turkey. 

Bilateral Sino-Turkish relations reached their zenith at the turn of the cen-
tury. Chinese President Jiang Zemin’s diplomatic visit in April  opened 
new channels for improving not only economic but also political and military 
relations. Jiang’s visit had two main objectives for China at the time. e first 
was to acquire support from Turkey to become a member of the WTO (World 
Trade Organization). e second was to accelerate current relations between 
the two countries. In addition to economic relations, political and diplomatic 
relations also reached a new level with both sides supporting an action plan 
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signed in . Importantly, however, the PRC’s demands and comments on 
the Uyghur issue and the Uyghur diaspora living in Turkey gradually in-
creased before Jiang’s visit. e PRC openly put the Uyghur issue on the 
agenda of bilateral relations by emphasizing cooperation against international 
terrorism and separatism in this visit.82 

As developing economies, both countries tried to diversify their foreign 
policy priorities, energy resources, and market orientation during the period 
-. In this sense, the Middle East became a crucial region for both co-
operation and competition between Turkey and China. is was not a zero-
sum competition over resources and market orientations but a win-win com-
petition providing new kinds of relations between them. is common per-
spective in bilateral relations and diplomatic visits contributed to this compe-
tition between the two sides. From  until , the PRC has been visited 
by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan (once as leader of the JDP and once as president), 
Abdullah Gul (once as minister of foreign affairs and once as president), and 
Ahmet Davutoglu (once as the minister of foreign affairs). On the other hand, 
there has been no presidential-level diplomatic visit from China since Jiang 
Zemin’s visit in . 

e Uyghur issue is the bottleneck of Sino-Turkish relations, and has the 
potential to affect diplomatic and political relations between the two coun-
tries. For example, aer the  Urumqi riot, which was the largest clash be-
tween the Uyghur people and Chinese security forces to date, the Uyghur issue 
became a serious political topic between the two countries. en Prime Min-
ister Erdoğan’s remarks on the situation were the first to openly declare con-
troversy between the two countries. However, Chinese PM Wen Jiabao’s offi-
cial three-day visit to Turkey in  demonstrated that the most serious 
tensions over Xinjiang in the aermath of the Urumqi accident had settled 
down.83 
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..  Economic Relations 

Sino-Turkish economic and trade relations have been generally accepted as 
the longest and most stable aspect of relations between the two countries. As 
Togan has stated, the Chinese and ancient Turks were involved in constant 
trade relations along the Silk Road.84 In addition to trade, the social and cul-
tural aspects of their relations long contributed to a peaceful atmosphere be-
tween the two ancient cultures. In the middle of the twentieth century, how-
ever, these historical relations transformed completely and reached a new 
level. Modern Turkey and China reestablished these economic relations ap-
proximately four decades ago. Before recognizing China in , Turkey’s eco-
nomic and trade relations were established with the ROC – that is, Taiwan. 
Although this situation changed aer Turkey’s recognition of the PRC, Turkey 
maintains a trade office in Taiwan to coordinate economic, social, and cultural 
relations with Taiwan, as well.85 

China transformed its economic policies from a closed economy to a more 
open one aer the opening-up reforms in . ese reforms were aimed not 
only at economic transformation, but also at a new political and social devel-
opment model, with the latter being implemented by the new political and 
economic elite at the beginning of the post-Mao era. us, the Chinese econ-
omy started to diversify its economic model and integrate it with the global 
economy. It is interesting to note that Turkey was also transforming its previ-
ous economic model, import substitution industrialization (ISI), to a more 
liberal, open-market economy over the same years. Turgut Özal, then under-
secretary of the prime minister, prepared an economic reform package em-
phasizing more liberal economic policies than the planned economy previ-
ously under the control of the state. Indeed, Deng Xiaoping’s leadership in the 
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opening-up of China and Özal’s leadership in the s represent another 
shared experience of both countries in the economic realm.86 

In , Turkey and China did not have intense economic relations except 
for one trade agreement signed in .87 In the s, both countries devel-
oped new economic orientations under the guidance of the Washington Con-
sensus.88 Although political systems of the two countries were completely dif-
ferent, China’s economic fate intersected with that of another developing 
country, Turkey. 

Sino-Turkish economic relations started to improve in the middle of the 
s. In that period, for the Chinese, Turkey was an opportunity to reach 
alternative markets and resources. Turkey was trying to become a full member 
of the European Union but also had social and cultural relations with Middle 
Eastern countries because of its Muslim population. As stated by Yılmaz, “Chi-
nese firms consider Turkey an investment location with access to crucial mar-
kets in the Middle East, Central Asia and Europe.”89 Moreover, Turkey was 
planning to increase its exports to the Far East, including China. China also 
represented a gateway to future economic relations with other East and South-
east Asian countries. But, the result of the competition between the two ex-
port-oriented economic models was a failure for the Turkish economy. e 
main reason was that the Turkish manufacturing and commodity markets 
could not compete with their Chinese equivalents. Under the guidance of 
Özal’s new economic orientation, Turkish businessmen who wanted to dis-
cover new markets and resources became importers of goods from China dur-
ing the s.90 
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However, in spite of the conflicting objectives of two similar economic 
models, Sino-Turkish economic relations continued to develop. Several agree-
ments in the s promoted economic and trade relations, including the pre-
vention of double taxation and the promotion of standardization, tourism, 
health, bilateral investments, technical cooperation, and energy. As described 
above, these growing relations favored China because of the asymmetrical di-
mensions of relations between the two countries. China’s increasing invest-
ment capacity, huge flow of capital, and cheap labor were the primary reasons 
for this asymmetry. For example, Turkey’s exports to China dramatically 
dropped by . percent in , while imports from China increased by . 
percent. is trend gradually worsened for Turkey following China’s WTO 
membership in . 

e year that China joined the WTO was critical not only for the Chinese 
economy, but also for China’s global economic and political engagement. Alt-
hough Turkey was one of the developing countries suffering under China’s 
economic pressure in all sectors, it was also an opportunity for Turkey to take 
advantage of China’s cheap raw materials and its huge market – that is, its 
population of . billion people. Aer , however, Turkey was unable to 
take advantage of these opportunities due to a lack of knowledge and infor-
mation about China. A sectoral analysis of the bilateral trade deficit clearly 
demonstrates, however, that China has been able to take the advantage of the 
situation. 
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Table . Sino-Turkish Trade Balance, - (millions of dollars)91 

Years Export Import Balance Total 

   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  
   -  

 
As a matter of fact, not only Turkey but also the United States and other global 
economic powers were greatly concerned about China’s double-digit eco-
nomic groxth during the first decade of the twenty-first century. e main 
question concerned the nature of China’s economic development model. At 
the beginning of , Turkey was still the sixteenth largest economy in the 
world, but China had become the second, overtaking Japan. is was another 
asymmetrical dimension of Sino-Turkish economic relations. erefore, it is 
important to analyze the main challenges and opportunities of Sino-Turkish 
economic relations during this period. 

e first challenge was the increasing trade deficit between the two coun-
tries. As seen in Table ., total trade volume reached approximately  billion 
dollars, of which Turkish exports constituted only . billion dollars. e trade 
deficit reached to  billion dollars by , up from  million in . e 
second challenge was related to intellectual property rights. Turkey, as a can-
didate for membership in the European Union, was obliged to comply with 
EU standardization agreements and property rights regimes, while China, as 
a third party, had no obligation to adhere to these dictates in its economic 
                                                       

 91 “Turkey-China Foreign Trade Values,” accessed December , , http://www.econ-
omy.gov.tr/portal/faces/home?_afrLoop=  

 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

activities. us, property rights violations became a significant problem in 
Sino-Turkish trade relations.92  irdly, the flow of cheap and poor-quality 
Chinese goods into Turkish markets negatively affected Turkish manufactur-
ers during this period. 

However, there were some opportunities which may prove beneficial for 
economic relations between China and Turkey in the future. Yılmaz notes that 
a new Silk Road and Eurasian connection could be an alternative economic 
network for both countries. 

By exploiting the opportunities offered by the flourishing global fi-
nance market the two countries positioned at the East–West extremi-
ties of Eurasia would be in a prime position to redefine the contours of 
a renewed Sino–Turkic “Silk Road.” It would be one in which the mar-
ket power of ancient Rome is replaced by the EU and Xian by the Bei-
jing–Shanghai arc of Chinese political and economic power.93 

China’s growing economy represents another crucial opportunity, as it needs 
to diversify its foreign investment projects all over the world. Contracted pro-
jects between China and Turkey increased from . million dollars in  to 
. billion dollars in 94 ese projects offer the most realistic prospect of 
closing the trade deficit with China by providing economic advantages to Chi-
nese companies investing in Turkey. To reach this objective at a diplomatic 
level, the Ministry of the Economy announced a new strategy to understand 
the Chinese market, such as “Asia-Pacific Strategy”. Under this strategy, a 
Turkish-Chinese Business Council was established as early as  to promote 
cooperation with Chinese businessmen. It was an initiative started by the For-
eign Economic Relations Board and the China Council for the Promotion of 
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International Trade (CCPIT).95 Although there were plenty of bilateral mech-
anisms to improve economic and trade relations between the two countries, 
they were unable to achieve the expected results. For example, according to 
statistics of the Turkish Ministry of Economy, there were , firms in  
with foreign investments in Turkey, including  Chinese firms. On the other 
hand, according to Chinese statistics, the total amount of Chinese investments 
in Turkey was approximately  million dollars in . According to statis-
tics of the Turkish Undersecretary of the Treasury, all Turkish capital stock 
was approximately . million dollars.96 ese investments were obviously 
not enough to fill the huge gap in the trade deficit. 

..  Military and Security Relations 

e Korean War was the first confrontation between the Chinese and Turkish 
militaries in the second part of twentieth century, though not only Turkey but 
also the United States and UN alliances took part in the military conflict. From 
the end of the Korean War until today, there have been no conflicts or clashes 
between the two countries, nor common security threats or security-related 
problems in bilateral military relations. However, especially in the s, 
China’s high-speed economic growth made it more concerned about security 
issues such as energy security and social and political instabilities in the Mid-
dle East and its immediate neighbors. 

Turkey and China gradually started to have common security concerns in 
the s. For example, international terrorist networks that expanded their 
operations from Afghanistan to Libya became a common security concern for 
both countries. In addition, China increasingly started to feel the burden of 
the instability of the energy resources on which it relied in the Middle East. 
Due to new security threats such as the First Gulf War (-), the Bos-
nian War (-), and the Afghan Civil War (-), China and 
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Turkey began to improve their military and security relations, especially aer 
the s. 

Sino-Turkish military relations were strengthened through increasing bi-
lateral visits, military agreements, hardware cooperation, and joint exercises 
from  until .97  Aer the first bilateral visits of Air Force Chief Yu 
Zenwu and his Turkish counterpart İsmail Hakkı Karadayı in , China and 
Turkey signed an arms deal for twenty-four WS- rockets.98  Since this first 
arms purchase, Turkey has continued to purchase several types of military 
hardware including Kasirga Rockets, B/Yıldırım Missiles, and medium and 
short-range missile technologies.99 

Although it was officially declared that Sino-Turkish bilateral relations 
reached to strategic partnership in , military relations between China and 
Turkey did not demonstrate this strategic partnership. eir military relations 
were a matter of necessity rather than one of rational, strategic choice. For 
example, the PRC is a marginal military supplier to Turkey. e value of 
China’s arms transfers to Turkey between  and  is estimated at  mil-
lion dollars, while Turkey’s total arms acquisitions in that period are valued at 
approximately . billion dollars.100 

Turkey’s new foreign-policy objectives in Central Asia at the beginning of 
the s were viewed as a potential threat in Chinese political and security 
circles due to the likelihood that they would affect the Uyghur problem. 
China’s security concerns in Central Asia necessitated an immediate, strategic 
solution. For example, to prevent potential threats China improved political 
and diplomatic relations with Central Asian countries, on the hand, counte-
nancing the rising authoritative power of Russia over the region, on the 
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other.101 As a last step, China, Russia, and three other Central Asian countries 
established the “Shanghai Five” in  to bolster economic and security co-
operation in the region.102 Aer this turned into the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) in  when Uzbekistan became a member, it was clear 
that it constituted a new Central Asian security-oriented organization in-
tended to prevent both internal and external security threats. Although Tur-
key’s interests in the region were critical for diversifying its economic and po-
litical influence Turkey did not join the SCO but did become a dialogue 
partner in .103 

With respect to joint exercises, China and Turkey reached a new level in 
military relations in October  with the Anatolian Eagle joint air exercises. 
Indeed, it was a rejoinder to Israel’s stance on Turkey in the Mavi Marmara 
flotilla crisis, China and Turkey conducted a joint military exercise for the first 
time in their bilateral military relations.104 One month later, China and Turkey 
conducted joint commando training exercises in the Turkish Commando 
School and Training Center in Eğirdir, Isparta.105 

As mentioned before, political, economic, and military relations have ac-
celerated this process. Common political, economic, and military relations 
and non-traditional security threats such as terrorism have shaped Sino-Turk-
ish relations. Turkey’s NATO membership and China’s status as a challenger 
in a power transition period in the global politics make these relations more 
complicated and open to new challenges. 

                                                       
101 Kumar, “Sino-Turkish Strategic Partnership,” . 
102 Shanghai Five: A regional organization founded in  by Russia, China, Kyrgyzstan, Ka-

zakhstan, and Tajikistan. e main objective was to provide mutual security for each country 
in the economic and political realms. It became the “Shanghai Cooperation Organization” 
with participation of Uzbekistan in . 

103 Emre Erşen, “Türk Dış Politikasında Avrasya Yönelimi ve Şanghay İşbirliği Örgütü [Euroasian 
Orientation in Turkish Foreign Policy and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization],” Orta-
doğu Analiz  ():. 

104 Chris Zambelis, “Sino-Turkish Strategic Partnership: Implications of Anatolian Eagle ,” 
China Brief  ():. 

105 Kumar, “Sino-Turkish Strategic Partnership,” . 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

§ .  China’s Diplomatic Position in the Cyprus Question 

In this part of the chapter, three dimensions of China’s involvement in the 
Cyprus question are analyzed. First, the historical background of Sino-Cypriot 
relations reveal the basic interests of both countries in terms of diplomatic, 
economic, and military relations. Second, China’s current political and diplo-
matic positions are analyzed to show the essence of China’s role in the conflict. 
Last, three aspects of China’s involvement in the Cyprus question are analyzed 
to understand China’s strategic objectives, both respect to the Cyprus ques-
tion and to the Eastern Mediterranean region more generally. is section 
concludes with an analysis of China’s involvement in the Cyprus question and 
its effect on Sino-Turkish relations. 

..  Historical Background of China’s Involvement in the Cyprus 
Question 

China (then the ROC) recognized the Republic of Cyprus in , just aer 
the establishment of the first Republic of Cyprus. It was one of the first coun-
tries to establish relations with both communities on the island.106 Since it was 
the ROC rather than the PRC that represented China in the UN up until , 
it was the diplomatic position of the former rather than the latter that deter-
mined China’s official position on the Cyprus question. However, over the 
course of years of violence and conflicts between the two communities in Cy-
prus, China has offered no clear, concrete offer to resolve the Cyprus question. 

China and Cyprus established diplomatic relations on December , , 
following the US rapprochement with the PRC. e first Cypriot embassy in 
China opened some time later, in . China and Cyprus accelerated their 
relationship in s with specific bilateral agreements, including the Cultural 
Cooperation Agreement (), the Agreement on Trade (), and the Eco-
nomic, Scientific, and Technical Agreement (). In addition, the Chinese 
Xinhua News Agency established an office in Nicosia in . e first 
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agreement on the cooperation of health was signed in . At the end of the 
s, both countries started to cooperate in the fields of education and cul-
ture with specific exchange programs.107 

e first presidential visit from Cyprus to China by Glafcos Clerides in 
 indicated the increasing relations between China and Cyprus. Two years 
later, in , Chinese vice-president and future president Hu Jintao visited 
Cyprus. In , Socrates Hasikos, the first Cypriot defense minister, visited 
China.108 Aer the EU’s decision to accept Cyprus as a member in , Sino-
Cyprus relations continued to strengthen, with a flurry of high-level diplo-
matic visits taking place between the two countries over the ensuing years. For 
example, Tasos Papadopoulos, as president of the Republic of Cyprus, visited 
China in  to commemorate the th anniversary of the establishment of 
diplomatic relations between the countries. By , China and Cyprus had 
negotiated eighteen agreements, including ones on taxation, tourism, and 
technology. One reason for the expansion of Chinese economic relations with 
Cyprus was that its corporate tax rate ( percent) was lower than that of other 
EU countries.109 

Sino-Greek relations also influence in Sino-Cyprus relations. For example, 
in June  during an official visit by Greek Prime Minister Costas Karaman-
lis to Beijing, Greece reiterated that “Greece agrees that the EU arms embargo 
against China should be lied and will continue making efforts to this end” as 
a gesture of good relations with China. In the same visit, the Chinese and 
Greeks explained that the Cyprus problem should be solved according to 

                                                       
107 Jinhui Li, “China-Cyprus Relations Developing,” Beijing Zhoubao, May , accessed De-

cember , , http://gongwai.xaufe.edu.cn/englishonline/bjzs/Beijin-
gReview/May/Tnhbjr-e-.asp?  

108 “Top Legislator Li Peng Meets Cypriot Defense Minister,” People’s Daily January , , 
accessed December , , http://en.people.cn///eng_.shtml  

109 Michalis Zambartas, “Cyprus: Cyprus-China bilateral relations,” International Tax Review, 
October , , accessed December , , http://www.internationaltaxreview.com/Is-
sueArticle//Archive/Cyprus-Cyprus-China-bilateral-relations.html  

 



K A D İ R  T E M İ Z  

 

relevant UN resolutions.110 is meant that China was in favor of Greek Cyp-
riots in the Cyprus question as long as Cyprus and Greece benefitted China’s 
EU affairs. is diplomatic position towards China was officially explained by 
Tassos Papadoupulos in an interview with Xinhua in November , accord-
ing to which he clearly stated that “Cyprus is participating in the dialogue be-
tween the EU and China, and will continue to support legitimate requests that 
Beijing is negotiating with Brussels.”111 

Cyprus’ main intent was to attract foreign investment from China and de-
velop its tourism sector with China. As stated by the Cypriot ambassador to 
China at the time, “Foreign companies can benefit from the numerous incen-
tives and low taxes by using Cyprus as a base for their investments. e indus-
trial trade zone offers possibilities for setting up manufacturing and assem-
bling units for the production of goods destined for export to Europe and 
nearby markets.”112 

Although Sino-Cyprus trade relations are but a small part of China’s total 
trade volume to EU countries, increasing trade relations have affected the dip-
lomatic and political relations between them. In , while imports of goods 
to Cyprus from China totaled  million euros, exports of goods to China 
amounted only to some  million euros. ree years later, in , imports 
decreased to  million euros, while exports increased to  million euros. In 
, . percent of Cyprus’s total imports came from China, whilw exports 
to China constituted . percent of its total exports. ese numbers changed 
to . percent and . percent, respectively, in . In terms of sectors ac-
counting for Cyprus’ imports from China, electric goods and machinery con-
stituted  percent, mechanical appliances  percent, furniture and textiles  
percent, and organic chemicals about  percent of total imports. Some  
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percent of total exports to China in  were pharmaceutical products. In 
terms of the trade volumes of services, Cyprus’s exports to China were around 
 million euros in . Cyprus’s imports from China were around  million 
euros in the same year. In terms of service sectors, transportation constituted 
 percent of export services, travel around  percent, and financial services 
around  percent. In the same year imported services from China were com-
prised of  percent financial services,  percent transportation, and  per-
cent travel.113 

..  China’s Political and Diplomatic Position on the Cyprus Ques-
tion 

e bilateral relations of Cyprus and China reveal that neither country has any 
disagreement about current political and diplomatic affairs. While Cyprus of-
ficially supports China’s claims on important controversial issues as Taiwan 
and the EU arms embargo, China supports Greek Cypriots on the Cyprus 
question. As mentioned earlier, the PRC did not espouse a full-fledged diplo-
matic or political position on the Cyprus question until the s since China 
had tried to remain neutral regarding controversial issues on which the ROC 
had taken an earlier position. 

As an example of the PRC’s neutral position, China did not participate in 
any of the eighteen votes on the Cyprus question in the UNSC between  
and . is was not only related to the Cyprus question since China did not 
participate in fiy-five other votes, including ones on Middle Eastern and 
South African issues. China’s main motivation for not participating was re-
lated to the ROC government that had previously occupied China’s seat in the 
UNSC. Since the PRC did not inherit the ROC aer , it also did not want 
to take direct responsibility for decisions that had been taken by the ROC. 
Aer , China altered this strategy and began to participate in all votes, but 
did not vote differently from other UNSC members.114 
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China’s rising economic and political integration with the world led it to 
become more involved in international conflicts. In a similar fashion to the 
other cases discussed in this dissertation, China greatly increased its involve-
ment in regional conflicts during the s. For example, for the first time in 
history of bilateral relations between China and Cyprus, Cyprus’ Minister of 
Defense Socrates Hasikos visited China and met with his counterpart Chi 
Haotian in January . During the same visit, Li Peng, the Chairman of the 
National People’s Congress Standing Committee (NPCSC), explained China’s 
diplomatic position on the Cyprus issue, emphasizing the role of the UN and 
international law.115  Four months later, China’s Prime Minister Zhu Rongji 
and his delegation, including Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan, held a five-day 
visit to Turkey. Aer a special meeting with Turkish Foreign Minister İsmail 
Cem, Tang Jiaxuan stated that “the Chinese government was pleased to see 
the beginning of direct talks between the Turkish Cypriots and Greek Cypri-
ots, hoping that the two sides would find an early solution based on the rele-
vant U.N. resolutions through peaceful negotiations.”116 

During an official visit in , Wu Guanzhen, a member of the Standing 
Committee of the Political Bureau of the Communist Party of China, also con-
veyed China’s support for Cyprus President Tassos Papadopoulos on the Cy-
prus question. In October , before the Annan Plan vote, one of China’s 
NPCSC members (the name was censored in Xinhua), again explained 
China’s official position during a Cyprus visit. According to the statement, 
China would align with the international community for a reasonable solution 
to the Cyprus issue.117 In another Xinhua analysis, published just before the 
vote on the Annan Plan in April , the phrase “Turkish invasion of Cyprus” 
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was used.118 However, just four days before the Annan Plan, russia vetoed a 
dra resolution submitted to the UNSC. In this critical vote in the UNSC in 
April , China favored the resolution backing Cypriot unity and UN secu-
rity arrangements. In response to the Russian veto, China’s Ambassador to the 
UN Wang Guangya said that the result was something no one have wished for. 
According to this statement, the Chinese side was unhappy about friction 
among UNSC members ahead of the serious reunification referendum.119 Af-
ter the Annan Plan vote, Chinese Foreign Minister spokesperson Kong Quan 
made the first official statement. He said that “China respects the choice of the 
Cypriots and will continue to make its efforts with the international commu-
nity for a proper solution to the Cyprus issue.” In the same statement, China 
revealed its official position once again, emphasizing the sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity of the Republic of Cyprus, comprehensive dialogue and ne-
gotiations, and regional peace, development, and stability. Kong Quan also re-
peated that “China will continue to join with the international community and 
exert its efforts for a proper solution to the Cyprus issue.”120 

Although China tried to remain neutral, at least in official statements, 
Sino-Cyprus relations began to improve aer the Annan Plan vote. For exam-
ple, in a presidential visit to China in December , President Tasos Papa-
dopoulos of Cyprus openly criticized the EU’s ban on arms sales to China for 
the first time. According to his statement, “it is unreasonable and unacceptable 
for the bloc to seek to expand economic and trade links with China on one 
hand while maintaining the ban on the other.”121  In January , similar 
statements were issued from Greek Prime Minister Costas Karamanlis during 
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a visit to China.122 It is thus clear that China brought its own agenda to the 
table in return for support on the Cyprus question. Sino-Greek Cypriot rela-
tions were improving, but China had no contact with Turkish Cypriot officials. 

At the end of , during a visit by Cyprus President Tasos Papadopou-
los, Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao reiterated China’s position on the Cy-
prus issue. In the statement, Wen Jiabao stressed that China took the UN res-
olutions seriously and considered interests of both the Turkish and Greek 
communities in the Cyprus. However, he insisted that the independence, sov-
ereignty, and territorial integrity of Cyprus were the most important issues 
and that these should not be violated. China saw Turkey’s intervention as an 
occupation, like other permanent UNSC members.123 

§ .  Assessment of China’s Role in the Cyprus Question 

Although the Cyprus question is a serious historical and political controversy 
between Greek and Turkish Cypriots, it is not a serious concern for China in 
terms of its primary national interests. erefore, China is unwilling to con-
front regional and international powers with respect to the Cyprus conflict. 
Instead, China sees the Cyprus question as an opportunity to enhance its col-
laboration in the UNSC with the European Union, the United States, and Rus-
sia. As is clear from China’s statements regarding UN resolutions on the Cy-
prus question, China supported the decisions which were unanimously 
taken.124 

Improving Sino-Cyprus relations in both the political and economic 
realms indicate that China wants to take advantage of Cyprus’s EU member-
ship. Turkey – the only country that does not recognize the Republic of Cyprus 
– is the one obstacle impeding China from improving its relations with 
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Cyprus. In this way, China has risked Turkey’s political and economic re-
sponses. However, from  until the present, Turkey has not seriously con-
sidered using its political or economic leverage against China on the Cyprus 
question. Turkey’s position on the “One China policy” with respect to Taiwan 
issue and rising Sino-Turkish trade relations could be bargaining chips to in-
fluence China’s position on the Cyprus question. But for now, China’s pro-
Greek Cypriot position in the conflict has not been directly challenged by Tur-
key or Turkish Cypriots. 

Although the Cyprus and Taiwan questions are not identical, China wor-
ries about the possible consequences of the Cyprus question for the Taiwan 
issue. e Greek Cypriot leadership’s special attention to “One China” state-
ments in official visits to Beijing is appearent.125 e main dilemma or contro-
versy concerns whether Taiwan is an independent political, economic, and so-
cial entity or part of China. For China, the current status of Taiwan is not 
among the issues which would be discussed with other countries. In other 
words, for China, Taiwan is not a foreign policy issue but a domestic one. us, 
accepting the “One China” principle is the most important choice for any 
country hoping to improve its relations with China. 

With regard to Taiwan, there are two crucial, strategic reasons China sup-
ports Greek Cypriot arguments on the Cyprus question. First, although China 
has been criticized as a revisionist state with respect to disputes in the South 
China Sea, it strongly criticizes any kind of separatist movement for pro-inde-
pendence political discourse on the Taiwan issue. Similarly, on the Cyprus 
question, China accepts the current situation as the “status-quo” and opposes 
revisionist tendencies such as Turkish claims of TRNC independence. For 
China, although Turkish and Greek Cypriot’s claims and demands are nego-
tiable, all sides should refrain from anti-status quo diplomatic behaviors.126 

Second, according to official Chinese foreign policy on the Taiwan issue, 
if there are to be any changes to the current situation, it should favor China – 
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that is, Taiwan should reunify with the mainland.127 According to this argu-
ment, the people of Taiwan can easily become citizens of the PRC regardless 
of their political, social, and economic differences since . In a similar way, 
since China sees the political and economic benefits, it would not be rational 
to support a separate state for the TRNC in Cyprus. Instead of it, Turkish Cyp-
riot should accept the Greek Cypriot’s authority in the island regardless of 
their political, economic and social differences since . For this reason, if 
there are to be any changes to the status quo, they should favor Greek Cypriots. 
Although this argument has not been expressly declared by Chinese officials, 
it is easy to infer it from Chinese political and diplomatic statements on the 
Cyprus question. For example, as Sino-Cypriot relations were rapidly increas-
ing aer the EU membership of Cyprus in , China gave little support to 
Turkish Cypriots to end their current isolation. 

As described in previous parts of this chapter, there are multiple conse-
quences of the Cyprus questions in regard to geographical features of Cyprus. 
As an island that is physically closer to Turkey than Greece, Cyprus is not im-
mune from disputes among regional powers about territorial waters and ex-
clusive economic zones. erefore, even today, Turkey opposes any violations 
of its maritime activities and natural resources in exclusive economic zones 
around Turkey and the TRNC. 

In China’s Middle East policy, economic priorities and energy security 
trump other issues. As soon as the first natural gas exploration efforts started 
off the shores of Cyprus in , China focused on Cyprus and energy re-
sources around the southern parts of the island.128 From China’s perspective 
there are three crucial reasons to become involved in Eastern Mediterranean 
power relations. 

First, the Eastern Mediterranean is a significant geopolitical region. It lies 
at the center among Europe, Northern Africa, and the Middle East. It hosts a 
large military presence from regional and global powers such as the US, 
France, the UK, Russia, and Turkey. e security and stability of the Eastern 
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Mediterranean are also important for trade and economic activities. All these 
factors combine to make the region strategically important. erefore, for 
China, it is crucial to become involved in power relations in the Eastern Med-
iterranean. e main problem for China – and one that plagues its entire Mid-
dle Eastern policy – is the perception of China as a “latecomer” to the region 
and to the ongoing power struggles among other actors there. 

Although China, which has been a permanent member of the UNSC since 
, has the capability to affect the current power dynamics in the region, its 
internal dynamics prevented it from becoming a global actor until the first 
decade of the twenty-first century. Similar to the cases of Iran and Israel, the 
Cyprus question provided a new opportunity for China to become a more re-
sponsible, effective actor in the Eastern Mediterranean. To be successful in this 
effort, China conducted closer relations with the Cyprus government, espe-
cially aer Cyprus became a member of the EU in . But as of , China 
had no military capability in the Eastern Mediterranean, unlike the US and 
Russia. However, given its rising economic relations and more specific trade 
agreements with Cyprus, China may increase its military capability in the re-
gion in the future. 

Second, China’s primary objective has been to implement more specific 
trade and economic agreements with Cyprus. e Suez Canal and Syrian and 
Northern African ports could provide more secure routes for Chinese goods 
and services destined for Europe. Although China has several different alter-
natives for reaching the European market, such as through Russia and Turkey, 
an Eastern Mediterranean route would help China diversify its options. 

Last, conflicts over energy resources in the region draw a great deal of 
China’s attention. Since , not only Cyprus but Turkey, Israel, and Egypt 
have become involved in the Eastern Mediterranean energy controversy.129 Is-
rael explored its Tamar natural gas fields in  and its Leviathan gas field in 
. According to estimations, the Tamar fields have  billion cubic meters 
(bcm) of gas reserves, and Leviathan has  billion.130 In addition to these 
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new gas fields in Israel, the Aphrodite gas field was discovered in Cyprus in 
. Even though its gas reserves of  bcm will have but a limited effect on 
the global gas market, they may have an important impact on the regional 
order and regional power dynamics. e Aphrodite field may exacerbate con-
troversies over natural resources of Eastern Mediterranean for countries like 
Turkey and Cyprus.131 

Eastern Mediterranean energy resources have increased the chance of re-
solving the Cyprus question. However, if not managed well, they could create 
unexpected outcomes for all actors involved in the conflict. e new condi-
tions have also created an opportunity for China, which is engaged in a search 
for alternative energy resources and routes to supply its highly dependent need 
for energy. Apart from the gas amounts in the Eastern Mediterranian fields, 
the distribution of gas to the European market is another important contro-
versy among regional actors. According to China, the diversification of energy 
resources and energy routes could provide for more secure and cheaper en-
ergy. erefore, although China is a latecomer and lacks a military presence 
in the Eastern Mediterranean, its economic priorities and energy-oriented 
policies have led it to play a larger role in solving controversies among the 
actors involved in the Cyprus conflict. 
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Conclusion 

his dissertation analyzes China’s cross-regional foreign policy with a 
specific focus on non-Arab countries in the Middle East within the 

framework of debates on China’s rise in international relations theory. e 
research question is how the rise of China has affected China’s foreign policy 
vis-à-vis non-Arab countries in the Middle East in the period -. 

As is broadly examined in each case study, the findings of the dissertation 
center on bilateral relations between non-Arab countries and China, interna-
tional crises in the Middle East (the Iran nuclear crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict, and the Cyprus question), and China’s strategic interests related to 
these issues. 

e findings of the dissertation show that China is not only a rising power 
at the global level but also in the Middle East. ey also reveal that China’s 
active diplomacy and pragmatism strengthen China’s status as a rising power 
in the region. In all three cases examined in the dissertation, high-level diplo-
matic visits by Chinese officials increased dramatically during the period 
-. Economic relations also substantially improved, and China’s total 
bilateral trade volume also increased in each case. China’s total trade volume 
with Iran increased from . billion dollars in  to  billion in , while 
Sino-Turkish trade increased from . billion dollars in  to . billion in 
. Although the total volume of Sino-Israeli trade did not reach the levels 
of Iran and Turkey, it also grew significantly from . billion dollars in  to 
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. billion in . In addition, China’s foreign direct investments also in-
creased in parallel with increasing trade over the same period. Military rela-
tions, especially arms sales and transfers of sophisticated defense-industry 
technologies, were another significant example of China’s dynamic, active re-
lations with non-Arab countries in the Middle East. 

China’s active, dynamic relations with non-Arab countries also prove that 
China is a rising power making large economic, political, and military ad-
vancements in the Middle East. is is not a new process, and has taken vari-
ous turns over its long history. From  until , China’s foreign policy 
toward the Middle East has shied a number of times. China embraced a rev-
olutionary foreign policy between  and  and then shied towards an 
independent foreign policy between  and . But the most significant 
changes occurred aer the end of the Cold War. Over the last two decades, 
pragmatist foreign policies have shaped China’s national security concerns 
and strategic objectives. While China implemented pragmatist policies be-
tween  and , it implemented active pragmatist policies between  
and . 

In each case study examined in the dissertation, a number of examples 
testify to this active pragmatist foreign policy. In the case of the Iranian nu-
clear crisis, for example, China supported all UN resolutions adopting heavy 
sanctions against Iran in order not to antagonize the United States, close rela-
tions with Iran notwithstanding. In addition, China offered its own proposal 
for solving the Iranian nuclear crisis – another indication of its active diplo-
macy. 

China began to embrace active diplomacy even earlier in the case of Pal-
estinian-Israeli conflict. is activism gradually increased during the -
 period. For example, China offered a five-point proposal – its first – on 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in . Its recognition of the State of Israel was 
another indication of China’s pragmatist policies during the s. Despite 
criticism from Arab countries, China recognized Israel in . In addition, 
China closely observed domestic political developments in Palestine. For ex-
ample, China sent five officials to the country to observe elections in  – 
the first time it had done so. In the case of the Cyprus question, China started 
increasing its relations with Cyprus aer the latter was granted EU 
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membership in . One of the main objectives of China was to use both 
Greece and Cyprus as mediators between the EU and China. 

Another argument of the dissertation is that the phenomenon of the rise 
of China in the Middle East mainly concerns the country’s unprecedented 
economic development. Political and military achievements do not play the 
same role in its foreign policy behaviors. China did not involve militarily in 
any of the cases examined in the dissertation, though it engaged in military 
technology and arms sales. Moreover, China’s political objectives were not 
clearly stated by Chinese officials, unlike in the case of its economic relations. 
us, China’s primary concern, with respect to non-Arab countries in the 
Middle East was mainly its economic priorities. For example, in the case of the 
Iranian nuclear crisis, China continued its economic cooperation with Iran in 
December  despite serious criticism by the United States concerning 
China’s cooperation with Iran regarding sensitive technological equipment. 
Dual-use metal sales are an important example that shows China’s economic 
priorities. In addition, China had reservations about the UNSC resolution im-
pose sanctions on Iran’s companies given that Iran was China’s third-largest 
partner in terms of energy imports. 

Sino-Israeli relations also revolve mainly around economic relations. e 
most sensitive economic relations between China and Israel involved sales of 
high-level technologic equipment and the modernization of weapons. Alt-
hough the United States criticized Israel’s arms deals with China, Sino-Israeli 
cooperation with respect to arms sales continued throughout the period -
. Furthermore, despite the close relationship between China and Arab 
countries, China officially recognized the State of Israel, serving to increase 
Sino-Israel trade relations. To improve economic relations between China and 
Israel, China started implementing a strategy of balance on the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. For example, whenever China criticized Israel’s unilateral mil-
itary actions, it also criticized armed Palestinian groups for their illegal ac-
tions. 

China’s foreign policies on the Cyprus question mostly concerned its eco-
nomic priorities. During the period -, China neither became involved 
in the conflict nor offered concrete proposals for a solution. It also did not 
intend to be a party to negotiations as it had done it in the Palestinian-Israeli 
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conflict. Contrary to China’s passive stance in the political and military fields 
with respect to the Cyprus question, China used it as a tool to improve eco-
nomic relations with both Cyprus and the EU. For example, aer Cyprus be-
came a member of the EU in , then president of Cyprus Papadopoulos 
openly supported China’s demands to li EU arms embargoes. Bilateral trade 
relations between China and Cyprus increased from  million dollars in  
to . billion in . Furthermore, Eastern Mediterranean energy resources 
created an opportunity for China, which has become engaged in the search for 
alternative energy resources and routes. 

According to another argument of the dissertation, China neither threat-
ened the international political order nor international economic institutions 
between  and . Rather than challenging them, China has tried to be 
part of current international institutions. Contrary to pessimist assumptions 
on its rise, China generally looks for accommodationist policies with other 
countries in the Midle East, including the great powers. It seeks to work 
through rather than outside of international institutions. In none of the cases 
examined in the dissertation did China present a threat to the international 
order during the period -. 

At the beginning of the Iranian nuclear crisis, for instance, China tried to 
persuade other permanent UNSC members to resolve the crisis through the 
IAEA. Although China’s main intent was to prevent serious UN sanctions on 
Iran, referring to the IAEA is a significant indication of China’s willingness to 
work within and through international institutions. roughout the - 
period, China emphasized the role of diplomatic mechanisms and political 
solutions in the Iranian nuclear crisis. Negotiations were carried out through 
such diplomatic mechanisms as the EU and P+, showing that China places 
importance on the rules and norms of such mechanisms. For example, even 
though China had serious reservations about the initial UN sanctions on Iran 
in , it consistently emphasized harmony and cooperation among the per-
manent UNSC members. erefore, China did not use its veto power, prefer-
ring instead to arrive at a common decision in the UNSC and through other 
diplomatic mechanisms. China also urged Iran to obey international norms 
and rules throughout the negotiations. According to China, the UN sanctions 
were diplomatic tools to warn Iran to change the illegal aspects of its nuclear 
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program. It also warned other great powers about the sanctions targeting Ira-
nian people. Another indication of China’s integration was its concrete pro-
posals to solve the Iranian nuclear crisis. China explained six principles that 
laid out its desire to solve the crisis by means of peaceful diplomatic solutions. 

Each of the case studies in this dissertation offers concrete examples rather 
than abstract assumptions to show the degree of China’s integration into the 
international political and economic order. In the case of the Palestinian-Is-
raeli conflict, for example, China wanted to be part of the negotiation team. 
Before the conference in Annapolis in , China again clearly explained its 
five-point proposal that offered concrete solutions to the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict. e main reason for desiring to be part of the quartet was China’s 
desire to be a part of and to work within such institutional mechanisms. An-
other significant example that shows China’s reliance on international institu-
tions was its diplomatic position during the Madrid Conference, which started 
in . For example, one of the reasons China recognized the State of Israel 
was Israel’s moderate behavior during the Madrid Conference in . 

China supported all attempts at peace and diplomatic mechanisms for re-
solving the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in a peaceful way. To realize this objec-
tive, China established its first Middle East envoy in . China’s Middle East 
envoy brokered diplomatic meetings among all sides. As an example of 
China’s support for international institutions and diplomatic solutions, a UN 
Asia meeting on Palestine was held in Beijing for the first time in . In 
addition, China started to be perceived as a “balancer” in the region in the 
eyes of both conflicting sides. China’s clean historical record as a non-coloni-
alist country in the region helped improve this image. Although China’s pos-
itive image and perceived status as a balancer were advantages, it did not pre-
sent an alternative to the current balance of power in the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict. 

Rather than presenting itself as a dominant power, China has maintained 
its diplomatic position under the multilateral efforts of international institu-
tions. China sent more than one thousand military personnel to Lebanon un-
der the command of UNIFIL aer a Chinese UN observer was killed by an 
Israeli bombing in Beirut in . is is another important example of 
China’s accommodating policies towards other great powers in the region. 
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e same year of US President Barack Obama’s historical Cairo speech, which 
sent a message of peace to Muslims around the region and the world, Chinese 
Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi made a historic visit to the Middle East. Yang 
explained China’s view on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, emphasizing similar 
points to those in the speech Barack Obama gave in Cairo. 

It is also possible to see China’s commitment to international institutions 
in the case of the Cyprus question. For example, China never used its veto 
power in UNSC resolutions about Cyprus. As in other cases, China empha-
sized the importance of harmony among permanent UNSC members. For ex-
ample, China criticized Russia’s veto of the UNSC dra resolution supporting 
the Annan Plan referendum in  because Russia had not behaved accord-
ing to the common decisions made by other UNSC members. In addition, 
China supported international law and institutions during negotiations be-
tween Greek and Turkish Cypriots. 

is dissertation shows that although China is not a threat to the interna-
tional order, it does have serious reservations about and dissatisfactions with 
specific political, economic and military issues in the period -. is 
means that China’s integration into the current international order and insti-
tutions has not been easy. For example, although China did not veto UNSC 
resolutions adopting sanctions on Iran, it consistently expressed its view that 
UN sanctions were ineffective. According to China’s representative in the UN, 
for instance, China saw all sanctions on Iran during the Iranian nuclear crisis 
as counterproductive. As another example of China’s dissatisfactions, China 
criticized the unilateral actions of the United States during the negotiation 
process, including US President George W. Bush’s condemnation of three 
countries—namely, Iran, Iraq, and North Korea—as “rouge states” and an 
“axis of evil” in his State of the Union address in . ese are clear indica-
tions of China’s dissatisfaction with US policy discourse and behavior in both 
global and regional politics. 

In the case of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, China had serious reserva-
tions about Israel’s unilateral actions. China was also dissatisfied by the US 
obstruction of UN resolutions criticizing Israel. Another important example 
of China’s dissatisfaction with the existing state of the international order was 
the intervention of the United States in bilateral relations between China and 
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Israel. e cancellation of the Phalcon deal was a serious intervention in Sino-
Israeli relations since China did not receive the technological assistance it de-
sired from Israel. In contrast to the United States and EU, China recognized 
Hamas as a legitimate political group aer Hamas won the elections in . 
China also expressed the importance of Hamas for the negotiation process 
between Palestine and Israel. Israel’s disproportionate use of force in several 
operations and wars was also severely criticized by China since it made a 
peaceful solution more difficult and increased the violence between the con-
flicting sides. Aer a Chinese UN observer was killed in Israel’s bombing of 
Beirut in , China increased its involvement in the region in the form of 
providing peacekeeping forces and foreign aid. e siege of Gaza in  and 
the Mavi Marmara incident were also officially condemned by the Chinese 
government. 

e dissertation also shows that China places more importance on its own 
domestic and regional political and economic problems than on global and 
cross-regional crises. e cases examined in the dissertation reveal that China 
has a tendency to compare its own regional and domestic political problems 
to other international crises. For instance, in the example of the Iranian nu-
clear crisis, China’s main concern was any instability in Iran that would dis-
rupt its energy exports. Since Iran was the third-largest oil supplier to China, 
any instability in the flow of energy from Iran could cause serious setbacks in 
the sensitive Chinese economy. In the worst-case scenario, a military inter-
vention in Iran cause to increase the chaotic political atmosphere of Central 
Asia and the Middle East. Terrorist organizations could find an opportunity 
to expand their power outside of Iran. As a fragile region, Xinjang ran the risk 
of being affected by chaotic atmosphere. 

e Cyprus question is the clearest example of China’s domestic political 
and security concerns. e Taiwan question has some similarities to the Cy-
prus question in terms of maritime issues and the sovereignty of the state. As 
discussed in the previous chapter, there are two crucial, strategic reasons for 
China’s support of Greek Cypriot arguments on the Cyprus question. First, 
China strongly criticizes separatist movements and pro-independence politi-
cal discourses on the Taiwan question. us, in a similar way, China accepts 
the current situation as the status quo, opposing revisionist tendencies such as 
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Turkish claims of TRNC independence. “Two-state” and “common-state” so-
lutions are the main proposals for resolving the Cyprus question. e com-
mon-state solution is more acceptable to China, since it corresponds to a “One 
China” solution on the Taiwan question. For China, a two-state solution 
would be detrimental to its own strategy vis-à-vis the Taiwan question. us, 
China has supported all proposals offering common-state solutions to the Cy-
prus question throughout the negotiation process during the period -
. 

Although China’s foreign policy towards the Middle East between  
and  has defined as an active pragmatist foreign policy in this dissertation, 
this active pragmatism can not be understood as a static concept. ere are 
ups and downs, increase and decrease in its diplomatic and political prefer-
ences in each case studies. Aer , China was more visible and inluential 
in the Middle East than previous years. It actually needs another study to ex-
amine and define China’s foreign policy towards the Middle East, because 
numbers of new circumstances, from Arab Spring to Syria’s civil war, would 
probably provide new facts and evidences to redefine China’s foreign policy 
towards the Middle East. 

All in all, China’s foreign policy toward the non-Arab countries in the 
Middle East during the period between  and  cannot be defined only 
from one perspective. us, this dissertation has tried to take both optimist 
and pessimist accounts of China’s rising activism in the Middle East into con-
sideration. Since the rise of China is a process which includes ups and downs 
in China’s foreign policy behaviors, it will likely vary in different historical 
periods and case studies. 
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