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About Asia Centre

Founded in 2005, Asia Centre is an independent research institute that holds debates and issues
publications on matters relating to international, strategic, economic relations, as well as the political
and social transformations underway in the Asia-Pacific region. At the crossroads of university
research as well as public and private decision-making, Asia Centre researchers identify critical
regional issues and analyse them in-depth, taking into consideration both local and global dimensions.
Asia Centre’s programs are developed with a vast network of partners, companies and major specialist
centres in Europe, North America and Asia. The Centre carries out joint operations with these groups,
for a better. interpretation of ideas and issues. The conclusions of these meetings, such as the results
of the work carried out using original sources by our researchers, are widely distributed through the
Centre’s publications as well as through international journals, books and medias.

About the Prix Asia Centre

Asia Centre launched an exciting new initiative to foster fresh perspectives and innovative research on
China’s foreign policy and its global interactions: the Prix Asia Centre, first edition. The theme of the
2025 edition was “China’s Geopolitics™.

About the author, Francisco Javier Montilla Aguilera

Francisco Javier Montilla Aguilera is a PhD candidate in International Relations at the University of
Granada and a researcher at the Euro-Arab Foundation for Higher Studies. He holds dual Bachelor’s
degrees in Political Science and Law, both obtained with honours from the University of Granada, and
a Master’s degree in Advanced International and European Studies.

His research focuses on international and Mediterranean security, the foreign policy of global powers
— particularly China — and their influence in strategic regions such as the Middle East and the
Balkans. He has authored several academic publications and presented his work at international
conferences addressing topics such as global multipolarity, EU strategic autonomy, and China’s
approach to cyberspace and regional security.
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Prix Asia Centre 2025
Assertive rise and China's new diplomacy

China's foreign path since 2012, led by Xi Jinping, represents a watershed moment. Stable economic
growth over decades provided the stage that allowed the country to assume a much more central and
active role in the world, not only economically but also internationally in politics and security, as proof
of its undisputed superpower status. Xi Jinping has been the architect of a much more aggressive
foreign policy that consciously breaks with Deng Xiaoping's and his successors' "peaceful rise"
doctrine, which preached domestically focused growth and strategic restraint abroad. This new
generation is marked by a hard Chinese insistence on claiming what it believes to be its rightful place
in world affairs, an ambition which sometimes expresses itself in so-called "wolf-warrior diplomacy":
amore assertive, nationalist, and reactive foreign policy in reaction to foreign denunciation or pressure,
especially from the West.

China's contemporary diplomatic approach is built on some pillars: the active pushing of negotiation
and dialogue as a tool for conflict settlement, large-scale economic investment as a tool of influence
(as epitomized by the ambitious Belt and Road Initiative - BRI), and energetic diplomacy dedicated to
protecting its national interests. As a global power with interests that reach across the globe, China has
extended its security interest beyond its immediate neighbourhood, increasingly looking to strategic
regions such as the Middle East. Rich in energy resources and strategically located, this region is seen
by Beijing as falling within its 'greater periphery', a region whose stability is critical to China's own
security and prosperity.

While Sino-East relations were classically defined by the economic dimension (China as the major oil
and gas consumer), Beijing's involvement has exponentially diversified and intensified in the last few
years. China proactively tries to portray itself as a "peace provider" and stability component, offering
an alternative option to Western interventionism. The recent dramatic reconciliation agreement
between Fatah and Hamas, their arch-nemesis Palestinian rivals, brokered in July 2024 with Beijing's
auspices, is a prime example: a policy of steady patience committed to mediation, open talk and the
pursuit of negotiated political settlements.

The Middle East through Chinese eyes: the strategic '"Greater Periphery'" and the Global
Security vision

The Global Security Initiative (GSI), officially launched by Xi Jinping at the Boao Forum for Asia in
April 2022, is the intellectual basis that defines China's vision for international security in the 21st
century. Its operational principles are: 'comprehensive' security that addresses both the symptoms and
the roots of conflict (poverty, inequality, governance); 'cooperative' security through discussion and
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consultation on an equal basis; 'sustainable' security which balances development and security; and
unencumbered respect for the sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of all states, and non-
interference in their domestic affairs.

It seeks to extend beyond the traditional, primarily military perception of security to embrace
unconventional dimensions such as economic, trade, food, energy, health, environmental, critical
infrastructure and cyber security. It supports China's grand strategy on a century timescale to seek the
"great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation" in 2049. In addition, it gestures towards the philosophical
and historical conception of Tianxia ("all under heaven"), and this provides a system of the world
based on harmony, cooperation and moral ranking under wise and benevolent authority (historically,
the Chinese emperor) (Tingyang, 2021). Although framed for modern purposes, this conception evokes
China's ambition to create an alternative, more multipolar and less Western-centric system of the
world.

From this strategic perspective, instability, conflicts and growing threats in China's 'greater periphery’
- the Middle East, Central Asia, Southeast Asia and Africa - are perceived as a threat to China's national
security, social stability and economic development. This justifies and merits Beijing's growing
activism in the Middle East. While the initial euphoria was most closely linked to energy geopolitics
(achieving secure oil and gas flows for its economy), it has evolved into a more comprehensive strategy
focused on fostering regional stability (Gadzala Tirziu, 2024). A secure area is essential to defend
China's enormous investments (ports, infrastructure, industrial parks), guarantee the important sea
trade routes (Red Sea, Persian Gulf) linking China with Europe and Africa, and consolidate its
worldwide geopolitical clout. In doing so, it is deliberately positioning itself as the antithesis of the
historic US-Western powers supremacy, putting forward the model of partnership on the terms of
economic pragmatism and the respect for the sovereignty of the local actors.

China after 7 October: balancing diplomacy and mediation

The crisis that was brought about by Hamas' brutal attacks on Israel on 7 October 2023, and the ghastly
Israeli military response in the Gaza Strip, tested Chinese diplomacy in the region. Beijing's early
reaction was restrained and relatively low-key. It condemned violence against civilians, called for calm
and maximum restraint by all parties, and emphasized the need to protect civilians in Gaza. It again
restated its longstanding support for the two-state solution on the 1967 borders with East Jerusalem as
the capital of a future Palestinian state as the only path to lasting peace (Rios, 2023).

At this complex moment, Beijing tried to hold a delicate diplomatic balance. On one side, it wished to
preserve its good strategic and economic tie with Iran, the main supporter of Hamas and Hezbollah.
On the other side, it did not desire to anger Israel, with which it has heavy economic, trade and, more
importantly, technological ties (semiconductors, artificial intelligence, ag tech) (Interesse, 2023).

However, China's engagement did not just go the distance in balancing. It went amazingly in the
direction of active mediation. The crown jewel was sponsoring direct negotiations in Beijing in July
2024 between senior-level Palestinian Authority (Fatah) and Hamas delegations. Through Chinese
efforts, these talks were fruitful and ended in signing a historic reconciliation agreement, intended to
bring an end to decades of internal Palestinian division and to form a unity government. This
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diplomatic triumph was starkly at variance with parallel attempts at mediation by the US, Egypt and
Qatar, which, though important as they were, had failed to overcome deep-seated factional divisions.
The 'Beijing Accord' largely underpinned China's own account of being a peaceful, constructive and
responsible international player, and boosted its prestige and regional and international status.

China in Iran-Saudi relations: architect of the standoff

China and Iran is a long-standing, strategic and intricate but asymmetrical relationship with clear-cut
asymmetry. China is a vital friend to Tehran, subject to a harsh US-imposed global sanctions regime
that excludes its economy and limits its diplomatic horizon. Beijing is also the main buyer of Iranian
oil (often at a discount), a main investor in sectors such as energy and infrastructure (albeit actual
investments sometimes lower than projected), and a key source of diplomatic support (especially in
forums such as the UN) and military and technological support (Chavez & Herrera, 2023). But China
does so pragmatically, always placing its own national and economic interests ahead of all else and
maintaining a measured distance to avoid being pulled directly into Iran's regional confrontations or
nuclear ambitions.

Meanwhile, China has cultivated an increasingly close relationship with Iran's principal regional rival,
Saudi Arabia. Under the visionary leadership of Mohammed bin Salman, the Kingdom has embarked
upon a bold economic reform initiative (Vision 2030) and an independent and diversified foreign
policy. Faith in a less reliable long-term US security guarantee, coupled with an ever-present felt threat
from Iran and its regional proxies, has prompted Riyadh to strengthen ties with alternative powers,
with China being the preferred first choice (Priego Moreno, 2015). China is Saudi Arabia's already
largest trading partner, a deep investor in Saudi megaprojects (NEOM, infrastructure, renewable
energy), and growing cooperator across sensitive domains like ballistic missile technology, drones and
cyber security (Duan & Aldamer, 2022).

This unique stance of having harmonious relations with both ends of the strategic enmity at the Persian
Gulf gave China that special comparative edge for mediation. Seizing this role, Beijing engineered
behind-the-scenes negotiations that culminated in the March 2023 landmark agreement, announced
jointly in the Chinese capital, to revive normal diplomatic relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia,
severed in 2016 (Bourekba, 2023). While the agreement did not resolve deep-seated underlying
ideological and geopolitical tensions, nor did it abruptly halt satellite wars (e.g., in Yemen), it still
represented a key building block toward regional détente. It opened channels of direct communication,
reduced the likelihood of open confrontation, and established the basis for possible future coordination
on issues of common interest. To China, the agreement was an unmitigated diplomatic triumph that
reaffirmed its status as a strong and stabilising Middle East political actor capable of making significant
progress where others (the US in particular) had made little or no progress, or had shown no interest.
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Other Mediation Functions and Stabilisation Activities

China's growing diplomatic and economic influence is also extended in other complex situations
within the region, as ever guided by its principles of non-interference, dialogue and seeking political
solutions:

Ever since the Syrian conflict erupted in 2011, China, in close collaboration with Russia, has
provided significant diplomatic support to Bashar al-Assad's regime. It has used its veto power in
the UN Security Council consistently to block resolutions that would recommend severe sanctions
or foreign military interventions, upholding the doctrine of sovereignty and non-interference.
Besides the diplomatic, China offers strategic partnership, economic aid (limited as it might be
compared to reconstruction needs) and capital aid. One particular focus of concern for Beijing on
Syria is counterterrorism, prompted by the fear that Chinese ethnic Uighur militants from China's
Xinjiang region have linked up with Syrian terrorist groups (e.g., al-Qaeda-aftiliated Turkestan
Islamic Party - TIP) and may come back to carry out terrorist activities in China or undermine its
periphery.

Following the chaotic US and NATO military withdrawal in August 2021 and the swift collapse
of the Western-backed Afghan government, China adopted a superbly pragmatic approach to the
new Taliban regime. It kept its mission in Kabul afloat and established pragmatic diplomatic
contact with the Taliban (the first to receive an explicit Taliban ambassador publicly formally,
although without going so far as to accord full official recognition of the Islamic Emirate). The
primary objectives of China are to ensure regional stability in a way that protects its substantial
investments in the neighbouring countries (especially Pakistan, through the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor) and secure future access to Afghanistan's vast and untapped mineral resources
(copper, lithium, rare earths). As in Syria, one of the main concerns is to make sure that
Afghanistan should not again serve as a terrorist sanctuary for international terrorist groups,
particularly those threatening China directly, such as the East Turkestan Islamic Movement. China
is looking for assurances from the Taliban regarding this.

The devastating war in Yemen is largely a phase of indirect conflict between Saudi Arabia (which
leads a military coalition in support of the internationally recognized government) and Iran (which
backs the Houthi Ansar Allah movement). The Riyadh-Tehran normalisation accord, brokered by
China, created a more positively conducive context for Yemen discussions, allowing lines of
communication and peace negotiations to be set up, some of which have been quietly supported or
adopted by Beijing. When the crisis was triggered by Houthi strikes on Red Sea merchant shipping
(which began in late 2023 as a response to the war in Gaza), China, whose shipping routes had
been affected, tread softly in public while making appeals for restraint and keeping waterways
secure. But Beijing allegedly applied subtle diplomatic pressure on Iran to rein in Houthi activities,
acknowledging the limits of its direct control over the group. Strategically, China indirectly
benefited from the military and diplomatic wear and tear that the US and its allies suffered in
attempting to contain the Houthi menace and presented itself as a comparatively more neutral and
palatable actor for future authoritative peace negotiations in Yemen.
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From diplomacy to the military: a twofold and cautious strategy

China's security policy for the Middle East is not merely based on soft power diplomacy and economics
but increasingly augmented by a balanced military and defence presence and cooperation, generating
a twin strategy.

Iran is one of the leading military allies of China in the Middle East. China used to be a major
conventional weapons supplier to Iran (missiles, fighter planes, naval technology). In more recent, and
still-approved, cases, collaboration has been in sensitive technology areas, specifically the supply of
components, technology and possibly production licences for Iran's expanding unmanned aerial
vehicle (drone) programme. These drones have been effective in regional conflicts (Syria, Yemen,
Iraq) and have even been exported to Russia to use in the war with Ukraine, illustrating the strategic
significance of such cooperation. Additionally, the Chinese, Iranian, and Russian navies conduct
regular trilateral naval exercises (e.g., 'Maritime Security Belt' series) in the Gulf of Oman and Indian
Ocean, painting the picture of strategic coordination as well as Western navy presence-deterrent. (It
must be added that a decrease or cessation in China's direct sale of large weapons systems to Iran is
reported by some sources since the implementation of the JCPOA nuclear deal in 2015, but technology
cooperation, especially in drones and missiles, seems to persist).

The continuous use of small arms and light weapons (assault rifles, grenade launchers, ammunition)
manufactured in China by various groups of non-state armed forces across the region, including Hamas
in the Gaza Strip and Hezbollah in Lebanon, have been widely reported. The origins and supply lines
of such weapons are usually unclear. They may arise from past state sales to neighbouring countries
who then re-channelled them, from the growing black market in arms, or be indirectly supplied by way
of state middlemen such as Iran. China denies officially arming non-state actors.

Though limited and clandestine, China has had some military presence in Syria. In 2016, a small
number of Chinese military trainers were reportedly deployed, probably to train Syrian special forces
or advise on counter-terrorism operations. Additionally, the Chinese and Russian navies conducted
joint naval exercises in the eastern Mediterranean off the Syrian coast in 2015 in an open show of
support for the Assad regime.

As a physical expression of diversified and intensified bilateral relations, the Chinese and Saudi naval
forces jointly conducted their first-ever naval exercises in 2024. This milestone represents a turning
point in the Kingdom's regional security context and defence ties.

The Chinese naval base in Djibouti, formally opened in 2017, is China's first and, to date, only
permanent foreign military base. Its location is of the utmost strategic importance, in the Horn of
Africa, controlling the entrance to the Red Sea through the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, a vital chokepoint
for global maritime trade. Officially, the facility is meant to host the Chinese navy's anti-piracy
operations in the Gulf of Aden (which has been operating since 2008), to aid UN peacekeeping
operations in Africa in which China takes part, and to allow the evacuation of Chinese citizens safely
in the case of regional emergencies. Nevertheless, the base also provides China with a strategic logistic
hub from which it can project naval power into the Indian Ocean and beyond, monitor the movements
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of other powers in the region (the US and Japan, as well as France, also have bases in Djibouti) and
defend its growing economic interests and trade routes in Africa and the Middle East (Baqués, 2019)

As an overall strategy, China's Middle Eastern military approach is, at least in the short term,
significantly less direct and interventionist than the US one. Its goal is to develop partner nation
military and security capability (through arms sales, technology transfer and training), engage
selectively in multilateral maritime security operations (anti-piracy, for instance), and extend a
deterrent and interest-protection naval presence through its Djibouti base and joint manoeuvres. The
priorities so stated are the fight against terrorism, piracy and building state capacity so that the
countries of the region themselves will be able to provide for their security and territorial integrity,
according to their non-interference principles.

A unified actor, a different model and lasting challenges.

China becoming a main security actor in the Middle East is both a fait accompli and a growing
geopolitical fact. However, its precise modus operandi, based on economic diplomacy, low-profile
mediation, bilateral relations and an expressed reluctance to send troops to end intra-state strife (unlike
the West or Russia), produces conflicting perceptions. For some, it is a pragmatic method that respects
national sovereignty. Others, especially in the West, blame it for dodging responsibility in
humanitarian crises, seeing it as a free ride to gain economic advantage without assuming the cost and
danger of active stabilisation.

China's approach is ultra-pragmatic, long-term strategic and based on realpolitik and protection of its
core national interests. Its chief aim is to maintain a stable regional climate to guarantee its vast
economic interests (energy supplies, trade routes, BRI investments) and prevent threats to its own
security (transnational terrorism, instability in sea lanes). Diplomacy, underpinned by its impressive
economic leverage, is its first choice, although it is increasingly augmenting this with selective military
assistance and a strategic naval presence to project and protect its interests.

Despite all its recent advances, China similarly has issues in the area. It must prove that it is a viable
and serious security actor, not just an economic one. Its actual influence on conflict actors or in sharp
crises (e.g., its limited potential to suppress Houthi attacks) may be less than assumed. Moreover, its
model of development is called into question and its growing rivalry with the US tints the region with
geopolitical competition.

Yet, China's growing economic, diplomatic, and military influence offers Middle Eastern countries an
attractive alternative to the US and European-led traditional security order. Beijing offers a 'win-win'
model of cooperation based on formal respect for sovereignty and non-interference in internal matters
(including human rights or regime type), principles that are attractive to capitals interested in
diversifying their strategic options, reducing external dependencies and exerting more autonomy.
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