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ABSTRACT 

China has more motivation and responsibility to engage in regional conflicts 

more actively as a rising great power. In order to gain the model of Chinese 

engagement in conflicts, this paper traces leaders' speeches, statements, 

proposals and official news on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and Iran's 

nuclear issue and finds China engages in political and economic ways. 

However, by comparing the focus of the meeting, details of the proposal, and 

response after the emergency, we find China engaged in Iran's nuclear issue 

deeper than the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Mainly because, in Iran's case, the 

complexity of conflicts is lower, the relevance to China's interests is higher, 

and both Iran and America would like to or have to let China engage, which 

affects China's ability, willingness and space to engage separately. Further, 

we forecast China will still engage in Middle East conflicts through its political 

and economic means but deeper in the future.     

  



3 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................. 2 

TABLE OF CONTENTS .............................................................................................. 3 

LIST OF FIGURES ...................................................................................................... 4 

LIST OF TABLES ........................................................................................................ 4 

1. INTRODUCTION ..................................................................................................... 5 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................................... 9 

3. THE CONCEPT OF "ENGAGEMENT" ................................................................. 10 

4. CASE SELECTION AND METHODOLOGY ......................................................... 12 

5. CASE ANALYSIS .................................................................................................. 13 

5.1 China's engagement in Iran's Nuclear Issue ....................................................................... 13 

5.1.1 China's role in the Seven Party talks .............................................................................. 13 

5.1.2 Implementation of the JCPOA ......................................................................................... 21 

5.1.3 the JCPOA in Crisis .............................................................................................................. 22 

5.2 China’s engagement in the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict ................................................... 25 

5.2.1 China’s role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict ............................................................. 26 

5.2.2. 2021 Palestinian-Israeli Crisis .......................................................................................... 28 

5.3 Comparative analysis .................................................................................................................. 35 

5.3.1 The Style of Chinese engagement ................................................................................. 35 

5.3.2. The Depth of Chinese Engagement .............................................................................. 36 

5.3.3 Elements influence the Depth of China's engagement ........................................... 40 

6. CONCLUSION ...................................................................................................... 44 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ....................................................................................................... 48 

 

  



4 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1 - Per cent of China's Petroleum imports (USD million and as % of 

total Chinese Petroleum imports in 2020) ........................................................ 7 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1 - China's engagement in Iran's nuclear issue .................................... 17 

Table 2 - China's engagement after American withdrawal from JCPOA ........ 24 

Table 3 - China's engagement in Palestinian-Israeli Conflict .......................... 30 

Table 4 - China's engagement in 2021 Palestinian-Israeli Crisis .................... 33 

Table 5 - Styles of Chines engagement in conflicts ........................................ 35 

 

  



5 

 

1. Introduction  

As a result of globalization, a regional conflict like the flap of a butterfly's wing 

breezing to its neighbour might eventually lead to a tornado in another place, 

even the whole world, through immigration, food, economy, terrorism, energy 

and nuclear weapon. For instance, in the Ukraine crisis, 7,061 civilian 

casualties and 5.7 million Ukrainian have become refugees (United Nations 

High Commissioner, 2022). EU's energy security is challenged because 

Russia is the leading EU supplier of crude oil (29%), natural gas (43%) and 

solid fossil fuels (54%) (European Commission, 2022). Meanwhile, global food 

insecurity is currently worsening. Since February, the price has risen by 12.6 

per cent, especially the prices of cereals and vegetable oils surging (Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2022). Further, the conflict is 

challenging the West's global liberal order and international law after World 

War II. So, a regional conflict, as a public "bad", needs transnational concerns 

and engagement to resolve.  

The unfolding conflicts rekindle the discussion about the direction of modern 

international security approaches (Azimov, 2022) and the role of great powers 

in global conflicts (Jiang, 2022; Zakheim and Gvosdev, 2022; Roach 2022; 

Umland, 2022; Michta, 2022). After America's withdrawal from Afghanistan in 

2021, its ability and willingness to keep peace have been further questioned. 

Meanwhile, when China's political influence increase with its economic 

development, the international community expects China to take more 

responsibility in regional conflicts and provide a security umbrella. 

Since 2012, a new foreign strategic direction for Chinese foreign policy under 

Xi known as "Fen Fa You Wei" (奋发有为), striving for achievement, has 

replaced "Tao Guang Yang Hui" (韬光养晦), keeping a low profile, set by Deng 

Xiaoping in the early 1990s (Studies and Zhu, 2010; Jisi, 2011). China's 
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foreign policy strategy has changed to take more global responsibility, such as 

continuing to present proposals on how to solve international security crises  

(Sørensen, 2015). Further, China redefined its global role through the Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI), which President Xi launched in 2013 (Panda, 2017). The 

"Marching Westward" ("look west") strategy (Jisi Wang, 2014; Sun and Zoubir, 

2018) builds a strong network across Central Asia, Europe and East Africa 

and develops security and economic links with the Middle East (Ehteshami, 

2018).  

On the other hand, after the Arab Spring of 2011, the Middle East is in radical 

restructuring, with the increasing sectarian violence and the outbreak of civil 

war, such as in Iraq and Syria (Jiang, Erslev Andersen, and Sørensen, 2015). 

After America's withdrawal from the region, the regional states have a general 

trend of "looking East", building ties with Asia, especially China, and 

increasingly expecting China can play a stabilizing role in regional political 

and security affairs. 

As one of the most conflict-affected regions, China's role in the Middle East is 

changing. Beijing's relations with the Middle East remained low for a long time 

since it is a distant neighbour. But after China joined the World Trade 

Organization in 2001, its increasing energy demand following economic 

expansion has made this energy-rich region increasingly crucial (Hirono, 

Jiang, and Lanteigne, 2019). With the world's largest oil and gas reserves, the 

Middle East produced approximately 27.7 million barrels per day in 2020, 

representing 31.1 per cent of the global oil production (N. Sönnichsen, 2021). 

On the other side, China has been the world's largest crude oil importer since 

2015 (Meyer and Sheppard, 2015). Half of the crude oil was from the Middle 

East (47 per cent), mainly from Saudi Arabia (16%), Iraq (11%) and Oman 

(7%) in 2020 (International Trade Centre, 2020).  
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Figure 1 - Per cent of China's Petroleum imports (USD million and as % of total Chinese Petroleum 

imports in 2020) 

Since President Xi Jinping launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013, 

China has also focused on infrastructure construction, trade, and investment 

in the Middle East. China has become the largest investor in the Arab region 

with assets worth nearly $30 billion, a third of foreign investment in the Middle 

East (Scobell, 2017). And China's trade volume with the Middle East has 

increased ten times in the last decade (W. Sidło, 2020). Further, with the 

growing energy demand and economic presence, China expanded its military 

footprint in the region. China established its first overseas military base in 

Djibouti (Al-Tamimi, 2019), one of the three principal chokepoints of global 

naval transit and the home to an American Naval Expeditionary Base (Cohen, 

2019), making China's presence in the Middle East sensitive. 

China has tied with the Middle East by economic interest and energy security, 

but on the one hand, its role in conflicts is controversial. Some scholars find 

China has become more active in conflict mediation since the beginning of the 

Libyan crisis in 2011 (Hirono, Jiang, and Lanteigne, 2019); others find China 

is more visible but not substantial in this region (Burton, 2020a; 2019). On the 
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other hand, a lack of literature discusses the depth of China's engagement by 

comparing cases. With the divergence and omissions in mind, this paper will 

be guided by answering these three questions:  

- Does China have its style of engagement in conflicts?  

- If there is a Chinese style, did China engage in different conflicts at the 

same level?  

- If China engaged in different conflicts to different degrees, what draws 

it to engage deeper in some cases?  

The structure is as follows. The first section reviews how China has engaged 

in the Middle East conflicts since 2012. The second part will briefly introduce 

the concept of engagement and its framework, which includes a broader 

range of behaviour but is always used to explain a state's strategy to another 

state rather than a conflict. The methodology and the reasons why the cases 

of Palestinian-Israeli conflict and Iran issue are selected follow in the third 

section. Then the analysis of China's engagement in these two cases makes 

up the fourth section. In the first part of the analysis, the main task consists of 

tracing the details of what Chinese policymakers have done in these two 

conflicts since 2012. The second part of the analysis will summarize the style 

of Chinese engagement in conflicts and build the framework. The third part of 

the analysis will discuss the depth of China's engagement in these two cases 

by comparing the focus of meetings between the policymakers, the detail of 

the proposal and China's response after an emergency. The last part of the 

analysis points out elements, including the complexity of the conflicts, the 

relevance to China's interest, and the role America plays in a conflict, affecting 

the depth of China's engagement by influencing its ability, willingness and the 

space to engage separately.  
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2. Literature review  

Many analyses on Chinese-Middle East relations trace China's relationship 

with states in the Middle East from a historical perspective rather than a view 

of conflicts. For instance, Olimat (2012) traces centuries-long relations 

between China and Israel, Saudi Arabia, Iran, the United Arab Emirates, and 

Algeria, from which he finds China's national interests in the Middle East are 

only increasing. So, the relations between China and the Middle East will be 

enhanced rather than undermined by the Arab Spring. Fraihat and Leber  

(2019) research China's relations with the Middle East in the early 2000s. 

They find even though China doesn't have hegemonic ambitions like America 

in the post-Cold War world, it has engaged more proactively in the region 

since the Arab Spring because major conflicts in this region will directly affect 

Chinese affairs and economic interests. 

From the perspective of conflicts, scholars agree that China's engagement is 

more visible after the Arab Spring, but its substantiality is controversial. For 

instance, Hirono, Jiang, and Lanteigne (2019) find China has updated the 

principle of non-interference and non-intervention and has become more 

active in conflict mediation since the Libyan crisis in 2011. The increasing 

number of Chinese citizens abroad, the closer economic relations with the 

partners along the Belt and Road, and the concerns about its international 

status as a responsible great power motivate Beijing to engage more in the 

conflicts. Burton (2020a; 2019) also finds China's presence in the conflicts is 

rising from the Cold War to the present but argues that it is not substantive, 

which did not resolve the roots of conflict but merely confined violence. 

Karakır (2022) has a similar opinion that China's conflict management is 

increasing diplomatic, but this increased engagement remained short of 

impact. Fraihat and Leber (2019) use the civil war in Syria as an example and 

finds although China issued four-, five-, and six-point peace proposal, it took 
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no action to solve the crisis beyond calling for negotiation and humanitarian 

aid and rebuilding the war-torn country. 

To further discuss China's engagement in conflicts, some researchers try to 

summarize China's style of engagement. Olimat (2012) argues that China 

lacked a coherent, consistent and systematic approach to dealing with 

conflicts in the Arab uprisings, such as the cases of Libya, Yemen and Egypt. 

He also mentions the case of Syria, in which China claimed to stand by the 

Syrian people rhetorically, but it provided weapons to the authoritarian 

regimes and voted against several draft resolutions in the UN, which incited 

the resentment of the Arab people. However, Liu and He (2018) find out the 

characteristics of China's engagement in conflicts, including solving security 

problems through economic development, solving conflicts step-by-step from 

easy to difficult， resolving security issues with extra-regional great powers 

and the major powers in the regions. However, when they focus on 

summarizing the style or trend of China's engagement, they ignore comparing 

the depth of engagement in different cases. 

Only a few researchers categorize the great power's engagement in conflicts 

and evaluate the depth. Sun and Zoubir (2018) and Jin Wang (2016) find that 

Chinese governance has invested diplomatic resources to different degrees 

and engaged in various approaches, which are defined as "selective 

mediation". According to the level of engagement, Sun and Zoubir (2018) 

break down China's "quasi-mediation" into multifaceted intervention, proactive 

involvement, limited intercession, and indirect participation. However, they 

haven't been tested with specific cases.  

3. The concept of "engagement" 

Many analyses discuss China's behaviour in the conflicts from the conception 

of "mediation"  (Burton, 2020a; Hirono, Jiang, and Lanteigne, 2019; Sun and 
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Zoubir, 2018; Qian and Wu, 2009; Large, 2008) rather than "engagement", 

which leads to some behaviours China did that may be neglected.  

The conception of "engagement" has been defined and used for evaluating 

foreign policy by policymakers for a long time. Clinton's foreign policy team 

has defined the meanings of engagement as 1) a broad-based orientation of 

national strategies, such as the choice between protectionism and active 

foreign engagement abroad on behalf of democracy and expended trade. 2) a 

specific way to manage bilateral relations with a target state by the 

unconditional provision of continuous concessions or 3) by the conditional 

provision of concessions 4) a bilateral policy characterized by the broadening 

of contacts in areas of mutual interest with the target state or 5) by the 

provision of technical assistance to facilitate economic and political 

liberalization in the target state (Resnick, 2001).  

On the academic side, it is regarded as a foreign policy strategy that depends 

on positive incentives to achieve its objectives (Haass and O'Sullivan, 2001) 

or the attempt to integrate a target country into the international order through 

increasing trade and financial transactions (Papayoanou and Kastner, 1999). 

Resnick(2001) distinguishes "engagement" with alternative policies like 

appeasement, isolation and containment and defines it as "an attempt to 

influence the political behaviour of a target state through establishing the 

comprehensive contacts with that state by different means, including 

diplomatic, military, economic and cultural contacts.  

This paper uses this broader term and the category made by Resnick (2001) 

to comprehensively evaluate and analyze the state's behaviour in conflicts. 

This transfer can work because it is still a strategy to contact target states 

when the state engages in conflicts. Only the number of its target states 

increases to at least two, and the goals may change from developing relations 

with target states to resolving conflicts. However, the styles of engagement 
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are categorized by means rather than goals or ends (Resnick, 2001), so its 

category can still be used to describe and evaluate a state's behaviour in 

conflicts. 

4. Case Selection and Methodology  

In terms of security affairs in the Middle East, on the one hand, it can be 

classified by traditional conflicts, such as the nuclear issue and the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and the non-traditional conflicts like the rise of the 

organization of the "Islamic State"  (Sun and Zoubir, 2018).On the other hand, 

according to nature, it can range from intra-state conflicts to inter-state 

conflicts and regional or even global conflicts (Burton, 2020b). The intra-state 

security issues refer to conflicts arising from differences among ethnic groups, 

tribes, political factions and political organizations in a country, such as the 

Kurdish issue in Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran or Bahrain's domestic strife (Sun 

and Zoubir, 2018). The inter-state conflicts arise between two or more 

sovereign states. In contrast, the regional security issues will threaten the 

Middle East region and even the world. 

The paper chooses the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and Iran's nuclear issue 

because they are the most traditional and hottest conflicts in the Middle East 

but different in nature. While the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is a conflict 

between two states due to religious and territorial disputes, the Iranian nuclear 

issue is a regional and even global security issue. Although the protagonists in 

Iran's nuclear case are Iran and the United States, it is challenging the 

international order, especially the treaty on the Non- Proliferation of nuclear 

weapons made by great powers in 1968. 

In the analysis part, this paper will trace the clues of Chinese behaviour from 

president Xi and other foreign policymakers' speeches and statements, 

proposals, and other official news and other documents shown on the 
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Chinese governmental website, mainly from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

the PRC. However, the limitation is some details that are not published on the 

official website may be omitted. So, the paper also collects details from some 

pieces of literature.  

5. Case Analysis  

5.1 China's engagement in Iran's Nuclear Issue 

In the post-Cold War era, non-traditional security governance has become an 

essential part of global security governance, especially after the Iranian 

nuclear security issue caused a global alarm in 2002. Because there are 

vague definitions in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) between 

military nuclear weapons development activities and civilian nuclear energy 

development activities, the resolution to Iran's nuclear case will be transferred 

to other non-nuclear-weapon states that may also have capabilities to dual-

use nuclear, such as Japan, Vietnam, the Philippines, South Korea, Brazil and 

others. So, the treatment of the Iranian nuclear issue is about the security of 

Iran and the Middle East and impacts the international non-proliferation 

standards to which non-nuclear-weapon states and global nuclear 

proliferation governance.  

5.1.1 China's role in the Seven Party talks 

"Today's world is still permeated with unstable elements. With 

international hotspot issues keeping emerging, it allows no 

delay in strengthening global security governance. As the 

international community is a community of common destiny, 

major countries should play a mainstay role in coping with 

issues, just as the six countries address the Iranian nuclear 

issue."  

–President Xi Jinping at the leaders' meeting of six countries on the 
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Iranian nuclear (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic 

of China[MFAPRC], 2016) 

China outlined its proposition in the UN Security Council and urged a new 

round of negotiations before the Seven Party talks resumed in October 2013. 

During meetings with the Iran Sanction Committee in March 2013 (UN, 2013) 

and September 2013 (The Central People's Government of the 

PRC[CPGPRC], 2013), China disagreed with putting new sanctions on Iran 

and criticized that "some countries have taken unilateral sanctions actions and 

arbitrarily expanded the scope of sanctions to the detriment of the legitimate 

rights and interests of other countries". In the 68th Session of the UN's 

General Assembly held in September 2013 (MFAPRC, 2013b), China stated 

that China supports upholding the international non-proliferation regime and 

respects Iran's right to use nuclear energy peacefully. At the same time, China 

reminded Iran that it also has to fulfil its international non-proliferation 

obligation as a signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). 

Meanwhile, he emphasized that the only proper way to resolve the Iranian 

nuclear issue is negotiation, which is the right way to seek the common 

interests of all parties, and urged the International Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA) and Iran to strengthen cooperation and strive for substantive results.  

China invested significant diplomatic resources in achieving a Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) during the negotiations. Around ten 

rounds of Seven Party talks and more than 17 meetings at various levels were 

held from October 2013 to July 2015 (Garver 2018). China assigned high-

level government officials to participate in all of them, including the Foreign 

Minister (MFAPRC,2013c; 2014e; 2015), Vice Foreign Minister (Consulate-

General of the people's Republic of China in Mumbai 2014), Assistant of 

Foreign Minister (MFAPRC, 2013a), Director-General of the Arms Control and 

Disarmament (MFAPRC, 2014a; 2014d; 2014f) and China's deputy 
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ambassador to the UN Security Council (MFAPRC, 2014c), China's 

ambassador to Iran (Embassy of the People's Republic of China in the Islamic 

Rebublic of Iran 2015). President Xi Jinping met and called with President 

Rouhani several times outside the talking rooms. The Foreign Minister, Wang 

Yi, visited Iran twice, seven years away from his last visit to Iran. 

Chinese representatives urged Iran's leaders to make a deal on at least 17 

occasions (Garver 2018). For example, one month before the Seven Party 

talks resumed, President Xi met with President Rouhani during the Shanghai 

cooperation organization summit. He welcomed the positive attitude of Iran's 

new government on the Iran nuclear issue and expressed respect for the 

rights and interests of Iran. In November 2013, the month a Joint Plan of 

Action(JPA) should be achieved, President Xi called Rouhani and encouraged 

him to reach an interim agreement with the P5+1.  

The prospect of expanded cooperation with China via the Belt and Road 

Initiative became a pressure or incentive for Tehran to deal with the 

international community on the nuclear issue. In September 2014, when 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi met with Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif 

(MFAPRC, 2014b), he expressed that China expects to strengthen mutual 

political trust and practical cooperation with Iran. And then, he turned to the 

topics of the nuclear issue and appealed to all parties would adopt a flexible 

and pragmatic approach to reach a fair agreement. At the final phase of the 

Seven Party talks, Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited Iran and met with Zarif 

again. They discussed Iran's participation in the Belt and Road Initiative and 

Iran's eastward policy. Then they urged Tehran to establish trust with the other 

Six parties and reach a comprehensive agreement soon (MFAPRC, 2015b). 

In addition to Iran, China promoted the negotiation from the other side, the 

members of P5+1, especially the US and Russia. In order to achieve a 

political framework of a Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) by 31 
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March 2014, while Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited Iran, Chinese President Xi 

talked with US President Barack Obama; and the State Councilor Yang Jiechi 

communicated with US President Assistant to National Security Affairs 

Condoleezza Rice. In June 2015, during the final phase of the talks, Wang Yi 

arrived in Vienna three times a fortnight. He talked with the US Secretary of 

State John Kerry on priority issues of the agreement (MFAPRC, 2015) and 

met with Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov to express that China would 

like to advance the deal with Russia to push an agreement to be reached 

without further delay (MFAPRC, 2015).  

China also exchanges opinions with relative states and international 

organizations outside the P5+1 mechanism. When Foreign Minister Wang Yi 

met with the Iraqi Foreign Minister Zebari and IAEA Director General Yukiya 

Amano (MFAPRC, 2015d), Chinese Middle East envoy Wu Sike talked with 

the Israeli Foreign Minister (MFAPRC, 2013b) and Vice Foreign Minister Li 

Baodong met with the President of International Crisis Group, President 

Gernot (MFAPRC, 2015a). They discussed the progress of negotiations and 

the nuclear non-proliferation regime. 
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Table 1 - China's engagement in Iran's nuclear issue 

Date Participant Event Content  

Jul.2012 with US & Iran 

envoys 

Secret meeting in Oman  

Mar.2013 Deputy ambassador The UN Security 

Council  

Outline the key stands of China's position that China disagrees with the excessive pressure 

on Iran and adopting new sanctions; Encourage Iran and the International Atomic Energy 

Agency to strengthen their cooperation further. 

Jul.2013 AFM Six-Nation Foreign 

Ministerial Meeting  

Stress that the talks between the six powers and Iran have entered a new phase and urge 

both sides to seize the opportunity to strengthen contacts and mutual trust and hold a new 

round of dialogue sessions as soon as possible to achieve substantive progress 

Sep.2013 FM Six-Nation Foreign 

Ministerial Meeting 

 

Sep.2013 President Xi Jinping 

& Rouhani 

Shanghai cooperation 

organization summit in 

Bishkek 

Express welcome to the positive attitude of Iran's new government regarding the resolution 

of the Iran nuclear issue and respect the legitimate rights and interests of Iran 

Sep.2013 Deputy ambassador The UN Security 

Council 

Oppose the use or threat of use of force and Disagrees with excessive pressure on Iran and 

the adoption of new sanctions again 

Oct.2013 DGAC The Seven Party talks Express China's willingness to play a constructive role through political and diplomatic 

means 

Urge all parties to accommodate each other's concerns, adhere to the principle of 
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reciprocity in distribution and carry out substantive negotiations 

Nov.2013 FM The Seven Party talks Achieve an interim deal (the Joint Plan of Action, JPA) on resolving the Iranian nuclear 

issue (Iran needs to freeze parts of its sensitive nuclear program by 20 July 2014, while the 

West reduces sanctions on Iran accordingly, and both sides seek a negotiated 

comprehensive agreement) 

Feb. 2014 VFM The Seven Party talks State China's five-point principle 

Apr. 2014 DGAC The Seven Party talks  

Aug.2014 VFM& deputy FM 

Ebrahim Rahimpour 

Beijing  Express China's high priority of developing Sino-Iran relations and willingness to further 

promote the Seven party talks actively 

Sep.2014 FM& Iran FM Zarif Shanghai cooperation 

organization summit in 

Tajikistan 

 

Express China will continue to strengthen mutual political trust and practical cooperation 

with Iran and hopes all parties can adopt a flexible and pragmatic approach to reach a fair 

and balanced agreement 

Sep.2014 China's deputy 

ambassador to the 

UN 

The Seven Party talks  

Oct.2014 DGAC 

&Iran VFM 

& US Deputy 

Secretary of State 

Informal Seven party 

talks  

Encourage all parties to adhere to the JPA and urge them to resolve the critical issues as a 

package within a "reasonable time frame" agreed upon by all parties 
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and Russian 

Deputy FM 

(separately) 

Nov.2014 FM & Iran FM Zarif Telephone call Urge Iran to show greater flexibility and seek a fair and balanced comprehensive agreement 

on time 

Nov.2014 FM The Seven Party talks Propose a new set of modalities/ideas to address "outstanding questions." 

After the meeting, China talked to the media that China hopes to mediate, reduce 

differences and increase mutual understanding; to the maintenance of the NPT and the 

peace and stability in the entire Middle East region 

Dec.2014 VFM & Iran FM, 

VFM, Deputy 

Secretary of the 

Supreme National 

Security Council  

Iran Express China is ready to work with all parties concerned, including Iran, to promote a 

comprehensive, long-term and appropriate solution to the Iranian nuclear issue 

Dec.2014 DGAC The Seven Party talks  

Feb.2015 FM &Iran FM Zarif Iran Discuss Iran's participation in "BRI", and link Iran's eastward policy. 

Praise President Rouhani's emphasis on Iran's position of not developing nuclear weapons 

and urge Tehran to establish trust with the Six Parties and reach a comprehensive 

agreement soon.  

Feb.2015 FM & Iran FM Zarif Telephone call Exchange ideas on Sino-Iran relations 
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March.2015 FM & Iran FM Zarif Switzerland Express China's hope that all parties seize the opportunity to reach the settlement 

March.2015 Ambassador to Iran Conference on the 

future of China-Iran 

relations 

 

Review the expanding exchanges of all sorts between the two countries and a "blueprint" 

for expanded cooperation. Then turn to the Nuclear issue, "China has taken an objective 

and fair position regarding the Iran nuclear issue from start to finish and is willing to play a 

constructive role and push Iran, and the Six Powers get closer and reach an early 

comprehensive agreement." 

March.2015 FM The Seven party talks Propose a four-points proposal 

April.2015 Xi Jinping& 

Rouhani 

Indonesia Express the willingness to develop long-term and stable cooperation with Iran; hope for an 

early and durable nuclear settlement 

Jul.2015 FM The final Seven Party 

talks 

Urge the US and Iran to make a decision as soon as possible 

FM: Foreign Minister, Wang Yi 

VFM: Vice Foreign Minister Li Baodong, Zhang Ming 

AFM: Assistant of Foreign Minister, Ma Zhaoxu, Zhang Ming 

DGAC: Director-General of the Arms Control and Disarmament Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), Wang Qun, Pang Sen  

China's deputy ambassador to the UN Security Council, Wang Min, 

China's ambassador to Iran, Pang Sen 

 



21 

 

5.1.2 Implementation of the JCPOA 

After the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) was reached in July 

2015, China highlighted it and called for implementation on several occasions. 

In 2016, when the Chinese president visited Iran, which was the first visit by 

China's President in 14 years, Xi Jinping expressed a high appreciation for 

Iran's cooperation in the negotiations. Meanwhile, when Foreign Minister 

Wang Yi called Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif, he emphasized the 

implementation of UNSCR 2231and the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 

(JCPOA) (MFAPRC, 2016b). In April 2016, when President Xi attended the 

leaders' meeting with members of the P5+1 in Washington DC, he repeated 

that the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) on the Iranian nuclear 

issue is a significant milestone. Still, there is a long way to implement it 

(MFAPRC, 2016a). In December 2017, during the 15th meeting of the foreign 

ministers of China, Russia, and India, they reached a consensus to promote 

the agreement's implementation and help Iran develop economic and political 

engagement with other countries (MFAPRC, 2017d). In the UN General 

Assembly in 2016, 2017 and 2018, China repeatedly urged all parties to 

implement the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and maintain it 

effectively (MFAPRC, 2016d; 2017c; 2018c).  

China had the experience of designing and constructing the requisite lower-

plutonium reactor, so it played a significant role in assisting Iran in redesigning 

the reactor to produce considerably less plutonium. In April 2017, Iran and 

China signed an agreement in Vienna on the reconstruction of the Arak 

reactor, which let the implementation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

Action (JCPOA) smoothly (Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2017). In 2015 and 2016, 

China contributed RMB 4 million (about US$594,963) to support the 

International Atomic Energy Agency, which is in charge of inspecting whether 

Iran's nuclear facilities are following the emerging accord (Sun and Zhang, 
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2016). 

5.1.3 the JCPOA in Crisis 

After the US President Donald Trump announced that the US withdrew from 

JCPOA and planned to reimpose sanctions on Iran in May 2018, China stated 

its position quickly and reached a consensus with the UN, Iran and other 

members in P5+1 promptly to safeguard the JCPOA. In September 2018, 

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi met with UN Secretary-General Antonio 

Guterres (MFAPRC, 2018e). He encouraged Iran to continue implementing its 

commitments under the JCPOA and for all parties to continue the economic 

and trade cooperation with Iran during the public meeting of the Security 

Council (MFAPRC, 2018d). Meanwhile, Chinese President Xi Jinping held 

talks with Iranian President Rouhani in Qingdao, China. He stressed the 

importance of the JCPOA to maintaining stability in the Middle East and the 

international nuclear non-proliferation regime, so he urged both sides to 

ensure its implementation (MFAPRC, 2018a). Six months later, Iranian Deputy 

Minister Alaghchi came to Beijing to meet with the Deputy Foreign Minister, 

Ma Zhaoxu, to make sure that both sides agreed to strengthen strategic 

cooperation and implement the JCPOA effectively (MFAPRC, 2019a). In 

August 2018, Foreign Minister Wang Yi confirmed with the representative of 

the EU for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Mogherini, that both sides 

would uphold and implement the Iran nuclear deal and oppose any unilateral 

sanctions (MFAPRC, 2018b). In December 2019, ministers of Foreign Affairs 

from France, Germany and the UK visited China. A meeting held by Fu Cong, 

Director General of the Arms Control Department, reached a consensus that 

China and Europe will adhere to implementing the JCPOA within the 

framework of the P5+1 mechanism and upholding the international nuclear 

non-proliferation system (MFAPRC, 2019b)  

In 2020, after Iranian leader Qassem Soleimani was assassinated by US 
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forces in Baghdad, China reiterated its position in the UN and talked with 

members of the P5+1 promptly. In June 2020, Wang Yi wrote to the UN 

Secretary-General and the President of the Security Council. He criticized the 

US unilateral withdrawal from the JCPOA and illegal unilateral sanctions 

against Iran that violated the Security Council Resolution 2231 (MFAPRC, 

2020). He clarified that China disagrees with the US imposing sanctions on 

the Iranian arms embargo. At a public meeting of the Security Council on the 

Iranian nuclear issue, Ambassador Geng Shuang urged the US to remove 

unilateral sanctions and long-arm jurisdiction again. He argued that Iran's 

reduced implementation of the agreement resulted from extreme pressure 

from the US and called on all parties to exercise restraint and narrow 

differences by negotiations (Permanent Mission of the People's Republic of 

China to the UN, 2020). In December 2020, Foreign Minister Wang Yi 

attended a video conference on Iran's nuclear issue with Foreign Ministers of 

members in P5+1 and put forward a four-point proposal on the Iranian nuclear 

issue (MFAPRC, 2020) 

When Iran had said it would not hold direct talks with the US at any level, 

China was active as a bilateral coordinator and made an effort to revive the 

nuclear deal. On 10 February, 22 February and 17 March 2021, Ma Zhaoxu, 

the Chinese Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, met with John Malley, US Special 

Envoy for Iranian Affairs, and hoped to work with the US to put the JCPOA 

back on track (MFAPRC, 2021b; 2021c; 2021a). In March 2022, President Xi 

met with the leaders of France and Germany (MFAPRC, 2022b), and in 

August, he talked with the Iran president and American president. At the same 

time, Yang Jiechi met with US Assistant for National Security Affairs Sullivan 

to find a commonplace. In the same month, Wang Yi met with Iranian Foreign 

Minister Abdollahiyan and committed that China would support Iran and 

against unilateral sanctions from the US (MFAPRC, 2022c).  
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In the new negotiation round, China also provided economic support for Iran 

to encourage Tehran to come back to the negotiating table and revive the 

nuclear deal. China maintained a small monthly purchase of Iranian oil that 

averaged 2.4 million barrels over 2020. It buys more Iranian oil in 2022 than 

before, at 30 million barrels for March 2022, exceeding the peak in 2017, 

which poses a challenge to the US sanctions (Aizhu and Lawler, 2022). 

Further, a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (CSP) agreement signed in 

March 2021 boosts their cooperation on oil and provides a framework for 

political, economic, and security cooperation over the next 25 years (MFAPRC, 

2022a), which implementation depends on the restoration of the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). 

Table 2 - China's engagement after American withdrawal from JCPOA 

Date Participant  Event Content 

Jul. 2018 FM  the Foreign Ministers' 
Meeting 

Reiterate the five-point 
proposal  

Aug. 
2018 

FM 
&Mogherini, 
High 
Representative 
of the EU for 
Foreign Affairs 
and Security 
Policy 

East Asia Cooperation 
Series Foreign Ministers 
Meeting 

The two sides agreed to 
maintain and implement the 
JCPOA, to strengthen 
coordination and efforts to 
uphold the rights of all parties 
under the agreement. Both 
expressed their opposition to 
any unilateral sanctions and 
agreed 

Sep. 
2019 

FM Six-Nation Foreign 
Ministerial Meeting 

Propose Four-points principles: 
upholding multilateralism, 
implementing the 
comprehensive agreement, 
resolving differences through 
negotiation, and promoting 
regional peace 

Dec. 
2019 

DGAC The joint 
commission on Iran's nuclear 
program  

Criticize that the US withdrawal 
is the root of the Iranian 
nuclear issue 

Urge Iran to restrain and 
accept supervisory inspections 
from IAEA 

Disapprove of the launch of a 
comprehensive agreement 
dispute resolution mechanism 

Oct. 2020 FM Council Ministerial Meeting 
on the Situation in the Gulf 

Initiative to establish a platform 
for multilateral dialogue in the 



25 

 

Region Gulf region 

Dec. 
2020 

China's deputy 
ambassador to 
the UN 

UN Security Council Urge the US to return to the 
JCPOA unconditionally at an 
early date 

expressed that China will 
continue to make ongoing 
efforts to promote a political 
solution to the Iranian nuclear 
issue 

Dec.2020 FM Six-Nation Foreign 
Ministerial Meeting 

Propose a four-point 
proposition for a political and 
diplomatic solution to the 
Iranian nuclear issue 

Feb.2021 VFM Telephone call Urges the United States, as the 
party responsible for 
unilaterally withdrawing from 
the JCPOA, to lift the unilateral 
sanctions and remove the long-
arm jurisdiction measures as 
soon as possible 

Feb.2021 VFM Telephone call 

Mar.2021 VFM Telephone call 

April.2021 Permanent 
Representative 
to the United 
Nations 

The joint 
commission on Iran's nuclear 
program  

Support for the commission 
working on the nuclear field 
and sanctions and engaging 
with the United States at close 
quarters 

5.2 China’s engagement in the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict  

In May 2021, another armed conflict between Palestine and Israel broke out, 

which reignited the international community's attention to the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. The number of troops and weaponry, the scope of the 

clash, and the casualties from both sides, show the conflict was the most 

intense since 2012. In addition to traditional rockets, Hamas has used 

disposable medium-sized drones, and several armed factions in the Gaza 

Strip held a joint military exercise in December 2020. In terms of the scope, 

except for the territories besieged by Israel, such as Gaza, the West Bank and 

East Jerusalem, clashes erupted in the Israeli region, displacing nearly 52,000 

people and bombarding the only laboratory in Gaza City that could conduct 

tests for Covid-19. To avoid a humanitarian catastrophe, countries and 

international organizations have called for a ceasefire and provided 

humanitarian aid, but the root of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict remains 
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unresolved. 

5.2.1 China’s role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict  

China's proposals on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have been consistent. Xi 

Jinping's Four-Point Plan for peace was announced in May 2013, and the 

other was in 2017, but both revolve around: firmly supporting the two-state 

solution; insisting on negotiations as the only way to resolve the conflict; 

stopping violence against civilians, and urging the international community to 

promote the negotiation process and assist Palestinian. In 2017, China 

emphasized its contribution as part of the international community among the 

new proposals. For example, China will convene a seminar for Palestinian-

Israeli peacemakers, promote Palestinian-Israeli cooperation based on the 

Belt and Road initiative, launch a tripartite dialogue mechanism between 

China, Palestine and Israel, and increase its assistance to Palestinian 

economic construction projects. 

While engaging in the conflict, Chinese leaders have focused on developing 

economic relations with both sides. In May 2013, President Xi Jinping met 

with Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and Israeli Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu (MFAPRC, 2013e; 2013d). After the meeting with Abbas, 

they signed agreements on economic and technical, cultural and educational 

cooperation. After Prime Minister Li Keqiang talked with Netanyahu, they 

signed cooperation agreements in investment and trade, science and 

technology, agriculture, engineering contracting and labour, and decided to 

set up a particular working group to conduct a comprehensive study on Sino-

Israeli cooperation in economic and social-related fields. When Vice Premier 

Wang Yandong visited Palestine in March 2016 and Chinese Vice President 

Wang Qishan visited again in October 2018, they expressed the hope of 

promoting Palestinian economic development through the Belt and Road 

Initiative (MFAPRC, 2018f). 
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The Chinese special envoy to the Middle East and Foreign Minister Wang Yi 

are critical figures in China's engagement in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

Between 2012 and 2014, Special Envoy to the Middle East Wu Sike met five 

times with senior Israeli and Palestinian officials (MFAPRC, 2013a; 2013c; 

2014d), including the Israeli Deputy Foreign Minister, the Minister of Justice, 

the head of Palestinian-Israeli negotiations, the Palestinian Prime Minister, the 

Secretary-General of the National Authority and internal Fatah officials 

(MFAPRC, 2014c; 2014c; 2013c; 2012b). After Gong Xiaosheng became 

China's Special Envoy in 2014, he met with Israeli officials like the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, the Deputy Director-General, the Chairman of the Movement 

and the Coordinator of Palestinian Political Affairs, and Palestinian President 

Abbas and foreign affairs advisers, Chairman of the Movement Party and 

Coordinator of Palestinian Political Affairs (MFAPRC, 2016c; 2017a).  

Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Vice Minister Zhang Ming were promptly 

involved when the conflict erupted or the negotiations stalled. For example, on 

8 July 2014, the Israeli military offensive against Gaza displaced nearly 

425,000, nearly 25 per cent of Gazans (Li, 2014). Foreign Minister Wang Yi 

immediately met with Palestinian Foreign Minister Al-Maliki. At the same time, 

Vice Foreign Minister promptly met twice with the Israeli Ambassador Maarten 

to focus on urging a ceasefire (MFAPRC, 2014e). 

As a permanent member of the UN Security Council, China has repeatedly 

stressed that the Palestinian-Israeli conflict should not be marginalized and 

has called on the international community to put forward specific proposals. In 

2012, China voted in favour of the resolution to grant Palestine observer 

status in the UN, demonstrating China's support for Palestinian statehood and 

membership in the UN. In 2012 and 2014, when the situation in Gaza was 

tense, Ambassadors Li Baodong and Liu Jieyi condemned Israel's settlements 

in East Jerusalem and other occupied Palestinian territories at an emergency 
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meeting in the Middle East (MFAPRC, 2012a; 2014h). They called on the 

Quartet (the UN, Russia, the US and the EU) to develop a concrete proposal 

as soon as possible. In July 2017, as UN Presidency, China convened a 

seminar on the Palestinian issue and hosted an international conference on 

Israeli-Palestinian peace.  

The "peace symposium" is a unique model to provide a platform for the 

Palestinian and Israeli sides to exchange ideas and seek greater consensus 

(MFAPRC, 2017e). The idea is based on the 2013 Four-Point proposal. China 

has organized four seminars for Palestinian-Israeli peace activists in 2006, 

2013, 2017 and 2021, chaired by Minister Wang Yi and attended by Israeli 

and Palestinian "peace activists. 

China has used the Belt and Road to help Palestine develop its infrastructure 

and provide humanitarian aid to the Palestinians. After the Israeli military 

attacked Gaza in 2014, Beijing pledged $1.5 million in financial assistance to 

reconstruct and humanitarian aid. Since China announced the Belt and Road 

initiative in 2013, China has allocated $7.5 million for projects in the 

Palestinian territories. 

5.2.2. 2021 Palestinian-Israeli Crisis 

When a new round of Palestinian-Israeli armed conflict broke out in May 2021, 

China was the UN Presidency and actively convened meetings to urge a 

ceasefire and promote peace talks. On 12 May, China held urgent 

consultations online and called on the Security Council to reaffirm its 

commitment to the "two-state solution" (MFAPRC, 2021d). As the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict escalated, China hosted another emergency open meeting in 

the UN Security Council, put forward a four-point proposal, and welcomed 

direct talks between Palestinian and Israeli negotiators in China (MFAPRC, 

2021e). In November 2021, President Xi Jinping made a congratulatory call to 

the UN General Assembly on the Day of Solidarity with the Palestinian People, 
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stating that China would continue to provide humanitarian, development, and 

anti-epidemic assistance to Palestine (MFAPRC, 2021h). 

To prevent a large-scale humanitarian disaster in Palestine, China provided 

Palestine with US$1 million in emergency humanitarian funds and one million 

doses of vaccines. And later, jointly with Egypt, 500,000 vaccines were sent to 

the people in Gaza and 200,000 doses to the United Nations Relief and 

Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (MFAPRC, 2021g).  
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Table 3 - China's engagement in Palestinian-Israeli Conflict 

Date Participant  Event Content 

Oct. 2012 SP & Israeli VFM Ayalon  Israel Hope Israel can make positive efforts to remove obstacles to the peace talks, focus on the 

long term, rebuild mutual trust, and seek to restart the peace talks and achieve 

substantive progress at an early date 

Oct. 2012 SP & Palestinian Chief Negotiator 

Erekat  

Palestine Brief Erekat on China's previous visit to Israel to promote peace talks; stress that China 

has always considered the Palestinian issue the core issue in the Middle East and is 

willing to work with Palestine and relative parties to promote a just and reasonable 

solution. 

Nov. 2012 67th Session of the United Nations General Assembly Vote for Palestine to be admitted as a UN Observer State 

Apr. 2013 SP & Secretary-General of the 

Palestinian National Authority Taib 

and Fatah officials  

Palestine Exchange views on the latest situation of the Middle East peace process and the 

Palestinian issue 

Apr. 2013 SP & Israeli VFM Elkin and Justice 

Minister Livni 

Israel Express that China values friendly and cooperative relations with Israel and hopes to 

strengthen it further. 

Brief its previous visit to Palestine and stress that the conflict can be resolved through 

political and diplomatic means 

May. 2013 President Xi & President Abbas China Put forward the Four-points proposal  

Sign documents on Sino-Palestinian cooperation in economic and technical, cultural and 

education.  

May. 2013 Premier & Israeli Primer Benjamin China Hope both sides move toward each other, create conditions for the resumption of the 
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Netanyahu peace talks and achieve substantive progress; Sign documents on Sino-Israeli 

cooperation in agriculture, science and technology, education and other fields 

May. 2013 President Xi & Israeli Primer 

Benjamin Netanyahu 

China Brief China's four-point proposal and hope both sides work together, build mutual trust, 

and restart peace talks as soon as possible 

Jul. 2014 SP  Palestine Condemn the attacks against innocent civilians, call for an immediate ceasefire and stress 

that peace talks are the only way to resolve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
Jul. 2014 SP& Iran VFM Hanegbi Israel 

Jul. 2014 SP Palestine 

Jul. 2014 SP Israel 

Aug. 2014 VFM & Israeli Ambassador to China 

Maarten 

Beijing  Express its concern over the recent continuation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which 

has resulted in many deaths and injuries. Condemn any attacks against civilians and call 

for an immediate ceasefire to create the conditions for the early resumption of peace talks 

Nov. 2015 Vice-Premier & Palestinian Primer 

Hamdila 

Palestine  

Nov. 2015 Vice-Premier & Israeli Vice-Primer 

Shalom 

Israel   

Sep. 2016 SP & Deputy Director-General of the 

Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

Chairman of the Movement Party, 

Member of Knesset and Deputy 

Coordinator for Palestinian 

Government Affairs 

Israel   

Apr. 2017 FM & Palestinian FM Al-Maliki Beijing  Three-point proposals for restarting the Palestinian-Israeli peace talks: 
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Implement UNSC 2334 to stop new settlements and violence against innocent civilians 

and undermine mutual trust 

Restart the peace talks as soon as possible by starting with specific issues and 

Call on the parties traditionally influenced the Palestinian-Israeli issue to set innovative 

mechanisms to facilitate the talks 

May. 2017 SP& Israeli VFM, Coordinator of 

Palestinian Government Affairs in 

Israel, Deputy Director of the 

UNRWA, EU Special Representative 

for the Middle East Peace Process. 

Israel Exchange views in-depth on the Palestinian-Israeli issue and the situation in the Middle 

East 

July. 2017 President Xi & President Abbas Beijing Four-points Proposal  

Oct.2018 Vice President & Primer Hamdila. Palestine Welcome Palestine's active participation in the "Belt and Road" construction, and Sign the 

Memorandum of Understanding on the Launch of China-Pakistan FTA Negotiations 

Support Palestine and Israel to resolve their dispute through peaceful negotiations 

Nov.2018 SP & President Abbas; Presidential 

Adviser, Assistant Foreign Minister, 

Fatah Minister for Chinese Affairs  

Palestine  

Nov. 2018 Permanent Representative to the UN The UN Security Council 

Open Meeting on the 

Middle East 

Propose ideas for resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict:  

First, insist on the two-state solution as the fundamental way to resolve the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict, with the principle of "land for peace" and the Arab Peace Initiative as the 

basis. Second, explore new mechanisms to facilitate peace talks between Israel and 

Palestine. Third, the status of Jerusalem is the key to advancing the Middle East peace 



33 

 

process. 

Feb. 2020 Permanent Representative to the UN The UN Security Council 

Open Video Meeting on 

Palestine issue 

Reiterate the significance of the two-state solution and the international consensus on 

"land for peace", call for equal dialogue and negotiations, and appeal to the international 

community to increase humanitarian assistance and economic reconstruction for 

Palestine 

Jun. 2020 FM The UN Security Council 

Open Video Meeting on 

Palestine issue 

Reaffirm the four-point proposal made by President Xi Jinping in 2017 

Vice President Wang Qishan;              Premier Li Keqiang;         Vice-Premier, Wang Yang 

FM: Foreign Minister, Wang Yi;           VFM: Vice Foreign Minister, Zhang Ming 

SP: Special Envoy of the Chinese Government on the Middle East Issue, Wu Sike; Gong Xiaosheng 

Permanent Representative to the United Nations, Liu Jieyi; Mao Zhaoxu; Zhang Jun 

Table 4 - China's engagement in 2021 Palestinian-Israeli Crisis 

Date Participant  Event Content 

May. 2021 Permanent Representative to 

the UN 

UN Security Council Consultations 

on the Situation in Palestine 

Urges all parties to cease fire and support the UN to play a more active role in the 

tensive situation  

May. 2021 FM UN Security Council Emergency 

Public Meeting on the Israeli-

Palestinian Conflict 

Put forward a four-point proposal 

Welcome Palestinian and Israeli negotiators to hold direct talks in China 

Jun. 2021 Permanent Representative to 

the UN 

UN Security Council Open 

Meeting on Palestine issue 

Condemn Israel's settlement activities as a violation of international law and the 

Palestinian people's right to self-determination and sovereignty, and urged Israel to 
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exercise restraint, avoid violence against civilians and respect the religious rights of the 

Muslim population 

Oct. 2021 Permanent Representative to 

the UN 

UN Security Council Open 

Meeting on Palestine issue 

Urge Israel to stop settlement expansion, reaffirm that the two-state solution is the 

fundamental way, and welcome Palestinian and Israeli negotiators to come directly to 

China for talks 

Nov. 2021 President Xi  UN Commemorative Meeting on 

Solidarity with the Palestinian 

People 

Support the Palestinian people regain their legitimate national rights and will continue 

to provide humanitarian, development and anti-epidemic assistance to Palestine 

Nov. 2021 Permanent Representative to 

the UN 

UN Security Council Open 

Meeting on the Palestinian issue 

Urge Israel to stop settlement activities, call on the international community to provide 

humanitarian assistance to Palestine and commend the Norwegian-led AHLC 

March. 2022 SP& Israeli FM Lapid, 

Chairman of the Sino-Israeli 

Friendship Group Hanegbi 

Israel Exchange views on bilateral relations and the Palestinian issue 

Permanent Representative to the United Nations, Zhang Jun 

SP: Special Envoy of the Chinese Government on the Middle East Issue, Di Juan 



35 

 

5.3 Comparative analysis 

5.3.1 The Style of Chinese engagement  

By tracing the statement, speech, documents and news shown on the official 

website, this paper finds China engages in these two different conflicts in a 

similar approach, that is, through political and economic means. Political 

engagement included political visits by leaders, communicating with 

policymakers, sending special envoys and senior officials to promote dialogue 

and negotiations, putting forward Chinese proposals and principles when 

negotiations stalled, reiterating the urgency of the conflict in the UN and voting 

against or for a draft resolution. Economic engagement includes providing 

(humanitarian) funding and promoting local infrastructure through the Belt and 

Road Initiative.  

After going through and summarizing China's behaviour in these two cases, 

China's engagement can be outlined as the following model, based on the 

framework made by Resnick (2001). 

Table 5 - Styles of Chines engagement in conflicts 

Category  Tyle of activities 

Diplomatic 

engagement 

 

1) Talk with policymakers of conflicts-affected parties  

2) Communicate with leaders and high-level officials of the third 

parties or international organizations    

3) Appoint a special envoy for the specific conflict 

4) Propose China's Plan or Principle  

5) Reiterate the urgency of the conflict 

6) Vote for or against a draft resolution  

Economic 

engagement 

1) Humanitarian assistance/reconstruction assistance 

2) Use the economic tie to push parties in conflict to come to the 

negotiation 
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3) The Depth of Chinese Engagement  

5.3.2. The Depth of Chinese Engagement  

a. The Focus of Meetings: Conflicts or Contract?  

Although Chinese leaders and senior officials actively talked with parties in 

both conflicts, China had a greater focus on the conflict itself in the nuclear 

issue. In December 2012, when an interim agreement should have been 

achieved, President Xi encouraged Rouhani to actively consider reaching it 

with the P5+1. After the JCPOA, President Xi visited Iran in 2016, the first visit 

by China's President in 14 years. He expressed a high appreciation for Iran's 

cooperation in the negotiations and mentioned the importance of 

implementing the JCPOA. And when the US withdrew from the JCPOA, 

Chinese President Xi Jinping held talks with Iranian President Rouhani in 

Qingdao, China. And he stressed the significance of the JCPOA to 

maintaining stability in the Middle East and the international nuclear non-

proliferation regime and emphasized both sides should continue to ensure its 

implementation (MFAPRC, 2018a). 

On the Palestinian issue, although Chinese President Xi Jinping invited the 

Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas and Israeli prime minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu to Beijing soon after he came to power, part of the meetings aimed 

at boosting bilateral trade. At the end of the meeting with Palestinian 

President Abbas, the signed documents on economic, technical, cultural and 

educational cooperation (MFAPRC, 2013d). Chinese Premier Li Keqiang also 

met with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu during their visits to 

China. In addition to the stress that peaceful negotiations are the only way to 

resolve the conflict, they discussed cooperation between China and Israel in 

trade and investment, science and technology, agriculture, engineering 

contracting and labour. China did not facilitate further talks between the two 

sides and outline any specific proposals for the resumption of peace talks to 
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Netanyahu (The Central People's Government of the People's Republic of 

China, 2013a). The focus of the meeting shifted from the conflicts to 

developing economic relations, which may link with the Chinese strategy of 

promoting peace through economic development. 

b. Details of the Proposal: General or Targeted?  

When Abbas revisited China in 2017, President Xi Jinping made a new vision 

of a four-point proposal (MFAPRC, 2017b). Similar to the previous version 

made in May 2013 (MFAPRC, 2013d), the new proposal reiterated that China 

supports a two-state solution and supports Palestine in building an 

independent, fully sovereign state along the 1967 borders with East 

Jerusalem as its capital; and stressed that negotiation is the only proper way 

to resolve the Palestine issue and urged both parties to restart the Palestine-

Israel political dialogue. However, the proposal in 2017, without the principle 

of "land for peace", introduced China's concrete measures. For instance, 

China will support Palestine's economic development through the Belt and 

Road Initiative, host a triparty dialogue mechanism among China, Palestine 

and Israel, and host a symposium on peace between Palestine and Israel. 

China has tried to promote peace by developing and facilitating 

communication between Palestine and Israel through non-governmental 

channels. However, it didn't promote the official peace talks by implementing 

the triparty dialogue. 

Although China may realize the Oslo accord and the principle of "land for 

peace" mask a stark asymmetry between Israel and Palestine (Burton, 2020a), 

it didn't help Palestine overcome the structural asymmetry between the two 

sides. When the statue of Israel is regarded as a state, but Palestine isn't, 

Israel has the national "right" to construct and expand settlements over 

Palestine, which doesn't have a concrete national border. Further, the voice of 

Palestinians will be marginalized because it is difficult to become a member of 
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international organizations such as the UN or build diplomatic relations with 

other states to get support. 

When Abbas presented a new proposal for the peace process to the US 

administration in 2014, he called for a nine-month talk followed by a three-

year plan for Israel to withdraw to the 1967 lines, leaving East Jerusalem as 

Palestine's capital. Although it is a concrete plan to restart a talk and promote 

the "two-state resolution", it was rejected by the US, saying it was a kind of 

unilateral move. In its four-point proposal, China supported Abbas's initiative 

but didn't help Abbas against America and promote Abbas' initiative.  

Perhaps giving humanitarian aid and helping Palestinian development through 

the Belt and Road, as mentioned in the 2017 four-point proposals, is bridging 

the unequal distribution between Palestine and Israel in terms of economy or 

armed forces and arsenal. But since the Chinese side and the international 

community cooperate far more with Israel than with Palestine, Palestine has 

not been able to escape this structural imbalance. 

China's position on the Iranian nuclear deal negotiations was more pointed, 

with more details in its proposals and its economic commitment to Iran 

effectively driving the talks. In 2015, during the Seven Party talks on the 

Iranian nuclear issue, Wang Yi proposed a four-point proposal (MFAPRC, 

2015c). It points out that the negotiations had stalled because the two sides 

were entangled in technical details and called for all parties to overlook the 

technical standards first and reach a political consensus. In addition, the 

Chinese proposals were backed up with the promise of economic 

opportunities for Iran after a successful deal was achieved, which indirectly 

forced Iran to engage in the talks more actively. 

Following the withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal in December 2019, China 

criticized that the root of the JCPOA off track was American unilateral 

withdrawal and putting pressure on Iran. China expressed its opposition to 
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launching a dispute mechanism for the JCPOA, urging that the talks continue 

to focus on implementing the JCPOA. In October 2020, when the US and 

some members of the P5+1 appealed to upgrade the JCPOA to cover all 

security issues in the Middle East. China argued that security issues in the 

Middle East should be dealt with separately. Meanwhile, Foreign Minister 

Wang Yi put forward a new four-point proposal: firstly, all members should 

continue implementing the JCOPA and communicate with the other parties in 

the P5+1 and Iran. Secondly, America should return to the JCPOA 

unconditionally and relieve sanctions on Iran and companies and individuals 

trading with Iran in the third parties. And the proposal suggested other 

members of P5+1 and Iran have talks promptly and reach a consensus before 

meeting with America. Thirdly, it called for fair and objective resolution of the 

implemental disputes and encouraged IAEA to continue inspecting Iran's 

nuclear program and cooperating with Iran deeper. Fourthly, China disagrees 

with updating the JCPOA to cover all security issues in the Middle East. It 

criticized that using one pill for all diseases is impossible, which will hinder the 

reimplement of JCPOA (MFAPRC, 2020).  

In this proposal, small steps were pointed out under each broad direction. For 

instance, it called for a meeting with other members in the P5+1 to reach a 

consensus before talking with the US. When it disagreed with updating the 

JCPOA to cover more security issues, it brought out an alternative to build a 

multilateral platform for dialogue in the Gulf region, welcome this dialogue to 

be hosted in China, and suggest the discussion start with securing oil facilities 

and waterways.  

c. Response to Emergencies: Roles besides a Member of UNSC?  

After the US withdrawal, besides uniting the other parties to continue 

implementing the JCPOA in the UN, China has also become a messenger 

between the US and Iranian leaders. In June 2020, Wang Yi wrote to the UN 
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Secretary-General and the Security Council President to express that China 

disagreed with the US imposed sanction on the Iranian arms embargo. And 

he stressed that the US unilateral withdrawal from the JCPOA and illegal 

unilateral sanctions against Iran violated the Security Council Resolution 2231 

(MFAPRC, 2020). Meanwhile, President Xi Jinping held talks with Iranian 

President Rouhani to stress the significance of the JCPOA and ensure its 

implementation. Ma Zhaoxu, the Chinese Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, met 

with US Special Envoy for Iranian Affairs three times in two months to 

exchange views on the Iranian issue (MFAPRC, 2021b; 2021c; 2021a).  

When a new round of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict broke out in May 2021, 

China's contribution was limited to the UN Security Council. When Palestine 

wrote to the Security Council on several occasions and called for help, China, 

as the US presidency, held two emergency consultations, but no consensus 

was reached, and no actions were taken. While China put forward a new four-

point proposal (MFAPRC, 2021e), which urged both sides to cease fire and 

restart the negotiation based on the "two-state" resolution and urged Israel to 

relieve the block on Palestine's border. In the new proposal in emergence, 

China tried to contribute as a permanent member of the Security Council 

rather than as a state, which may help him engage more deeply. But it lacks 

detailed measures or innovative alternatives to promote the negotiation. 

Although it claims that China, as a state rather than a member of the UNSC, 

welcomes direct talks between Palestinian and Israeli negotiators in China, it 

did not arrange the negotiations by setting details, such as time, place and 

process. And the Middle East envoy revisited Israel only nearly a year after 

the outbreak of the conflict. 

5.3.3 Elements influence the Depth of China's engagement  

Sun and Zoubir (2018) find that the types and levels of China's participation in 

security governance depend on the relevance to China's core interests, scope 
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of China's influence, level of great power consensus, and the intractability of 

the crisis settlement. This paper will develop and test her framework by 

seeing how the complexity of conflicts, the relevance to China's interest, and 

the role the US plays influence the degrees of China's engagement.     

a. The complexity of conflicts  

Since World War II, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has been the longest-

running regional hotspot, stemming from territorial disputes intertwined with 

religious and ethnic tensions. As time goes by, it becomes increasingly difficult 

to resolve. The negotiations are related to core issues such as border 

demarcation, the status of Jerusalem, the return of Palestinian refugees, and 

Jewish settlements directly, which leave less room for compromise between 

the Palestinian and Israeli sides.  

In addition, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict requires further reconciliation of the 

internal Palestinian factions, which would conflict with China's principle of non-

interference in the domestic affairs of other countries. A fully sovereign and 

independent Palestinian state is the key to implementing the two-state 

solution and a breakthrough in the unequal status of the two states. In order to 

implement the two-state solution, the Chinese Foreign Minister mentioned 

three ideas for implementing the "two-state" solution, including enhancing the 

authority of the Palestinian Authority, giving it the right to exercise sovereign 

state functions in areas such as security and finance, and achieving effective 

control over autonomy and the occupied territories; supporting all Palestinian 

factions to strengthen solidarity and develop a unified position on resolving 

the Palestinian-Israeli issue, and encouraging Palestine and Israel to restart 

peace talks with a two-state solution (MFAPRC, 2021f). The lack of a 

consensus on the distribution of rights between the internal Palestinian civilian 

organization Hamas and the Palestinian Authority is one of the obstacles to 

establishing a Palestinian state. However, the issue of internal power 
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distribution involves the internal affairs of Palestine, which contradicts China's 

principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries, so China 

did not engage further than to propose some ideas. 

In contrast, the Iranian nuclear issue is about controlling Iran's nuclear 

program, which is more technical and purer. Since China lacks experience in 

engaging in international conflicts, its engagement in the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict is mainly based on supporting the mainstream two-state solution. 

However, it can have more of its own ideas regarding the Iranian nuclear 

issue. 

b. The relevance to China's interest  

The Iranian nuclear issue is closely related to China's energy security, so 

China cannot be a bystander in the Iranian nuclear case. Iran is the world's 

fourth-largest oil exporter and controls the Strait of Hormuz, an essential oil 

pipeline in the Middle East. China is the largest buyer of Iranian oil exports, so 

the outcome of the Seven Party talks will directly affect the normal supply of 

Iranian oil to China. Iran was the third-largest energy supplier to China in 2012， 

but it fell to the sixth in 2014 (Singh, 2015). After the US withdrew from the 

JCPOA and reimposed the sanctions on Iran, China's oil import from Iran 

reduced from 590,000 barrels per day in 2018 to 190,000 barrels per day in 

2019. The policymakers in China considered diversifying its oil and gas 

imports from other Gulf states, such as the UAE, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. But 

if Iran closes the Strait of Hormuz, the price of energy imported from other 

places will still increase rapidly.   

At the same time, many Chinese companies were affected by sanctions 

indirectly and had to stop business with Iran. For example, the China National 

Petroleum Corporation claimed the sanctions hindered it from obtaining 

machines from the West to carry out the project, so it had to withdraw from its 
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cooperation with Iran to construct the South Pars gas field (Tiezzi, 2015). In 

addition, other Chinese companies risk being sanctioned by the US if they 

invest in or trade with Iran on its missile technologies (Ghafouri, 2009). 

Although Chinese leaders have pledged to continue their economic and trade 

cooperation with Iran after the US announced it would impose a new round of 

sanctions on Iran, Chinese companies have started to hedge their bets by 

reducing their investments and trade with Iran.  

In contrast, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict does not directly involve China's 

security concerns. Further, China and Israel have built a comprehensive 

cooperation relationship in the post-Cold era because of the complementary 

economic structure and pragmatic attitude. China needs Israeli technology, 

especially in the field of military, energy, agriculture and medicine, which can 

help China fill the gap with the West and promote the process of 

modernization. At the same time, Israel needs China's capital, industrial goods 

and labour (A.p, J.s, and A, 2020). The focus on infrastructure development 

and energy cooperation downgraded the attention to political considerations 

of Palestine and the Arab world (Burton, 2020a). So China did not use its 

friendly relations with the two sides to engage and restart the peace talks after 

the new proposal put forward by the Trump administration in 2020, which may 

touch the red line of Israel and hinder their cooperation.  

c. The role of America  

On the one hand, both the US and Iran have welcomed China's engagement 

in the Iranian nuclear issue. Before the talks in 2012, The delicate stalemate 

between the US and Iran, where their domestic opposition parties and hard-

line forces were sceptical about some critical elements of the deal, limited the 

possibility of the two leaders offering a mutual compromise, which allowed 

China to promote crucially. At the same time, both sides, seeing the rapid 

growth of terrorist groups in the region, wanted to resolve the "easier" 
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problems (Garver, 2018) like Iran's nuclear program and then go on to deal 

with the terrorist group, so both Iran and the US welcome China's 

engagement.  

On the other hand, China is the knot for US sanctions imposed on Iran and 

Iranian counter-sanctions, giving China room to engage. With the US 

sanctions on Iran, Iran is increasingly dependent on China (Vatanka, 2019). 

Iran's oil exports had fallen from 2.5 million barrels per day to 500,000 barrels 

per day from April 2018 to July 2019, when Iran exported around 360,000 

barrels per day to China. Iran relies on oil exports to China to counter the 

threat of economic sanctions. At the same time, China has become a loophole 

for the US to impose sanctions. Because the US needed China to join the 

sanctions regime if it wanted the sanctions can work. So, China has the place 

to engage and convince both parties to make concessions and find a 

commonplace. 

Although Palestinians have welcomed more engagement by China in the 

peace process. for example, the late Palestinian President and Chairman of 

the National Authority, Arafat, visited China 14 times, Israel is reluctant to 

have a third party intervene to break this structural imbalance. Because 

America is the primary and sole third-party mediator in the peace process, 

which leans toward Israel in this conflict and lets Israel try to limit third-party 

involvement besides the US, there was no room for China to engage in the 

conflict between Palestine and Israel.  

6. Conclusion 

Although China has become the large buyer of oil in the Middle East for a long 

time, Chinese policymakers realized the complexity of the conflicts in the 

Middle East, referring to religion, ethnicity, territory and terrorism. So, they did 

not want to engage in security issues in the Middle East and were more 
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concerned with economic and trade relations. However, after President Xi 

Jinping took office, China's overall foreign policy shifted from keeping a low 

profile (Tao Guang Yang Hui, 韬光养晦), to striving for achievement (Fen Fa 

You Wei, 奋发有为). China has tried to play an active role and remove the 

label of a "hitchhiker" in international issues.  

By tracing the speech and statements from president Xi Jinping and other 

high-level leaders, the official documents and news shown on the 

governmental website, mainly from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, PCR, 

China's engagement in the Iranian nuclear issue and the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict can be summarized as a pattern of political and economic 

engagement. The political engagement includes political visits by leaders, 

sending special envoys and senior officials to promote dialogue and 

negotiations, putting forward Chinese proposals when negotiations stalled, 

reiterating the urgency of conflicts in the UN and voting for or against the draft 

solution. And China will provide funding and promote local infrastructure 

through the Belt and Road Initiative as an economic engagement. 

However, after comparing the focus of meetings, the detail of the proposal 

and the reaction to a new round of conflict outbreak, this paper finds that 

China's engagement in the Iranian nuclear issue is deeper than in the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict. In the Palestinian issue, when China's leadership 

met with leaders of Palestine and Israel, the core of their meeting always 

shifted from conflict resolution to cooperation agreements. The four-point 

proposals in 2013, 2017 and 2021 neither promote the official talks between 

the two conflicting parties nor help Palestine overcome the structural 

asymmetry. When a new round of conflict happened in 2021, as the UN 

Presidency, China held emergency consultations and urged for a ceasefire, 

but its role was more limited in the UN.  
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In contrast, during the Seven Party talks on Iran's nuclear issue, when China's 

leaders met with Iran's policy makers, they always targeted the negotiations 

and JCPOA. Even though they talked about cooperation through the BRI, 

reaching the JCPOA is the precondition. Chinese proposals in Iran's cases 

involved innovative alternatives and more detailed measures. And when 

America withdrew from the JCPOA, China became a messenger between the 

US and Iranian leaders and tried to unite the other member to implement the 

JCPOA by hosting meetings.  

The different degrees of engagement came from the difference in complexity 

of the conflict, the relevance to China's core interests, and the role of US 

played, which affected China's ability, willingness and space to engage 

separately and influenced the depth of China's engagement in the conflict 

ultimately. Firstly, compared to Iran's nuclear issue, the dilemma between 

Palestine and Israel is intertwined with territorial disputes and religious 

tensions. As time goes by, it becomes more intractable. Secondly, Iran's issue 

ties with China's energy security, which lets China can't be an outsider. In 

contrast, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict does not directly affect China's 

security concerns. Further, because China has closer economic and trade ties 

with Israel, China doesn't have the motivation to input more resources to help 

Palestine overcome structural asymmetry and exasperate Israel. Finally, 

America is the primary mediator in the Palestinian conflict, which leans toward 

Israel, so Israel doesn't want to have other mediators replace the US. Such an 

alliance leaves no place for China's engagement. But in Iran's case, both 

America and Iran want to resolve the problem and depend on China to make 

the sanctions work or against the sanctions so that China can find a 

commonplace for both sides.  

As a result, we can presume that in the future, along with increasing regional 

influence under the Belt and Road Initiative and the accumulation of 
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experience in conflict management, China's ability to engage in conflicts will 

upgrade. Further, more cooperation with conflict-affected areas through trade 

and investment will drive China to maintain a secure and stable environment. 

Finally, suppose the US retreats from the Middle East because the importance 

of the Middle East to the US decreases or its ability to keep peace declines. 

China will have more space to engage because the international community 

will increasingly look to a new peacekeeper.  

Thus, China will engage in conflicts in its approach but more actively by 

holding more pointed talks with the parties in conflicts, proposing more 

detailed and innovative proposals, playing a more assertive and more 

significant role in the UN, and providing more humanitarian aid and economic 

support for reconstruction. 
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