
CHAPTER 4

THE MIDDLE EAST IN CHINA’S NORMATIVE STRATEGY: 
RESISTANCE OR REALIGNMENT?

Hüsna Taş Yetim1

4.1. Introduction

Until recently, ﻿China remained a peripheral actor in the Middle East, with 
limited strategic ambitions (Fulton, 2022, p. 1). During the Maoist era (1949–
1976), ﻿China’s engagement in the region was primarily ideological, focused on 
supporting revolutionary movements, promoting Third World solidarity, securing 
diplomatic recognition of the People’s Republic of ﻿China (PRC) at the ﻿United 
Nations, and strategically balancing against superpowers such as the ﻿United States 
and the Soviet Union. Following Mao’s death, the onset of economic reform and 
opening-up under Deng Xiaoping in 1978 marked a paradigmatic shift in ﻿China’s 
external posture. Prioritizing domestic development, Beijing adopted a prolonged 
strategy of restraint characterised by limited political involvement in the Middle 
East and an emphasis on economic modernisation. Throughout the 1980s, 
Chinese interactions with the Middle East remained episodic and transactional, 
mainly confined to arms sales and low-volume trade. A convergence of domestic 
reform priorities and minimal external threat perception contributed to the 
continuation of a restrained foreign policy (Moreland, 2024; Murphy, 2022, p. 
26; Shambaugh, 2013, 2021).

This pattern shifted in the 1990s, as Beijing’s foreign policy calculus 
increasingly incorporated the Middle East in response to growing energy demands, 
enhanced global trade integration, and evolving geopolitical interests. The launch 
of the “Going Out” strategy ( , zouchuqu zhanlüe) in 1999 
marked a watershed moment in ﻿China’s global ambitions. Aimed at facilitating 
outbound investment, promoting Chinese enterprise abroad, and safeguarding 
overseas assets, the strategy was bolstered by ﻿China’s accession to the World Trade 
Organisation in 2001 (Shambaugh, 2013, pp. 174–175; Chaziza, 2021, p. 51; 
Murphy, 2022, pp. 26–27; Niblock, 2022, pp. 31–32). These developments 
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catalysed ﻿China’s deeper regional involvement through commercial ﻿diplomacy, 
investment, and institutional engagement.

Under Xi Jinping, since 2012, ﻿China’s regional posture has undergone 
substantial intensification. The launch of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 
2013 significantly expanded ﻿China’s presence in the Middle East, encompassing 
infrastructure development, trade partnerships, financial cooperation, and 
industrial integration (Bourekba, 2023; Garlick & Qin, 2024, pp. 985–986; 
Moreland, 2024; Taş Yetim & Hazar, 2025). Further, ﻿China has undertaken 
significant regional projects—including ports, energy infrastructure, industrial 
zones, and transportation networks—in countries such as the ﻿United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), ﻿Qatar, Oman, ﻿Saudi Arabia, ﻿Egypt, and Sudan (Ehteshami, 
2022, p. 52). Institutional platforms such as the ﻿China–Arab States Cooperation 
Forum (CASCF), established in 2004, have provided multilateral frameworks 
for dialogue and coordination with the 22 member states of the ﻿Arab League. 
﻿China’s “1+2+3” cooperation model—prioritizing energy (1), infrastructure 
and trade (2), and advanced technology (3) —has further expanded its regional 
outreach (Ehteshami & Horesh, 2019; Fulton, 2022, p. 5; Niblock, 2022, p. 31; 
Shambaugh, 2021). The 2016 release of ﻿China’s first Arab Policy Paper during 
Xi Jinping’s state visit to the region marked a formal articulation of its strategic 
ambitions in the Middle East (Zhang, 2025, p. 1).

Subsequently, Beijing’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic—emphasizing 
vaccine ﻿diplomacy and digital connectivity under the Health and Digital Silk 
Road (HDSR) initiatives—further reinforced ﻿China’s image as a benevolent and 
reliable partner (The Diplomat, 2021; Cabestan, 2022; Fulton, 2022, p. 8; Niblock, 
2022). Moreover, ﻿China’s recent role in mediating the Saudi-Iranian dispute has 
underscored its evolving position as a regional actor and mediator. ﻿China has also 
established strategic partnerships—albeit one tier below comprehensive strategic 
partnerships—with the UAE (2012), ﻿Saudi Arabia (2016), ﻿Iran (2016), ﻿Qatar 
(2014), ﻿Iraq (2015), Oman (2018), and ﻿Kuwait (2018). Of the seven global 
strategic partnerships ﻿China has formalised, four are with Gulf states: Oman, ﻿Qatar, 
﻿Iraq, and ﻿Kuwait (Ehteshami et al., 2023, p. 2; Fulton, 2022, 2025). This trajectory 
epitomizes what Ehteshami (2022, p. 50) calls the “Asianisation” of the Middle 
East—shifting regional economies toward East Asia and ﻿China’s economic orbit.

While extant analyses predominantly examine ﻿China’s rise in the region through 
material tools—such as ﻿energy ﻿security, market penetration, and investment—
this article foregrounds the normative dimension of Beijing’s strategy (Garlick & 
Havlova, 2020; Fulton, 2022, 2025; Taş Yetim & Hazar, 2025). As Garlick and Qin 
(2024) argue, ﻿China has been actively pursuing a form of “normative ﻿diplomacy,” 
wherein ideational resources—rhetoric, narratives, and symbolic practices—are 
strategically deployed to cultivate legitimacy and reshape global norms.
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This article examines the ideational architecture of ﻿China’s Middle East 
strategy by interrogating how normative discourses are constructed, diffused, and 
received. Theoretically, the analysis is situated within the constructivist paradigm 
in international relations, which highlights the constitutive role of intersubjective 
meanings, identities, and norms in shaping state preferences and behaviour. 
From a constructivist perspective (Finnemore, 1996; Onuf, 2013; Wendt, 1992, 
1999; Zürn, 2018), ﻿normative power denotes the ability to influence collective 
understandings of legitimate authority, appropriate behaviour, and global order 
through non-coercive means. In the case of ﻿China, norms are embedded in its 
domestic political structures, historical narratives, and civilisation discourse, 
representing an implicit challenge to liberal internationalist values (Asente, 2018; 
Chaziza & Goldman, 2014; Gries, 2014; Kavalski & Cho, 2018). Murphy (2022) 
emphasizes Beijing’s dual strategy: resisting liberal norms that conflict with its 
strategic interests while maintaining those that enhance regime stability and 
geopolitical reach.

This perspective facilitates a departure from materialist paradigms and allows 
for a deeper investigation into how ﻿China deploys discursive instruments as tools 
of geopolitical statecraft. This study, covering the post-BRI period (2013–2024), 
longitudinally traces the evolution, institutionalisation, and regional reception 
of ﻿China’s normative messaging. Employing triangulation—including official 
Chinese documents (State Council white papers, CCP reports, Foreign Ministry 
yearbooks, BRI policy texts), regional media outlets (e.g., Al Jazeera, Al Arabiya, 
Ahram Online, Middle East Eye, Al Mayadeen English), and elite statements 
in the Gulf and Levant—the analysis unpacks how themes such as ﻿sovereignty, 
non-interference, developmentalism, win-win cooperation, mutual respect, anti-
imperialism, and humanitarianism are leveraged in Beijing’s normative ﻿diplomacy 
(Garlick & Qin, 2024, p. 989). The comparative focus on GCC versus Levantine 
responses sheds light on how domestic politics and ideological orientation mediate 
norm adoption, ﻿resistance, or appropriation.

The study unfolds in four sections: first, it develops a conceptual foundation 
for normative ﻿diplomacy via constructivist IR; second, it maps ﻿China’s normative 
messaging across its diplomatic channels; third, it analyses regional reception, 
comparing GCC alignment and Levantine ambivalence; and finally, it synthesises 
theoretical and empirical findings to advance our understanding of ﻿China’s 
symbolic and ideational strategy in reshaping global order.

4.2. Theoretical Framework

Analysing ﻿China’s engagement in the Middle East—particularly through a 
normative lens—necessitates a conceptual departure from the dominant realist 
and liberal paradigms, which emphasize material capabilities such as economic 
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and military tools and institutional design (Waltz, 1979). Instead, this study 
adopts a constructivist theoretical framework that foregrounds the ideational 
underpinnings of foreign policy behaviour and norm transmission. 

Constructivism, as advanced by Alexander Wendt (1992, 1999), Martha 
Finnemore (1996), and Nicholas Onuf (2013), conceptualises the international 
system not as an objective realm governed by material forces, but as a socially 
constructed space constituted by intersubjective meanings, collective identities, 
and norm-based behaviour. Within this framework, state interests and identities 
are not pre-given or exogenously determined but emerge from continuous 
processes of social interaction. Norms—defined as shared expectations about 
appropriate behaviour—are thus not epiphenomenal to power but integral to the 
constitution of global order. They confer legitimacy, shape strategic preferences, 
and delineate the boundaries of acceptable conduct in international politics 
(Acharya, 2011; Crawford, 2002; Finnemore, 1996, 1999; Weiner, 2018; Zürn, 
2018). As Finnemore and Sikkink (1998, pp. 887-888) argue, norms structure 
state behaviour by embedding actors in networks of meaning, simultaneously 
enabling and constraining foreign policy choices. In this view, foreign policy is 
more about securing legitimacy and projecting identity than maximizing power 
or utility.

Central to this approach is the concept of ﻿normative power, articulated initially 
by Ian Manners (2002, pp. 235-258) in the context of the ﻿European Union. 
Manners contends that international actors can exert influence not solely through 
economic or military leverage but via the projection of normative values and 
ideational leadership. While the EU remains the archetypal case of ﻿normative power 
(Manners, 2006, 2008, 2021; Zürn & Checkel, 2005; Zürn, 2018), subsequent 
research (Acharya, 2004, 2011) has extended this framework to encompass rising 
powers—such as ﻿China—that offer alternative normative visions contesting the 
liberal international order (Foot & Walter, 2013; Clark, 2014).

The mechanics of normative influence are further explicated through the 
literature on norm diffusion (Crawford, 2002). According to Finnemore and 
Sikkink’s (1998) influential model, norm transmission unfolds in three stages: 
emergence, cascade, and internalisation. Successful diffusion hinges on the 
interaction between proactive norm entrepreneurs and receptive audiences. 
Crucially, this process is not linear or unidirectional. Norms are often contested, 
reinterpreted, and localised in ways that reflect specific domestic contexts. As 
Acharya (2004, 2011, 2018) argues, norm adoption is contingent upon the degree 
to which external norms resonate with indigenous values, institutional logics, and 
political imperatives.

To account for these dynamics, this study also incorporates insights from the 
literature on discursive statecraft—the strategic use of language, rhetoric, and 
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symbolic representation in the conduct of foreign policy (Hay, 1996; Milliken, 
1999; Gill, 2000; Wodak & Meyer, 2009). Discursive power functions not 
through coercion or inducement but through the production of meaning. It 
shapes how actors define problems, construct legitimacy, identify threats, and 
imagine solutions. Discourse becomes a modality of power in its own right, 
enabling states to legitimize specific policies while marginalizing others (Hay, 
1996; Acharya, 2004; Zürn, 2018). From this perspective, foreign policy 
becomes a site of narrative construction and contestation, where actors compete 
over interpreting international norms and defining appropriate global conduct. 
Strategic narratives—such as calls for a more equitable world order, mutual 
development, or the rejection of hegemonic interference—are employed to 
establish moral authority, align interests, and legitimize influence. These narratives 
often invoke shared historical experiences, common grievances, and aspirational 
identities to foster normative resonance with target audiences (Finnemore & 
Sikkink, 1998; Zürn, 2021).

A critical component of this framework is its emphasis on recipient agency. 
Constructivist scholarship increasingly challenges the simplistic sender–receiver 
model by emphasizing the co-construction of norms through social interaction 
(Towns, 2012; Wiener, 2018). Norm diffusion is thus better understood as a 
dialogical process involving adaptation, ﻿resistance, and reinterpretation rather 
than passive absorption (Acharya, 2004, 2011, 2018). In the context of the 
Middle East, where colonial legacies, contested sovereignties, and geopolitical 
fragmentation prevail, normative projects are particularly subject to localised 
contestation (Acharya, 2018). States across the region display varying degrees of 
receptivity to external normative frameworks. With centralised ﻿governance and 
a focus on regime preservation, Gulf monarchies tend to align with narratives 
emphasizing ﻿sovereignty, non-interference, and stability. In contrast, Levantine 
states—marked by political pluralism, identity fragmentation, and chronic external 
interventions—engage with external norms in more ambivalent, instrumental, or 
resistant ways (Acharya, 2004).

In sum, synthesizing ﻿normative power, norm diffusion, and discursive 
statecraft, this framework offers a multidimensional analytical lens. It enables a 
richer understanding of how ideational resources function in foreign policy—
not merely as rhetorical ornamentation, but as strategic tools to build legitimacy, 
influence regional alignments, and reshape the normative contours of international 
order. Importantly, this framework foregrounds the contested and dialogical nature 
of norm transmission, accounting for both the articulation and the reception of 
external norms. This approach ultimately advances our understanding of how 
normative statecraft operates—through material means such as investment or 
﻿diplomacy—and symbolic, rhetorical, and ideational strategies that reconfigure 
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regional and global political orders. In this respect, the framework supports a dual-
level analysis of ﻿China’s normative strategy in the Middle East: first, by unpacking 
the discursive mechanisms through which Chinese norms are constructed and 
projected; and second, by tracing how regional actors receive, appropriate, or 
contest these norms based on local political, ideological, and institutional contexts. 
The following sections focus on this analysis.

﻿4.3. China’s Normative Strategy in the Middle East

This section examines ﻿China’s normative strategy in the Middle East through a 
constructivist IR theory lens, analysing the discursive and ideational components 
that underpin its regional engagement. Drawing on diplomatic statements, policy 
documents, white papers, multilateral platforms (e.g., the ﻿China–Arab States 
Cooperation Forum [CASCF]), bilateral ﻿diplomacy, the BRI, and state-affiliated 
media, this section identifies a normative framework centred on ﻿sovereignty, 
non-interference, mutual respect, anti-imperialism, developmentalism, peaceful 
coexistence, equality, “win-win” cooperation, South–South solidarity, and the 
“Community with a Shared Future for Mankind” (dos Santos & Alves, 2023; 
Clark, 2014; Fulton, 2025; Garlick & Qin, 2024; Zhang, 2019). These concepts 
function as rhetorical devices and as integral components of a sustained effort to 
cultivate normative legitimacy and position ﻿China as a benevolent and responsible 
global actor. As a discursive signifier, each concept also encapsulates values that 
distinguish ﻿China’s engagement model from liberal internationalism (Garlick & 
Qin, 2024; Zhang, 2025). Empirical evidence indicates that this strategy aligns 
closely with constructivist premises: that ﻿China seeks to shape meanings, norms, 
and identities through discourse, symbolism, and institutionalised rhetoric that 
resonate with the normative frameworks of regional actors.

4.3.1. Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence

﻿China’s normative posture is rooted in the Five Principles of Peaceful 
Coexistence, first codified in 1954 and later integrated into Deng Xiaoping’s 
Independent and Peaceful Development Policy in the 1980s (Chaziza & 
Goldman, 2014; Murphy, 2022; Fulton, 2022). This policy, which includes basic 
principles such as mutual respect for ﻿sovereignty and territorial integrity, non-
interference in domestic affairs, mutual non-aggression, equality, mutual benefit, 
and peaceful coexistence, forms the normative foundation of Chinese ﻿diplomacy. 
Official discourse presents these principles as universal values, consistent with the 
postcolonial ethos and the UN Charter (Clark, 2014; Fulton, 2022; Niblock, 
2022, p. 8; Chaziza, 2023; dos Santos & Alves, 2023).

Among these, ﻿sovereignty remains the most enduring and central norm. In 
the Chinese lexicon, ﻿sovereignty entails territorial integrity and the legitimacy 
of autonomous ﻿governance (Garlick & Qin, 2024, p. 989; Niblock, 2022, p. 



62

Contemporary Issues in the Middle East

31). Notably, since the launch of the BRI in 2013, this concept has evolved into 
a cornerstone of ﻿China’s alternative global vision, functioning both inwardly—
to shield ﻿China from external critiques regarding Taiwan, Hong Kong, and 
Xinjiang—and outwardly as a normative commitment extended to its partners. 
Given ﻿China’s non-colonial history, this principle resonates with ﻿Global South 
states, who interpret it as affirming dignified statehood and resisting external 
domination (Chaziza, 2023; Garlick & Qin, 2024, p. 988). It does this by 
influencing many Middle Eastern countries’ perceptions of what constitutes 
“normal” behaviour (Kavalski & Cho, 2018). Chinese policy documents—such as 
the 2016 Arab Policy White Paper—consistently reaffirm this stance, supporting 
Arab states’ chosen development paths and ﻿sovereignty protections (﻿China MFA, 
2015). The Arab Policy White Paper declares, “﻿China supports their efforts to 
safeguard national ﻿sovereignty and territorial integrity” (The State Council of 
the People’s Republic of ﻿China, 2016). Furthermore, across multiple venues, 
including the 2017 BRI Forum and ﻿China’s 2018 BRI White Paper, ﻿sovereignty 
is framed as a core value and strategic ethic, central to Beijing’s engagement 
with the region (Belt and Road Forum, 2017; ﻿China State Council, 2018). At 
the 2024 CASCF summit, President Xi Jinping’s emphasis on ﻿Palestinian ﻿self-
determination further illustrated ﻿sovereignty’s normative centrality (CPPCC 
National Committee, 2024). 

Non-interference, closely tied to ﻿sovereignty, is another core norm. It proscribes 
external involvement in domestic affairs and reassures partners that Chinese 
engagement is free from political conditionality. Garlick and Qin (2024, p. 987) 
observe that ﻿China promotes its norms incrementally through elite exposure and 
technical cooperation, unlike Western states that often attach political reforms to 
development aid. For example, loans provided by Chinese policy banks—such 
as the ﻿China Development Bank or the Export–Import Bank—typically lack 
the political conditions required by Western institutions like the IMF or World 
Bank. While Chinese aid may carry implicit expectations (e.g., non-recognition 
of Taiwan, abstention from supporting Tibetan or Uyghur separatism), these 
are framed as negative conditions rather than affirmative demands. Thus, they 
represent an alternative normative architecture to the liberal international order 
(Murphy, 2022; Garlick & Qin, 2024, pp. 988–989). In the Middle East, where 
memories of colonial subjugation and foreign-imposed ﻿regime change remain 
salient, this approach offers an attractive alternative: development unencumbered 
by political conditionalities.

﻿China’s non-intervention policy resonates strongly with many Middle 
Eastern states in a region shaped by colonial legacies and foreign-imposed 
regime changes. Far from being a mere diplomatic posture, non-interference is 
constructed in Chinese discourse as both a legal doctrine and a moral imperative, 
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forming a normative counterpoint to Western interventionist models (Moreland, 
2024). Across key policy texts—including State Council white papers, Foreign 
Ministry yearbooks, and speeches by senior Chinese leaders—this principle is 
framed as integral to a just and multipolar global order (Garlick & Qin, 2024; 
Niblock, 2022; Murphy, 2022). At the 2017 Belt and Road Forum, President Xi 
articulated this ethos explicitly: “We are ready to share practices of development 
with other countries, but we have no intention to interfere in other countries’ 
internal affairs... or impose our own will on others” (BRI Forum, 2017). This 
rhetorical commitment is echoed in the 2018 BRI White Paper, which defines 
“mutual respect for ﻿sovereignty and territorial integrity” as a core pillar of 
﻿China’s global outreach (MFA ﻿China, 2018). Similarly, at the 2018 CASCF 
summit, Xi reaffirmed ﻿China’s support for “development paths suited to national 
conditions”—a formulation that underscores Beijing’s rejection of ideological 
conditionality in favour of pragmatic, partner-driven cooperation (MFA ﻿China, 
2018). Beyond rhetoric, ﻿China’s abstentions in UN Security Council votes on 
internal conflicts and its consistent endorsement of non-interference in CASCF 
declarations provide empirical evidence of this normative orientation (Modern 
Diplomacy, 2024). Xi’s address to the 75th UN General Assembly in 2020 further 
codified this principle, denouncing hegemonic behaviour and asserting that “No 
country has the right to dominate global affairs, control the destiny of others, or 
monopolise development advantages” (SCIO ﻿China, 2020). As Chaziza (2021, 
50) notes, ﻿China sees its strategy as the “legitimate way” to meddle in other 
nations’ domestic affairs without violating its traditional guiding principle of non-
interference, and to promote or secure its national economic interests. By offering 
economic and technological cooperation without political strings, ﻿China seeks 
to cultivate trust-based partnerships that enhance its normative legitimacy while 
avoiding the reputational costs often associated with intrusive or paternalistic 
﻿diplomacy. In this sense, non-interference becomes a normative asset—a central 
component of ﻿China’s appeal in a region sensitive to ﻿sovereignty and wary of 
external domination. 

﻿China’s normative appeal in the Middle East is significantly strengthened by its 
strategic deployment of anti-imperial and anti-colonial rhetoric, which resonates 
deeply with a region long marked by foreign domination and externally imposed 
political orders (Gause, 2014). Drawing on a shared history of colonial subjugation 
and ﻿resistance to dependency, ﻿China frames its engagement with Middle Eastern 
countries as part of a broader postcolonial solidarity aimed at dismantling 
neocolonial structures and affirming sovereign ﻿autonomy (Ehteshami, 2022, 
p. 48; Niblock, 2022, p. 36). Central to this narrative is the enduring memory of 
﻿China’s own “century of humiliation,” beginning with the Opium Wars in 1839. 
This foundational discourse reaffirms ﻿sovereignty as both a moral and strategic 
necessity. ﻿China consistently emphasizes that its rise on the global stage has not 
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relied on military expansion or colonial extraction, but rather on a model of 
peaceful development (Garlick & Qin, 2024; Murphy, 2022). As Niblock (2022, 
p.  35) notes, “No blame attaches to ﻿China for the divided state of the Arab world”, 
giving Beijing a reputational advantage over Western actors historically implicated 
in the region’s fragmentation. This framing is routinely expressed in BRI forums, 
where Chinese and regional leaders invoke shared historical experiences and the 
“Silk Road spirit” as symbols of mutual resilience and non-coercive partnership 
(Xi, 2017, 2019). ﻿China’s 2016 Arab States Policy Paper also explicitly emphasizes 
support for autonomous development paths and rejection of foreign interference, 
presenting Beijing as a geopolitical ally in postcolonial state-building (The State 
Council of the People’s Republic of ﻿China, 2016).

Aligned with this posture, humanitarianism and peace promotion form 
core tenets of ﻿China’s normative ﻿diplomacy. In a region where many regimes 
view Western democracy promotion and human rights agendas as existential 
threats to regime stability (Niblock, 2022, p. 37), ﻿China’s emphasis on non-
politicised aid and non-intrusive ﻿peacebuilding has particular appeal. ﻿China’s 
Foreign Affairs yearbooks (2015–2024) document extensive humanitarian 
involvement—including COVID-19 vaccine distribution, medical aid, and 
﻿post-conflict reconstruction in Syria, ﻿Lebanon, and ﻿Yemen. Throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, Chinese vaccine ﻿diplomacy in ﻿Egypt, ﻿Jordan, 
and Morocco was consistently framed as mutual assistance among equals, further 
reinforcing the perception of ﻿China as a non-coercive and morally credible 
partner (Al Jazeera, 2021; Chatham House, 2021). At the 2018 CASCF meeting, 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi pledged nearly $150 million for regional stabilisation, 
including $90 million for ﻿Yemen, Syria, ﻿Jordan, and ﻿Lebanon (Fulton, 2022, p. 5). 
Also announced in 2018 was a ﻿China-Arab Countries Interbank Association with 
$3 billion in funding from the ﻿China Development Bank for interbank credits 
with local regional banks (Zhou, 2018). In his 2021 UNGA address, Xi Jinping 
reaffirmed these commitments by announcing $100 million in aid for ﻿Palestine 
and support for broader reconstruction efforts across the region (Xi, 2025). 
Crucially, this humanitarian assistance is framed as an extension of ﻿China’s non-
interference doctrine: aid is delivered at the behest of sovereign governments and 
without political preconditions, reinforcing ﻿China’s image as a non-hegemonic 
actor offering equitable development partnerships.

﻿China’s brokering of the 2023 Saudi–﻿Iran normalisation agreement exemplified 
this model of “Chinese-style ﻿mediation,” defined by non-coercive facilitation, 
ideological neutrality, and an emphasis on regional agency (Lons, 2024). This 
diplomatic success was widely lauded in both Chinese and regional media as 
an affirmation of ﻿China’s normative credibility and symbolic leadership (﻿China 
Daily, 2023; CGTN, 2024). Unlike traditional great power ﻿mediation efforts, 



65

The Middle East in ﻿China’s Normative Strategy

﻿China avoided imposing prescriptive outcomes, prioritizing mutual respect, 
incremental trust-building, and dialogical engagement (Garlick & Qin, 2024). 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi has described ﻿China’s conflict ﻿mediation approach 
using three terms—persuading peace (劝和),promoting talks (促谈), and 
﻿mediation (斡旋调停)—underscoring a consistent emphasis on facilitation 
over imposition (Yi, 2025).

The principle of peaceful coexistence further reinforces this non-hegemonic 
posture. It affirms that states with divergent ﻿governance models and development 
levels can coexist and cooperate without ideological convergence. This principle 
opposes bloc politics and promotes multipolar inclusivity, enabling ﻿China to 
engage a range of partners, from liberal democracies to monarchies (Murphy, 
2022). CASCF communiqués and Chinese UN statements consistently invoke 
peaceful coexistence as a normative foundation for a multipolar, inclusive global 
order. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2015) emphasizes that ﻿China’s vision 
aligns with the UN Charter’s emphasis on sovereign equality, peaceful coexistence, 
and international cooperation. At the March 2023 National People’s Congress, 
Xi reiterated ﻿China’s intent to reform global ﻿governance structures and promote 
global ﻿security initiatives grounded in cooperative dialogue (AP News, 2023). 
Marks (2022) observes that this “creative involvement” model allows ﻿China to 
engage diplomatically without violating its longstanding commitment to non-
intervention. 

4.3.2. Beyond Five Principles

Another core pillar of ﻿China’s normative vocabulary is “win-win cooperation,” 
which rejects the zero-sum logic characteristic of traditional great power politics in 
favour of mutual benefit, reciprocal respect, and non-confrontation. This concept, 
embedded in ﻿China’s broader vision of a “new type of international relations,” 
reimagines global engagement as cooperative rather than competitive. Rather than 
positioning itself as a revisionist challenger, ﻿China frames its role as a constructive 
participant offering an alternative framework for engagement—one rooted in 
dialogue, inclusivity, and developmental complementarity (Zhang, 2019, p. 8; 
Garlick & Qin, 2024). This discourse is particularly salient in the Middle East, 
where it has been institutionalised through joint communiqués, infrastructure 
agreements, and economic pledges, most notably within the BRI (Taş Yetim 
& Hazar, 2025). The BRI is a material embodiment of win-win cooperation: 
through energy corridors, transportation infrastructure, logistics platforms, and 
financial integration, ﻿China articulates a vision of shared prosperity. Chinese 
officials routinely present these partnerships not as geopolitical leverage but as 
mutually advantageous alliances designed to foster long-term development and 
regional integration (BRI Portal, 2017; Reuters, 2024).
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Complementing this pragmatic framework is ﻿China’s ideational construct 
of a “Community with a Shared Future for Mankind.” This forward-facing 
narrative expands upon the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, articulating 
a normative vision for a multipolar and cooperative world order (MFA ﻿China, 
2024). It emphasizes joint development, global equity, and collective ﻿security, 
situating ﻿China as both a moral and developmental actor advocating for reform in 
global ﻿governance and greater representation for the ﻿Global South. In the Middle 
East, this rhetoric allows ﻿China to frame its engagement not as geopolitical 
opportunism but as an expression of civilisational solidarity and postcolonial 
empathy (Murphy, 2022; Fulton, 2022). The 2024 CASCF summit served as 
a pivotal venue for projecting this identity (MFA ﻿China, 2024). President Xi 
Jinping’s repeated invocation of a ﻿China–Arab community with a shared future 
reflects the strategic convergence of cultural ﻿diplomacy and geopolitical messaging 
(Central Committee of CPC, 2022). Such narratives directly contrast with 
Western actors’ perceived partiality and interventionism, further enhancing the 
appeal of ﻿China’s normatively pluralistic and non-hegemonic stance.

The developmentalism principle is closely intertwined with this discourse and 
forms another key pillar of ﻿China’s normative statecraft (Medeiros & Majerowicz, 
2022, pp. 208-228). Drawing on its modernisation experience, ﻿China emphasizes 
state-led growth, infrastructure investment, and technological advancement as 
the cornerstones of domestic and international legitimacy. Unlike liberal models 
that foreground ﻿democratisation and human rights, ﻿China’s developmentalism 
prioritises state-led growth, infrastructure advancement, and material progress (Fei, 
2017, pp. 825-850). This framework offers an attractive ﻿governance alternative 
for developing states, particularly in the Middle East, where many regimes 
prioritize economic diversification and post-oil transition strategies. ﻿China’s 
engagement—delivered through infrastructure financing, trade cooperation, and 
digital connectivity—thus gains normative resonance by sidestepping political 
conditionality and respecting state ﻿sovereignty. Medeiros and Majerowicz 
(2022, p. 208) state that this power structure helped ﻿China persevere with its 
state-led national development strategy at a time when most national economies 
adhered to global ﻿neoliberalism, relinquishing such coordination in favour of an 
accumulation regime led by private corporations.

Integral to this developmentalist vision is South–South cooperation, which 
﻿China frames as a more equitable alternative to hierarchical North–South aid 
paradigms. Presented as horizontal, reciprocal, and historically rooted in anti-
colonial solidarity, South–South cooperation functions as a legitimating narrative 
for ﻿China’s engagement across Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East (Asante, 
2018, pp. 258-260; Fulton, 2022). ﻿China operationalises this principle through 
mechanisms such as the BRI, Health Silk Road, and CASCF by emphasizing mutual 
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development, knowledge exchange, and technological transfer (Murphy, 2022). 
﻿China’s Arab Policy Paper of 2016 explicitly framed these relations within South–
South solidarity, emphasizing mutual development, technological exchange, and 
connectivity (The State Council of the People’s Republic of ﻿China, January 2016). 
At the 2024 CASCF summit, Xi reaffirmed South–South cooperation as the “engine 
of global justice” and linked it to the broader goal of constructing a shared future 
(MFA ﻿China, 2024). South–South cooperation thus legitimizes ﻿China’s normative 
strategy, embedding its actions in a moral and historical narrative of ﻿decolonisation, 
development, and ﻿resistance to Western ﻿hegemony.

Overall, disseminated through an array of channels—including leadership 
speeches, policy white papers, summit communiqués, and multilateral 
institutions like CASCF—﻿China’s normative discourse functions simultaneously 
as a critique of Western hegemonic practices and a proposition for post-Western 
global pluralism. Beyond formal ﻿diplomacy, state media and affiliated research 
institutions are critical in amplifying and institutionalizing these narratives. 
Prominent outlets such as China Daily (March 1, 2025), and CGTN (May 30, 
2024) consistently emphasise Sino–Middle Eastern collaboration, portraying 
﻿China as a reliable, respectful, and non-coercive partner whose engagement is 
based on parity rather than paternalism. Intellectual institutions such as the 
﻿China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR) further 
consolidate these narratives by embedding them within broader ﻿Global South 
discourses that foreground postcolonial solidarity, developmental ﻿sovereignty, 
and ﻿strategic ﻿autonomy. In this context, ﻿China’s discursive statecraft does not 
operate in isolation. Rather, it forms part of a networked and ideational ecosystem 
designed to shape regional actors’ understanding of legitimacy, cooperation, and 
international engagement.

Importantly, ﻿China’s normative strategy in the Middle East is neither ad 
hoc nor opportunistically instrumental. It reflects a deliberate and coherent 
campaign to establish Beijing as a morally resonant and ideationally legitimate 
actor in an increasingly contested global order. By promoting the aforementioned 
principles, ﻿China engages in what may be termed norm entrepreneurship, seeking 
to reconfigure the symbolic architecture of regional ﻿diplomacy. It significantly 
departs from traditional power politics by privileging discursive legitimacy and 
ideational alignment over coercive influence or alliance-building. The following 
section examines how Middle Eastern states—Gulf monarchies and Levantine 
republics—responded to ﻿China’s normative overtures. It explores the extent, 
variation, and conditions under which these norms are appropriated, localised, 
contested, or rejected, shedding light on the interactive processes of norm 
diffusion in a region marked by geopolitical fragmentation and diverse domestic 
political configurations.
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4.4. Regional Responses

Empirical analysis reveals that the reception of ﻿China’s normative strategy 
in the Middle East is far from monolithic. Rather than universal acceptance or 
rejection, regional responses span a spectrum—from enthusiastic endorsement 
and cautious engagement to pragmatic adaptation and overt scepticism. In line 
with constructivist international relations theory, these responses underscore 
the importance of local context, political structure, and ideational environment 
in mediating norm diffusion. ﻿China’s normative messages do not circulate in a 
normative vacuum; instead, they are localised, negotiated, and, at times, contested 
within diverse domestic frameworks.

4.4.1. GCC Convergence

Among the GCC states, ﻿China’s normative strategy—anchored in ﻿sovereignty, 
non-interference, mutual respect, and development-oriented cooperation—has 
found substantial traction. These principles align closely with the ﻿governance 
frameworks of Gulf monarchies, which emphasize centralised authority, regime 
stability, and a strategic aversion to the liberal conditionalities often associated 
with Western aid and ﻿diplomacy (Murphy, 2022). As both Murphy (2022) and 
Chaziza (2023) observe, ﻿China’s Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence have 
been actively incorporated into the diplomatic lexicon of numerous Arab states 
participating in the ﻿China–Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF), illustrating 
a growing discursive synergy between Chinese and Gulf statecraft (See also 
CIDCA 2024; OAPEC, 2022).

Independent analyses—such as those by the European Council on Foreign 
Relations and Le Monde (2024)—highlight Gulf states’ strategic embrace 
of ﻿China’s non-interventionist ethos and state capitalist model. These often 
reinforce regional narratives of ﻿sovereignty-driven modernisation, where 
economic development proceeds independently of ﻿democratisation or rights-
based ﻿governance. Helmy (2023) similarly documents receptiveness to Chinese 
development and reconstruction assistance in ﻿Iraq, ﻿Lebanon, and Syria, 
frequently framed through the dual lenses of equitable partnership and respect 
for national ﻿autonomy.

High-level endorsements from regional leaders further illustrate this 
normative alignment. During a 2021 bilateral meeting, Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman of ﻿Saudi Arabia expressed explicit support for ﻿China’s 
domestic positions and its rejection of external interference (CGTN, 2021). At 
the 2024 CASCF summit, Foreign Minister Faisal bin Farhan reaffirmed this 
stance, naming non-interference and ﻿sovereignty as essential norms for regional 
cooperation (Sayed, 2024; Ravid, 2022). Similar rhetoric has emerged from the 
﻿United Arab Emirates (UAE), where officials have described bilateral ties with 
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﻿China as based on “equality, non-interference, and win-win cooperation” (UAE 
MFA, 2019).

﻿Qatar, too, has adopted a comparably favourable posture. Emir Sheikh Tamim 
bin Hamad Al Thani has characterised Sino-Qatari relations as emblematic of a 
“new era of peace and development,” highlighting ﻿sovereignty and mutual respect 
as defining features (﻿Qatar MFA, 2018; Belt and Road Portal, 2021). The 2023 
Saudi–﻿China–﻿Iran Trilateral Statement further consolidated these principles by 
reaffirming shared commitments to “respect for the ﻿sovereignty of states and non-
interference in internal affairs” (Chinese MFA, 2023). Egyptian Foreign Minister 
Sameh Shoukry, speaking at the 2023 ﻿China–Arab Summit, echoed this discourse 
by praising ﻿China’s position on ﻿Palestine and advocating increased multilateral 
coordination within forums such as the UN and G77 (﻿China Daily, 2024).

The COVID-19 pandemic provided a critical juncture for deepening these 
normative alignments through the Health Silk Road (HSR) initiative (Cabestan, 
2022; National Interest, 2022; Freidin, 2022). Between 2020 and 2022, ﻿China 
delivered over 100 million vaccine doses to GCC countries and formalised 
industrial partnerships, including the Sinopharm–G42 venture in Abu Dhabi, 
which now boasts a production capacity of 200 million doses annually (Gulf 
News, 2020; Axios, 2021; Chatham House, 2021). UAE officials consistently 
framed this partnership as a technological and sovereign achievement, affirming 
that it was rooted in mutual trust and unpoliticised cooperation.

﻿Egypt followed a parallel path, establishing a co-production agreement for 
the Sinovac vaccine through a partnership between VACSERA and Chinese firms 
(Freidin, 2022). With a projected output of 40 to 60 million doses annually, this 
initiative was hailed by the Egyptian Ministry of Health as a milestone in sovereign 
health ﻿diplomacy (﻿Egypt Today, 2021). Officials in the UAE and ﻿Bahrain repeatedly 
emphasised the absence of political conditions in Chinese assistance, framing it as 
an expression of shared development goals and mutual respect. UAE government 
spokesperson Omar Al Hammadi characterised ﻿China as a “trustworthy partner in 
public health”, while ﻿Bahrain’s Health Minister Faeqa bint Saeed Al Saleh endorsed 
deeper cooperation with ﻿China in the name of global health ﻿security (Al Arabiya, 
2021; ﻿China Daily, 2020). These pandemic-era collaborations addressed short-
term health crises and established durable industrial alliances. They significantly 
bolstered ﻿China’s image as a reliable normative and technological partner by 
emphasizing equal partnership over donor-recipient dynamics. More broadly, 
they reinforced Gulf states’ aspirations for autonomous, state-led development 
and deepened institutional familiarity with ﻿China’s non-coercive ﻿governance 
model. In this regard, ﻿China’s normative strategy—centred on ﻿sovereignty, non-
interference, and pragmatic cooperation—has found fertile ground in the Gulf. 
It resonates with the political preferences of ruling elites and the region’s broader 
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developmental narratives. The convergence is not merely rhetorical; it is embedded 
in tangible economic, technological, and discursive practices, constituting a 
strategic realignment that complements existing ﻿governance paradigms while 
offering alternatives to liberal internationalist models.

﻿China’s normative credibility in the Gulf is further reinforced by its sustained 
self-characterisation as a neutral, non-threatening actor committed to partnerships 
rather than alliances. Chinese officials frequently emphasize that ﻿China is 
“everyone’s trading partner but nobody’s ally,” (Xinhua, 2023) a refrain that 
highlights its strategic aversion to entangling ﻿security commitments or ideological 
blocs (Ravid, 2022). Official policy rhetoric stresses a preference for “partnership 
over alliance,” requiring no political alignment or military entanglements. At a 
press briefing on March 14, 2023, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Wang Wenbin 
reiterated this position, describing ﻿China’s vision for global ﻿security as one 
grounded in dialogue over confrontation and win-win over zero-sum thinking 
(MFA ﻿China, 2023).

This discourse of strategic non-exclusivity resonates deeply with Gulf elites, 
particularly in ﻿Saudi Arabia and the UAE, who seek to diversify their foreign 
policy portfolios amid growing uncertainty over U.S. regional commitments 
(Murphy, 2022; Fulton, 2022, 2025). For these actors, ﻿China’s approach offers 
a “strategic complementarity” model—engagement that enhances diplomatic 
flexibility without requiring a break from existing Western alliances (Marks, 2022; 
Fulton, 2025).

﻿China’s ﻿mediation of the 2023 Saudi–﻿Iran ﻿rapprochement further amplified 
its image as a neutral facilitator (Le Monde, 2024; Lons, 2024; Taş Yetim & Hazar, 
2025). Following the diplomatic breakthrough, an official Chinese spokesperson 
declared that Beijing “pursues no selfish interest whatsoever” and does not seek 
to “fill so-called vacuums” or erect “exclusive blocs.” Instead, ﻿China frames its 
involvement in regional affairs as an expression of dialogue-based ﻿diplomacy and 
support for sovereign agency (AP News, 2023). Regional media widely praised 
this effort as a hallmark of “Chinese-style ﻿mediation,” grounded in mutual respect 
and non-coercive engagement (Al Jazeera, 2023; Ahram Online, 2023). The 
Joint Trilateral Statement—issued by ﻿China, ﻿Saudi Arabia, and ﻿Iran—reaffirmed 
key principles of ﻿sovereignty and non-intervention, drawing a sharp contrast 
with Western interventionist paradigms. As a Saudi columnist wrote: “﻿China’s 
﻿diplomacy is based on respect, not coercion. It does not impose regimes or values. 
That is what made this ﻿mediation possible” (Xinhua News Agency, 2023).

4.4.2. Levantine Ambivalence

By contrast to GCC states, Levantine states—especially ﻿Jordan, ﻿Lebanon, 
and Morocco—exhibit a more ambivalent orientation toward ﻿China’s normative 
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project (Laadam, 2025; Zreik, 2022). While their governments have welcomed 
Chinese infrastructure investment and pandemic assistance, domestic actors—civil 
society groups, independent media, and opposition figures—have raised persistent 
concerns about transparency, ﻿governance, and human rights. In ﻿Lebanon and 
Morocco, for instance, Chinese engagement is often framed alongside anxieties 
over debt dependency, lack of contractual transparency, and the diffusion of 
authoritarian norms (Human Rights Watch, 2021).

Official language reflects this ambivalence. Joint communiqués, such as those 
between ﻿China and Morocco, emphasize economic and technological cooperation 
while tactfully sidestepping ideological alignment (Middle East Institute, 2020). 
In ﻿Jordan, projects like the Shoubak Wind Farm and BRI-linked infrastructure 
investments have been met with public scrutiny over Chinese labour practices, 
opaque loan terms, and stalled projects such as the Attarat power plant. Reporting 
by The New Arab on August 2, 2023 highlighted that ﻿Jordan was “stuck in billions 
of dollars in debt to ﻿China,” citing legal disputes and unmet expectations as signs 
of friction in the relationship.

Additionally, Chinese health ﻿diplomacy during the COVID-19 crisis—
though accepted by governments—was not normatively internalised (Middle 
East Institute, 2021; Middle East Eye, 2023; Modern Diplomacy, 2022). 
Jordanian officials, for instance, accepted vaccine donations and technical aid 
while refraining from adopting ﻿China’s broader ideological framing. Media and 
civil society in ﻿Jordan and ﻿Lebanon have also raised concerns about ﻿surveillance 
technologies, data privacy, and ﻿China’s human rights record, particularly 
regarding Xinjiang (Zreik, 2022; Human Rights Watch, 2021). Al Mayadeen 
English, on September 17, 2024, also reported that Lebanese journalists and 
activists condemned the lack of transparency in Chinese-funded infrastructure 
projects, warning of ﻿surveillance risks and ﻿governance shortfalls. Similarly, 
studies of Chinese investments in Morocco (Laadam, 2025) have flagged limited 
local economic spillovers and insufficient technology transfer. A report by the 
Middle East Institute on June 9, 2020, framed ﻿China’s BRI activities as potential 
instances of “debt-trap ﻿diplomacy”, where infrastructure investments are 
strategically leveraged under the guise of normative partnership. Human Rights 
Watch (2021) has also raised alarms about the export of Chinese ﻿surveillance 
systems, arguing that such technologies pose risks to civic accountability and can 
facilitate autocratic entrenchment.

These findings suggest that ﻿China’s normative strategy in the Middle East 
is strategically calibrated rather than universally transformative. ﻿China has 
successfully fostered discursive alignment in the Gulf by tailoring its ﻿soft power 
instruments to local developmental narratives and political structures. These 
efforts are amplified through state-controlled media ecosystems, elite-driven 
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diplomatic channels, and a shared normative emphasis on stability, ﻿sovereignty, 
and non-conditional engagement.

Conversely, ﻿China’s normative overtures encounter greater scrutiny and 
institutional ﻿resistance in more pluralistic societies such as ﻿Lebanon, ﻿Jordan, and 
Morocco. The presence of vibrant civil societies, autonomous media, and policy 
pluralism introduces what constructivist scholars call normative gatekeepers—
actors who critically assess, reinterpret, and sometimes reject external ideational 
influences. This differentiated reception aligns with Amitav Acharya’s (2004) 
theory of norm localisation, which holds that global norms are not passively 
internalised but are actively recontextualised through local ideational filters. As 
Doha-based analyst Amal al-Sayed (2023) notes, “Middle Eastern states navigate 
not passive adoption of ﻿China’s norms but an active mosaic of normative references 
to maximize their ﻿strategic ﻿autonomy.” This hybridisation process highlights the 
central role of domestic institutions in shaping the uptake—or ﻿resistance—of 
externally promoted normative frameworks.

4.5. Conclusion

This study has examined the contours, transmission, and regional reception 
of ﻿China’s normative strategy in the Middle East, situating its analysis within 
the constructivist paradigm of international relations. Unlike dominant realist 
and liberal frameworks prioritizing material power or institutional design, 
constructivism offers a lens to understand how norms, identities, and symbolic 
meanings shape global politics.

﻿China’s normative strategy in the Middle East represents a calculated and 
multidimensional effort to reconfigure its international image and expand its 
discursive influence in a region historically shaped by Western ﻿hegemony. By 
articulating a coherent set of principles—﻿sovereignty, non-interference, mutual 
development, peaceful coexistence, and South–South solidarity—Beijing seeks to 
legitimize its regional engagement and present a compelling alternative to liberal 
internationalist paradigms. However, as the analysis demonstrates, the diffusion 
and reception of these norms are shaped not only by the sender’s intentions but 
also by the normative terrain of the recipient.

The analysis demonstrates that ﻿China’s normative messaging is most effective in 
political environments that share its core values—particularly the Gulf monarchies. 
Here, centralised ﻿governance structures, state-led development paradigms, and 
scepticism toward Western conditionalities foster a receptive climate for Beijing’s 
discourse. Strategic health partnerships during the pandemic and ﻿China’s ﻿mediation 
of regional disputes have further solidified its normative appeal. By portraying 
itself as a neutral and non-coercive actor, ﻿China aligns with regional aspirations for 
﻿sovereignty, stability, and diversification of strategic partnerships.
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However, the reception of ﻿China’s norms is neither universally positive nor 
uncontested. In more pluralistic societies such as ﻿Jordan, ﻿Lebanon, and Morocco, 
critical civil society actors, independent media, and intellectual elites have voiced 
scepticism regarding the implications of ﻿China’s normative engagement. Issues 
surrounding debt sustainability, lack of transparency, labour rights, and the export 
of ﻿surveillance technologies complicate ﻿China’s image as a benevolent partner. 
These cases illustrate that norm diffusion is contingent, shaped by domestic 
political cultures and ideational ﻿resistance. Local actors use norm filtering and 
localisation, adapting or resisting Chinese narratives to reflect existing institutional 
values and political pluralism. This demonstrates the non-linear nature of norm 
diffusion, where material incentives do not guarantee uptake.

Importantly, ﻿China has not demanded ideological conformity. Its normative 
strategy is marked by flexibility and ambiguity, allowing regional actors to interpret 
and selectively appropriate its discourse. This ﻿strategic ambiguity enhances ﻿China’s 
appeal across diverse political contexts while minimizing the risks of normative 
overreach. ﻿China does not seek to construct rigid alliances or formalise ideological 
blocs; instead, it aims to reshape the ideational space of regional ﻿diplomacy by 
offering alternative frameworks that coexist with, rather than directly displace, 
existing norms. Symbolically, ﻿China’s consistent invocation of themes such as 
fairness, justice, and mutual respect has begun to carve out a distinct normative 
identity in international fora and regional platforms like CASCF. This identity 
stands in implicit contrast to the interventionist legacies of Western powers, 
enhancing ﻿China’s credibility as a non-hegemonic actor. Nevertheless, this 
identity remains under construction, and its legitimacy is continually negotiated 
in relation to ﻿China’s domestic policies and global behaviour.

In sum, ﻿China’s normative ﻿diplomacy in the Middle East reflects the strategic 
use of discursive statecraft—a form of influence that operates through persuasion, 
symbolic capital, and narrative resonance. While the outcomes are uneven and 
often contested, the effort marks a significant evolution in ﻿China’s foreign policy 
toolkit. Rather than relying solely on economic inducements or ﻿hard power, 
﻿China increasingly invests in producing meaning as a geopolitical asset.

The implications are far-reaching. As ﻿China continues to institutionalise its 
engagement with the Middle East, its normative vocabulary will likely become 
more embedded in the region’s diplomatic lexicon. However, the ultimate 
impact will depend on ongoing local interpretation, adaptation, and ﻿resistance 
processes. In this dynamic interplay between global ambition and regional agency, 
﻿China’s normative strategy may succeed not by displacing Western norms but by 
coexisting with and subtly recalibrating them, contributing incrementally to the 
emergence of a more pluralistic and post-Western international order.
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﻿China’s normative statecraft—while not hegemonic—is increasingly visible 
and influential. Its long-term impact will depend not only on the credibility and 
consistency of its messaging but also on how well it navigates the pluralities of 
regional politics, adapts to feedback, and maintains its narrative of non-hegemonic 
partnership. In a shifting global order marked by strategic multipolarity and 
ideological contestation, ﻿China’s Middle Eastern strategy offers critical insights 
into how emerging powers seek to reshape global norms through symbolic, 
discursive, and developmental means.
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