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CHINA’S EMERGENCE AS A 

MIDDLE EAST POWER
Jonathan Fulton

China’s emergence as an important actor in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) brings 
to mind a piece of dialogue from Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises. When asked how he went 
bankrupt, a character replies, “Gradually, then suddenly.” Those of us watching China’s growing 
presence in the region have seen a gradual expansion of China’s influence and interests over the 
past decade, but those not paying attention would understandably be surprised by the apparent 
sudden depth and breadth of its presence. When I started my PhD analyzing China’s relations 
with the Gulf monarchies1 in 2011, it was still possible to stay on top of the existing literature 
on China– MENA relations; now it is a constant challenge, with new work constantly being 
churned out, including the excellent recent publications by contributors to this volume.2 This 
book describes and explains how and why China has made this transition from a far- off country 
of marginal influence to an important extra- regional power, and to offer insights into what we 
can expect to see in China– MENA relations in the future.

Not long ago, China was seen as a potentially important actor in the MENA, but one with 
limited aims. In their 2008 book Vital Triangle: China, the United States, and the Middle East, 
Garver and Alterman described China’s MENA role as “simple” and “shallow,” with a regional 
policy guided by its need for energy, “with other commercial, military and diplomatic interests 
playing a subsidiary role.”3 This was an accurate description of the limitations on China’s power 
and influence in the region, and could have been applied to many other regions as well. Even as 
recently as 2013, Shambaugh described China as a “partial power”: a global trading superpower 
that had a broad yet shallow footprint in other indicators of international power such as global 
governance, security, economics, culture, and diplomacy.4 Writing this chapter in early 2021, 
there are few if any global issues where China’s interests are not an important consideration, and 
the Middle East is no exception. While China is not interested in challenging the United States 
as the preeminent extra- regional power in MENA, its influence has increased significantly over 
the past decade and this will likely continue to be the case.

China’s previously modest foreign policy was influenced by a combination of systemic 
opportunity and domestic pressures. American post- Cold War preponderance shaped China’s 
international role, as the US- led international order provided a relatively stable environment in 
which China could focus on internal issues while building a positive global presence. This was 
especially important given the myriad domestic considerations demanding the attention of the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP). While speaking with President Bush in 2006, President Hu 
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reportedly told him that “fighting corruption, rural unrest, the widening wealth gap, and severe 
pollution consumes nearly all his time and puts China in a position in which it has neither 
the will nor the means to challenge American dominance in world affairs.”5 These problems, 
combined with a constant need to deliver growth and jobs in order to justify a closed political 
system, largely explain China’s predominantly inward focus of the Reform Era.

Given the opportunity to focus on development, China pursued a set of priorities that 
Nathan and Scobell described as a set of concentric circles. The first circle, China’s sovereign 
territory, is the dominant security concern for the CCP, evidenced by the fact that it consist-
ently budgets more for domestic than external security. The next circle is those 20 states that 
share borders and maritime boundaries with China. The third circle consists of six regional 
orders (North- East Asia, continental South- East Asia, maritime South- East Asia, Oceania, 
South Asia, and Central Asia) that are home to direct Chinese security- related interests. It is 
only when we get to the fourth circle –  the rest of the world –  that we find the Middle East.6 In 
this model, the Middle East is not at –  or near –  the core of Beijing’s primary interests, a point 
that many have made, and that Shichor and Niblock continue to press in their contributions 
to this volume.

While China remains in the second tier of external powers in MENA, its international 
role has moved beyond the confines of the Reform Era’s “hide and bide” dictum, embracing 
President Xi Jinping’s exhortation to “be proactive in seeking achievements.”7 This begs the 
question: What changed? Why did China leave the relative ease of a partial power to develop 
a greater international role and the increased scrutiny and expectations that accompanies it? 
Its changing relationship with the United States and a resulting reconceptualization of global 
order was one factor. The policies of successive US administrations contributed to a percep-
tion that China’s rise would be challenged. The George W. Bush years signaled a dramatic 
recalibration of US foreign policy with the Iraq War and global war on terror shattering norms 
that underpinned global order. China’s resilience in the face of the global financial crisis also 
contributed to China’s “new assertiveness,” a period that began during the second half of Hu’s 
administration.8 The Obama administration’s plan to pivot or rebalance to Asia also played a 
part. Strategically sensible from an American perspective, it looked like a containment policy 
in Beijing and confirmed suspicions that the United States was trying to slow China’s path 
to power.

While this was taking place, Chinese leaders began adopting a more confident rhetoric 
regarding China’s place in the world. In a 2012 speech, President Xi Jinping articulated the 
China Dream:

Our struggles in the over 170 years since the Opium War have created bright prospects 
for achieving the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. We are now closer to this goal, 
and we are more confident and capable of achieving it than at any other time in 
history.9

While long in platitudes, the confidence Chinese leaders have been displaying over the past 
decade while describing China’s achievements are indicative of a country that sees itself as 
having lessons in governance and development to share with the much of the world, including 
the Middle East.

For the purposes of analyzing its relations with the Middle East within the context of this 
more activist foreign policy, however, one of the most significant factors was the introduction 
in 2013 of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).10 The BRI began as a series of infrastructure 
construction and investment projects crossing Eurasia and the Indian Ocean region under two 
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large umbrellas: the overland Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) and the Maritime Silk Road 
Initiative (MSRI). Since then it has come to include the Digital Silk Road Initiative, the Space 
Silk Road, and the Health Silk Road. To emphasize the importance of the BRI in China’s for-
eign policy ambitions, the CCP enshrined it in its constitution in 2017. The SREB and MSRI 
components began as an extension of China’s Going Out policy of the 1990s, when the PRC 
determined that its state- owned enterprises (SOEs) would have to transition from domestic to 
international markets and as a result, SOEs began to develop a presence in states and regions 
where they previously had not operated. The Middle East is one such region; trade between 
China and the GCC countries alone has grown from just under $10 billion in 2000 to nearly 
$180 billion in 2019.11 Not surprisingly, this deeper commercial engagement has led to an 
increased political presence, as discussed below. In terms of the BRI, the Middle East is geo-
politically situated, linking states and markets from South Asia to Africa and Europe, making its 
stability and prosperity a Chinese concern.

An important diplomatic tool that China has used to enhance its presence in MENA is the 
China– Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF), a multilateral organization established in 
2004 as a means of coordinating relations between China and the 22 Arab League states. China 
appoints an ambassador as its representative to the CASCF.12 Every other year the CASCF holds 
a Ministerial Meeting, attended by foreign ministers and alternating between China and an Arab 
capital city. These meetings are useful indicators of the trajectory of Sino- Arab relations, as they 
lay out the cooperation priorities for the coming years. The 2014 CASCF Ministers’ Meeting 
was notable for having introduced the “1+ 2+ 3 cooperation pattern” in an opening address 
from President Xi titled “Promote the Silk Road Spirit, Strengthen Sino- Arab Cooperation,” 
in which he claimed, “To develop the Belt and Road, the two sides need to be both far- sighted 
and down- to- earth. To be far- sighted, we need to produce the optimum top- level design, iden-
tify our orientation and goals, and establish a ‘1+ 2+ 3’ cooperation pattern.”13 In this equation, 
each number represents a different cooperation priority. The number 1 represents energy, 2 is 
infrastructure and trade and investment, and 3 is nuclear energy, space satellite, and renewable 
energy. This pattern was re- emphasized in the 2016 China Arab Policy Paper, released to coin-
cide with Xi’s visit to Saudi Arabia.14 While this equation includes all Arab League member 
states, it is clear that some are better positioned than others to capitalize on Chinese initiatives –  
a common theme across MENA. Those states with greater wealth and political stability, as well 
as the resources and/ or geopolitical advantages, naturally find greater opportunities to work 
with Chinese SOEs on these types of projects.15

The 2018 meeting was of particular significance. The banner headline was in the big 
numbers, as Foreign Minister Wang Yi announced $23 billion in loans, aid, and investments: $20 
billion in loans for states with reconstruction needs; $3 billion in special loans for the region’s 
financial sector; nearly $150 million to support social stability; and $90 million in humani-
tarian and reconstruction aid for Yemen, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon.16 The bigger story 
was buried beneath the lead, however, with the introduction of the “Industrial Park –  Port 
Interconnectivity, Two Wings and Two Wheels Approach.” This gave form to what previ-
ously appeared to be a series of unconnected projects, linking them under a framework that 
enhances China’s regional presence without a significant military presence, with the exception 
of the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) Supply Base in Djibouti.17 The set of commer-
cial projects is based on investment into industrial parks and ports, connecting supply chains 
and building business clusters from the Persian Gulf, the Arabian Sea, and the Red Sea, and 
connecting to the Mediterranean Sea. The “two wheels” are energy cooperation (conven-
tional oil and gas, and low- carbon energy), and the “two wings” are cooperation in technology 
(artificial intelligence, mobile communications, and satellite navigation) and investment and 
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finance.18 This set of ports and parks is a logical extension of existing trade routes; the shipping 
route from Tianjin to Dubai had become the busiest between East Asia and the Middle East by 
2015.19 Dubai’s Jebel Ali port is a transit point through which 60 percent of China’s trade with 
the Middle East, Africa, and Europe passes, and since the European Union is China’s largest 
trading partner, this industrial park and port project with the Mediterranean as an endpoint is 
an especially important leg of China’s MSRI.20 Essentially, China is developing a commercial 
hub linking emerging and established markets.

The countries involved in the “Industrial Park –  Port Interconnectivity, Two Wings and 
Two Wheels Approach” are the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Oman, Saudi Arabia, Djibouti, 
and Egypt. In the UAE, China’s already dense economic cooperation with Dubai has been 
enhanced with investment into Abu Dhabi’s Khalifa Port complex, with investments and 
projects in both the Khalifa Industrial Zone Abu Dhabi (KIZAD) port and the Khalifa Port 
Free Trade Zone (KPFTZ).21 So far, the Chinese presence has been significant, with major 
investments and projects at various levels of implementation and memoranda of understanding 
signed that would expand this if and when they are approved.22 In Oman, the PLAN has 
long been using ports in Salalah and Muscat in its ongoing anti- piracy mission in the Gulf 
of Aden,23 but in 2017 a series of investments into Oman’s long- planned Duqm Special 
Economic Zone (SEZAD) signaled a deeper presence.24 The China- Oman Industrial Park 
in Duqm is projected to be an 1172 hectare site that will house Chinese firms in the indus-
trial, petrochemical, utility- based, manufacturing, hospitality, and fabrication sectors. The 
first batch of Chinese projects was valued at $3.06 billion,25 with another batch at the MoU 
stage anticipated to bring the Chinese investment into Oman to $10.7 billion.26 At the time 
of writing, little has actually happened in terms of the larger commercial projects in Duqm, 
although the US, UK, and Indian navies are all using the port, indicating its strategic relevance 
for other extra- regional powers. The third Gulf monarchy- specific “Industrial Park –  Port 
Interconnectivity, Two Wings and Two Wheels Approach” location is Jizan, Saudi Arabia, a 
port city on the Red Sea coast just north of its border with Yemen. Here, China is focusing 
on the Jizan City for Primary and Downstream Industries (JCPDI), where a port is under 
development that will feature a container terminal as well as a general cargo and dry bulk 
terminal. Chinese involvement in JCPDI has been slower to progress than Abu Dhabi, but 
has been a focal point in discussions in the development of the China– Saudi Arabia compre-
hensive strategic partnership.27 In 2016, a group of Saudi and Chinese entities established a 
joint venture company, Saudi Silk Road Industrial Services, to draw Chinese investment and 
industrial services in the Chinese Industrial Park within the JCPDI. The first major Chinese 
project in JCPDI is a $3.8 billion petrochemicals plant being built by Pan- Asia PET Resin Co, 
a Guangzhou company.28

The other Red Sea projects are the PLAN Supply Base in Djibouti, which is China’s first 
and so far only overseas military facility, and Suez Economic and Trade Cooperation Zone 
(SETC- Zone) in Ain Sokhna, Egypt. The endpoint is Egypt’s Port Said on the Mediterranean. 
The Djibouti base has attracted substantial attention, but China is one of many countries with a 
naval presence in Djibouti, and the base is in support of a United Nations anti- piracy mission. 
China’s 2015 Military Strategy white paper claimed, “It is necessary for China to develop a 
modern maritime military force structure commensurate with its national security and devel-
opment interests,” and emphasized protecting sea lines of communication.29 Given the depth of 
Chinese economic interests both in East Africa and the Mediterranean, a presence in Djibouti 
is reasonable.30 Egypt’s SETC- Zone is on the Red Sea, 120 kilometers from Cairo, and has 
been described as “the flagship project of China– Egypt cooperation within the BRI frame-
work.”31 The SETC- Zone is in the process of developing nine industrial zones and Chinese 
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firms have been actively establishing an industrial production base, with textiles, vehicle manu-
facturing, and consumer electronics manufacturing.

Taken together, this set of projects emphasizes the importance of MENA in the MSRI.32 
Approximately 90 percent of global trade moves by sea, and the value of maritime trade is 
projected to triple by 2050.33 With a set of commercial and industrial hubs established from the 
Gulf to the Mediterranean, the Arabian Peninsula and Red Sea represent a crucial BRI sub-
region. This physical architecture of China’s presence also is indicative of which countries and 
subregions can expect to see a greater increase in cooperation with China.

This has important implications. First, with the notable exception of Iran, China’s closest 
partners in the Middle East are US partners or allies. While there is no shortage of highly- 
politicized commentary that assumes China wants to undermine or challenge US preeminence 
in the Middle East, an analysis of its political and economic engagement indicates that China 
supports the regional status quo and has a clear preference for working with those countries that 
promote stability. The five countries identified in the Industrial Park –  Port Interconnectivity, 
Two Wings and Two Wheels Approach all have dense security partnership agreements with 
the United States, and all have strategic partnerships with China.34 Another important point 
is that they enjoy both political cooperation and substantial economic relations with China. 
Contracting and investment data from the China Global Investment Tracker puts Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE, and Egypt among the top five in MENA since 2005. Oman has also fared well, valued 
at $6.6 billion, while Djibouti, at a relatively insignificant $1.72 billion, is more important 
geopolitically than economically. Egypt, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE also do significant 
volumes of trade with China (See Table 1.1).

This also underscores another important aspect of China’s growing MENA presence: the  
overriding imperative to work with stable, status quo- oriented Middle Eastern countries means  
there is significant opportunity for coordination between Beijing and Washington in their  
MENA policies.35 Much has been made of concerns of China working with Iran, for example,  
and thus strengthening a revisionist country attempting to undermine regional order. The  
reality has been minimal material support for Iran while increasing Chinese trade, investment,  
and political support with countries that consider Iran an enemy.36 These hard infrastructure  
investments in status quo- oriented countries contribute to Chinese officials’ assertion that the  
BRI is providing public goods, challenging the stigma of China as a free- rider or a revi-
sionist actor.

Table 1.1 Top ten MENA partners for Chinese contracting and investments, 2005– 2020 (US$ billions)

Country Value

Saudi Arabia 38.86
United Arab Emirates 34.78
Iran 26.56
Algeria 23.85
Iraq 23.78
Egypt 23.00
Turkey 15.96
Israel 12.67
Kuwait 10.93
Qatar 7.80

Source: American Enterprise Institute, China Global Investment Tracker.

 

 

 

 

 

 



8

Jonathan Fulton

8

China’s rise as a regional power became even more evident throughout 2020 with the dev-
astation wrought by the COVID- 19 pandemic. In many parts of the world, China has suffered 
reputational costs in the wake of the crisis. The US general election had a significant focus 
on China, with both Republicans and Democrats promising to be tougher on China, while 
President Trump blamed what he undiplomatically referred to as the “Wuhan virus” for his 
lackluster polling numbers and, by extension, China for a weakened US economy. Europe 
saw a dramatic shift in perceptions of China, with recent survey data indicating that many 
Europeans’ view of China worsened during the coronavirus crisis.37 Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand, all of which are at a low point in their bilateral relationships with China, have 
also been taking tougher stances with Beijing. Most alarming was a June 2020 battle between 
Indian and Chinese troops in the Galwan Valley in which 20 Indian soldiers and a disputed 
number of Chinese were killed; reports vary in their estimates, which range between four 
and 100.

The Middle East, however, has been an exception. Across the region, China’s influence has 
continued its steady rise as its interests diversify and grow. Regional leaders have largely spoken 
of China in positive terms and, while there may have been quiet resentment about how Beijing 
handled the early outbreak of the virus, it was not given the same level of public expression as 
found elsewhere.

Since the pandemic struck, China’s position in the Middle East actually appears to have 
grown stronger. Chinese outreach into the region is being welcomed, especially as it has offered 
support in addressing the COVID- 19 crisis. The increased engagement may also be because 
Middle Eastern leaders are keeping an eye to economic recovery in the post- Coronavirus 
period. Chinese trade and investment have been central to its growing presence, and its BRI 
ambitions for the region are likely seen as an important element of future economic stimulus 
and growth. China’s response to the pandemic gave weight in the Middle East to its Health 
Silk Road Initiative and, importantly, the technological responses such as using artificial intel-
ligence and big data management to track and trace the spread of COVID- 19 highlighted how 
cooperation with China in its Digital Silk Road Initiative can benefit MENA states.38 While 
the pandemic has caused untold social, political, and economic disruption, the geopolitical 
consequences will bear watching, and it is likely that the Middle East will find a deeper and 
broader Chinese presence as a result.
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An autobiographical perspective

Yitzhak Shichor

Prologue

Although I was unaware of it at the time, my life changed on an otherwise insignificant Friday 
in 1961 when I was nearly 17 years old. Fresh from his PhD study in London, a new history 
teacher came to the class with a bunch of copies of The Sunday Times. He introduced a series 
of articles on China, written by one Edgar Snow, and asked who was ready to give a talk to the 
class based on these articles. I had never heard of Edgar Snow, knew very little about China, 
which was barely touched by the school curriculum, and my English was very poor as the first 
foreign language in my high school was French. Still, I was intrigued and I volunteered. It was 
an opportunity to expand my minimal knowledge of China, which –  I felt for some reason –  
was an important part of world history and would become even more important in the future; it 
was also a good way to improve my English. I remember working hard to decipher the articles, 
and suddenly new horizons opened. That was when I decided to study China. I never stopped, 
and I have never regretted it.

With no money, I collected used newspapers, sold them for small amounts of cash to gro-
cery stores, and started scouting for books on China. I found a trove in a secondhand book-
shop in Tel Aviv, and gradually bought whatever the shop had available on China. One was 
a 1950 Hebrew translation of Edgar Snow’s Red Star Over China, which only increased my 
appetite. Soon I had a small collection of books on Asia and China. In 1965, following my 
military service as a lieutenant, I enrolled at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. There was 
no Department of Asian Studies at that time, and I took political science and Middle Eastern 
studies. In addition, I chose whatever course the university offered on Asia –  including spor-
adic Chinese language courses, some by occasional visitors. I studied a combination of modern 
Chinese (sometimes taught in a heavy Russian accent) and classical Chinese, never in a sys-
tematic or continuous way. I could barely cope with the oral aspect of the language (to speak 
and understand), but I could read. I studied Arabic much more systematically. I wrote most 
of my seminar papers in political science (and some in Middle Eastern studies) on China. My 
knowledge of China –  unexpected at that time –  impressed my professors (who later became 
my colleagues in the same departments). During the 1967 Six Day War, I became acquainted 
for the first time with Soviet weapons on the Sinai battlefields, which would serve me well later 
in my studies.
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In 1968, as I was about to complete my undergraduate studies, the Hebrew University 
established a Department of Chinese and Japanese Studies (later renamed the Department of 
East Asian Studies and recently the Department of Asian Studies). For my graduate study, 
I combined Chinese studies with Middle Eastern studies, a rare combination then –  and even 
today. Still a master’s student, in April 1969 I published my first article,1 one of the only studies 
on this topic, hardly dealt with before. In the next year, I began to gain experience, teaching a 
seminar on “Tradition and Change in Modern China.” By that time, China had become more 
involved in the Middle East, providing Palestinian “revolutionary” organizations with Maoist 
indoctrination, training in Chinese military academies, and light arms. China’s involvement 
prompted Major General Aharon Yariv, Chief of Military Intelligence, to approach the Hebrew 
University, the only academic institution in Israel studying China, for help.2 I happened to 
be the help. In 1971, at the age of 27, I enlisted in Military Intelligence as a civilian, and set 
up the China Desk at the Intelligence Research Brigade, spending two years there while still 
studying at the Hebrew University. I was exposed to classified intelligence on China coming 
from a variety of agencies, from both West and East –  which I could not use in my academic 
work, unfortunately –  but I got the picture. In 1972, while still in the army, I completed my 
master’s studies, summa cum laude. My master’s thesis, over 100 pages, focused on China and the 
Palestinians in the mid- 1960s. Based on Chinese and Arabic sources, this was probably the first 
study on this topic. In 1973, I decided to expand it into a PhD on China’s Middle East policy, 
at the Hebrew University.

I expected Dr Ellis Joffe, who had returned in the late 1960s after having completed his 
PhD at Harvard University, to be my supervisor. He was then the only one teaching Chinese 
politics and foreign policy, not just at the university but also in Israel. Soon, however, I was told 
that the topic I wanted to study had already been “occupied,” by a Foreign Ministry diplomat. 
I began thinking about choosing another PhD topic at the Hebrew University. Then, suddenly, 
I had insight: why choose another topic at the same university? Why not keep the same topic 
and choose another university? It was already March, too late to apply for US universities, but 
not too late to apply for British institutions. I immediately applied simultaneously to three: St 
Antony’s College, Oxford; the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS); and the London 
School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), both at the University of London. As time 
was pressing, I decided to accept the first positive reply.

It came from LSE, which I immediately accepted. A week later, I received a positive reply 
from SOAS, which I had to turn down, regretfully. SOAS was more suitable for my work and, 
while I did my PhD at LSE, my research was done mainly at SOAS, as its library was more 
relevant to my needs. The late Professor Stuart Schram of SOAS never forgave me for choosing 
LSE, but I had no choice at that time. I am still waiting for a reply from St Antony’s College, 
although I have now retired. Incidentally, the PhD at the Hebrew University, which I had to 
give up, has never been written –  nor even attempted. I arrived in London in August 1973 with 
my family (my wife and two children, a girl aged four and a baby aged three months, an indi-
cation that this trip had not been planned). Two months later, the October War broke out and 
completely derailed my studies. I could hardly concentrate on my research and, while I regu-
larly went to the library using the huge collections, especially in Chinese and Arabic, I made 
little progress in my writing. In this respect, my first year was largely wasted, but my supervisor, 
Michael B. Yahuda, understood. Still young, he was already considered one of Britain’s fore-
most experts on China’s foreign policy, with first- hand knowledge of the Middle East. With the 
October war over, I began my second year. There was no third.

My second year in London was much more productive. Every now and then we used to 
meet and discuss another chapter. Mike practically gave me a free hand in writing, but I had 
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to cope with his comments and criticism, which were always very helpful. Except for these 
meetings, and occasional bureaucratic matters, I did not set foot in the grounds of the LSE: its 
grey, crowded, and forbidding buildings transmitted a sense of hostility and intimidation. I used 
to work at SOAS all day long, chewing a piece of Cadbury chocolate whenever I felt hungry. 
Progress was now quick and in the autumn of 1975, some two years after my arrival in London, 
my thesis was ready. Of my three academic degrees, the PhD took the shortest time; the BA 
took three years, and the MA took four (as I was already teaching and engaged with the IDF). 
I came to London well prepared. In my study, I showed that China was not so interested in the 
Middle East, which was quite marginal to what was later called “its core interests,” but rather in 
the region as a playground for the superpowers, which indirectly affected China’s security and 
undermined its claim to predominance in East Asia. Put differently, China’s Middle East policy is 
not an independent variable, but a dependent one, and should be interpreted in relations to China’s policy 
and interests in East Asia. This conclusion is still as valid today as it was 40 or 50 years ago.3

Although –  or because –  Beijing was not involved in the Middle East (and certainly politic-
ally and militarily is still not), its understanding as a disinterested onlooker had some objective 
elements. For many years, Israeli scholars have debated the different attitudes of foreign powers, 
notably France and Britain, toward the 1948 Arab– Israeli war and the formation of State of 
Israel. Based on declassified documents, some claimed that France had provided Israel with 
intelligence that helped to fight the Arabs (and indirectly the British). Others claimed that 
the British had aided the Arabs (primarily to undermine French interests in the region, but 
also reflecting antisemitism) to prolong the Mandate and abort the establishment of Israel. Yet 
Beijing’s understanding was different. In its perspective, based on the struggle against coloni-
alism, neither France nor Britain, nor the United States, the Soviet Union, or other powers 
later on, have been interested in settling the Arab– Israeli conflict. As long as the conflict remains 
unresolved, foreign powers not only have an excuse to intervene and maintain their presence, 
but also can sell huge quantities of weapons and create dependence. Put differently, the persist-
ence of the conflict, whereby no side is “allowed” to win, entails enormous strategic, political, 
and economic benefits. This is why Beijing has consistently insisted that the conflict (in fact, 
any conflict) should be settled directly by the parties concerned without external intervention. 
What about China’s own intervention? I dealt with this issue later on. By late 1975 my PhD 
was ready.

After I submitted my thesis (“The Middle East in China’s Foreign Policy, 1949– 1974,” 470 
pages), I had to undergo an oral examination handled by Michael Yahuda, Professor Michael 
Leifer (later LSE pro- director), and John Gittings (then of the University of Westminster and 
a well- known China author and journalist). During the exam, I was told that Cambridge 
University Press was interested in publishing a book based on my thesis, so I did not have to 
seek a publisher. After updating it to 1977 and adapting the thesis to a book format, it was 
published in 1979 (reprinted in 1981, with a digital edition in 2008). In January 1976, we 
returned home to Israel.

Upon our return, I had to make a decision about the future, since there was no academic 
vacancy at the Hebrew University at that time. There were three options. One was to enlist 
again in the IDF on a permanent basis, with a long- term professional career in military intel-
ligence. For a while, I was leaning toward this option, until I realized that I was not an “army 
type.” Taking orders from people higher in rank, yet sometimes lower in intelligence, was not 
an exciting prospect. A second option was a request from the rector of Haifa University to join 
them and, in time, set up a new Department of Asian Studies. Finally, the Hebrew University 
offered to appoint me as executive director of the Harry S. Truman Research Institute for the 
Advancement of Peace, until there was an academic vacancy. I had to choose between the two 
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last options, Jerusalem or Haifa, and I chose Jerusalem, for two main reasons. First, I regarded 
the proposed appointment as a great compliment, being just over 31 and a rather fresh PhD 
graduate. Second, and more importantly, there is a Talmudic Jewish saying, “Rather be tail to 
the lions than head to the jackals.” Although I did not get an academic position, the Hebrew 
University still had the only Department of Chinese and Japanese Studies in Israel, with some 
leading experts, including Harold Z. Schiffrin and Ellis Joffe. It was a privilege to be among 
them –  especially since I was offered, and accepted, an external teaching position. Haifa had 
nothing to offer in this field until I moved there in 2002, when I did contribute to the estab-
lishment of a new Asian Studies Department.

I served as executive director of the Truman Institute from 1976 to 1982, as well as working 
as an adjunct lecturer. I also continued to serve in military intelligence as a reserve officer, until 
I left in the late 1980s as a major. In those years, Beijing’s foreign policy underwent some far- 
reaching changes, which also occurred in the Middle East. This was the first decade of China’s 
admission to the global community, as a member of the United Nations and a permanent 
member of its Security Council in October 1971. In the 1970s, more countries established 
diplomatic relations with China than in the entire period from 1949 to 1970. Among them 
were a number of Middle Eastern countries, such as Iran, Turkey, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, and 
Libya. While the Chinese consolidated their relations with regional and other governments and 
international organizations, their relations with “national liberation movements” –  primarily 
Palestinian –  deteriorated. In 1975, even before I submitted my PhD, I gave a talk on “China’s 
Stand on the Arab– Israeli Conflict and the Palestine Problem,” at the China Discussion Group, 
The Royal Institute of International Affairs (Chatham House), London. Sino- Palestinian 
relations had caught cold because of several related developments.4 One was the Sino- US 
conciliation. It enraged the more radical Palestinian groups, for which the United States was 
still the world’s leading imperialist. They were further irritated by the de- Maoization pro-
cess China was undergoing under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership, and by the Chinese invasion 
of Vietnam, considered a beacon of uncompromising revolution and independence. On the 
other hand, China’s reservations about the Palestinians emerged as a result of their failure to 
unite, their resort to the use of terrorism, their reliance on Soviet support, and their rejec-
tion of the Egyptian– Israeli peace treaty, which the Chinese implicitly approved.5 I published 
another detailed study on China and the Palestinians, also based on documents seized in Beirut 
in 1982.6 These documents, including pamphlets and brochures –  not only by the PLO, but 
also by more radical organizations such as the People’s Front for the Liberation of Palestine and 
the People’s Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine –  were momentarily accessible. 
By that time, two unprecedented, practically inconceivable developments in Beijing’s relations 
with the Middle East had been launched, both related to military affairs.

In the late 1970s, Beijing began to sell arms to Middle Eastern governments for the first 
time. True, Chinese arms and military training had been offered to the Middle East before, 
but only in small amounts, only light arms, and only to national liberation movements. Only 
buffer- state governments (North Korea, Vietnam, and Pakistan) had received Chinese arms. 
Beijing changed its arms sales policy because of a rare combination of opportunities and needs. 
By the late 1970s, Beijing had realized that its armed forces –  cut off from Soviet supplies for 
nearly two decades –  needed to be modernized, which required funds and alternative sources of 
supply. Accorded the lowest priority in the Four Modernizations, the military and the defense- 
industrial complex had to raise their own capital. Exporting arms was a relatively easy and 
readily available solution, given the surplus arms production. Yet the question was who would 
be interested in Soviet- designed arms. The answer was, of course, the Middle East. At that time, 
the Soviets, the traditional arms suppliers of the Middle East, had reduced their commitments 
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because of friction with Egypt and Iraq. Iran, whose arms had been overwhelmingly American, 
was cut off from the United States following the rise of Khomeini and the Islamic revolution. 
Beijing was ready to fill the gap and, also exploiting the Iran– Iraq War, began to sell arms to 
all sides. In the 1980s, the Middle East became China’s main arms market, absorbing around 
90 percent of all Chinese arms exports. Detailed data about these arms deliveries are available. 
I became very much interested in these sales, which were unprecedented, at least in this region.7 
Now declassified, CIA documents drew the tracks and named the ports through which the 
Chinese arms had been delivered. To conceal the origin of these arms, money was channeled 
through third countries, primarily Jordan, a small country that overnight supposedly became 
one of China’s main export markets in the world.

Even more surprising was China’s DF- 3 intermediate range ballistic missiles (IRBM) sale 
to Saudi Arabia, revealed in March 1988. I was in Taiwan at the time, unaware of the deal. It 
was surprising at least on two accounts. For one, this was the first time ever that Beijing sold 
this kind of weapon to any country. It was undoubtedly a very profitable sale, as the missile was 
outdated (going back to the early 1960s), armed with a conventional warhead and using liquid 
fuel –  thus making its launching sites vulnerable to attack. For another, Saudi Arabia maintained 
diplomatic relations with the Republic of China (ROC), had not recognized the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC), and for a long time had rejected diplomatic relations with it.8 Israel, 
presumably a potential target of these missiles, appeared to have been caught off- guard, as did 
Washington, which appeared surprised. Both possibilities, however, seem doubtful. To begin 
with, the Sino- Saudi negotiations for the deal had been held in Washington, which means that 
the United States must have known about them, not to mention its influential position in Saudi 
Arabia. In fact, Riyadh decided to buy the missiles from China following the American refusal 
to sell them similar missiles. This created a pattern which opened the door for Chinese arms 
sales whenever the United States refused to do so. If Washington had known about the deal and 
allowed it, Israel must have as well. And with good reason. With limited military effectiveness, 
the DF- 3’s main value was about prestige, as well as money. Indeed, when Saddam Hussein 
invaded Kuwait and threatened Saudi Arabia in August 1990, he had not been deterred by the 
Saudi missiles, which Riyadh also failed to use in retaliation.9

These sales led me to wonder: what was the PRC doing with the income, valued at several 
billion US dollars? How would the proceeds from these sales affect China’s defense moderniza-
tion, if at all? These questions opened two new fields of research for me.

One concerned Israel’s arms sales to China. In January 1979, I was asked to deliver a briefing 
on China at Israel Aircraft Industry’s main office. Arriving there, I found some of the heads of 
Israel’s Ministry of Defense, Mossad, and Israel’s defense industries, and was told that they were 
about to take off to China in Shaul Eisenberg’s private jet to sign arms and military technology 
transfer agreements. While I thought I had been familiar with all aspects of Israel’s relations (in 
fact, non- relations) with China, this came as a big surprise. I gave an introduction on Chinese 
history, politics, international relations, economics, military and culture, and on Beijing’s pol-
icies toward Israel. In the second session, a week later, I was asked to join the mission, primarily 
to eavesdrop on what the Chinese said among themselves. I declined, not only because my 
Chinese was too poor to understand spoken Chinese, but primarily because I did not want to 
be associated with this group. To be sure, I knew something about the progress of Israel’s arms 
sales and military technology transfers to China, and their implications, but avoided writing 
about them for nearly 20 years.

In June 1997, I attended a conference, held in Oxford, on foreign military assistance to 
the PRC and the ROC, organized by RAND’s Center for Asia- Pacific Policy and Taiwan’s 
Chinese Council of Advanced Policy Studies (CAPS). Titled “Double Dealing: Calculations 
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and Miscalculations in Israel’s Military Transfers to the PRC and the ROC,” my paper was 
later published.10 This was the first time I had dealt in public with Israel’s arms sales to East 
Asia. Still collecting information about Israel’s military sales to China, I became intrigued by 
the question of how these two countries –  really an odd couple –  became engaged in military 
relations. In addition to the huge difference in size, the Chinese had rejected diplomatic –  
or any other –  relations with Israel. Furthermore, China has continuously supported Israel’s 
enemies, mainly the Palestinians, to the point of denying Israel’s right to exist. Beijing also 
provided the Palestinians with arms and military training, systematically condemning Israel as 
an aggressor and a “running dog” (zougou) of American imperialism. What, then, made Beijing 
turn to Israel for arms and military technology, and why? It took me many years to answer 
these questions.11

Despite their hostility toward Israel and refusal to establish any relations, least of all offi-
cial, the Chinese had been watching Israel’s military achievements, probably from the mid- 
1950s. While they had been dependent on Soviet military supplies and doctrine, Israel’s military 
achievements may have been interesting, but not relevant. However, the Soviet withdrawal from 
China in 1960 and the resulting exacerbated Sino- Soviet break led to a gradual deterioration of 
China’s military capabilities. By the late 1970s, Beijing had realized that defense modernization 
had become essential, but could not be accomplished in isolation, primarily from the anti- 
Soviet Western countries. Consequently, the Chinese almost instinctively launched a “window 
shopping” spree in the West. Soon, their initial enthusiasm about Western advanced technology 
was replaced by the inevitable realization that China could not afford to buy Western weapons, 
not only because of the lack of cash, but also because of incompatibility with their own systems, 
and also because of the wish to avoid yet again establishing any dependence on a great power. 
Israel was a perfect solution to Beijing’s predicament, representing a combination of advantages 
that no other country could.

Israel offered China arms and military technology –  and experience –  that no other country 
could provide. Unlike other countries, it had withstood Soviet weapons successfully and, more-
over, had managed to upgrade huge amounts of such weapons –  the spoils of a number of 
confrontations in the Middle East. Also, unlike other countries, Israel was ready to sell China 
the technology, rather than off- the- shelf weapons. The arms, spare parts, and ammunition 
offered by Israel were not only compatible with China’s arms, but were definitely better. Still, 
there was no way China would become “dependent” on Israel, which was too small and lacked 
global ambitions. Israel had its own accounts to settle with the Soviet Union, which for years 
had systematically and continuously provided arms to its enemies and incited them against 
Israel. In addition, and unlike other states, Israel was never part of the Coordination Committee 
on Exports to Communist Countries (COCOM), and was not bound by its restrictions on 
arms sales to China. Unlike other countries, mainly the United States, Israel was not exposed to 
Soviet pressures since the Soviets had cut diplomatic ties with Israel in 1967,12 and also because 
military negotiations with China were done secretly, unlike the public exchange of statements 
and delegations between China, the United States and Western Europe, entailing negative 
Soviet responses. Finally, Israel did not have to consider the interests of Taiwan; having rejected 
diplomatic relations, there was no need to cut them. In fact, Israel’s unofficial military relations 
with Taiwan may have prompted Beijing to turn to Israel for arms and military technology –  
and, eventually, for the establishment of Sino- Israeli diplomatic relations.

I became interested in Israel’s relations with Taiwan while attending a conference in 
Kaohsiung in March 1988.13 Following the conference, we visited one of the military acad-
emies nearby, where two Taiwanese offered to show me something. They opened the door to 
a one- story building and led me into an empty windowless hall, covered in carpets, with one 

 

 

 

 


