A momentous visit


CHINA now seems to be reaching out to the Middle East in a big way, for the result of President Hu Jintao’s visit to Saudi Arabia could turn out to be seminal. The two sides agreed to strengthen economic, trade and cultural ties and develop a strategic relationship, including cooperation in military fields. Coming within three months of King Abdullah’s tour of China, President Hu’s visit has brought one of the Middle East’s most important and oil-rich countries closer to China — this at a time when the region seems open to manipulation by the sole superpower and its proconsul, Israel. During President Hu’s stay in Saudi Arabia, the two countries signed a series of agreements in the energy sector, including provision of Saudi investment in a refinery in China and Riyadh’s commitment to help Beijing set up a strategic oil reserve. President Hu also became the second foreign head of state — after President Jacques Chirac — to address the Saudi Shura (consultative council). The remarks he made there give an inkling of Beijing’s view of the current relationship between the West and the Islamic world. Without mentioning any country by name, President Hu said that the West should not criticise other countries and civilisations simply because they have different values. Against the background of Muslim baiting since 9/11 and the bogey of “Islamic terrorism” in the West, especially in the media, President Hu told the Shura that differences in cultural values could not be used “as a pretext to hurl false accusations against the internal affairs of other countries, let alone blame a specific civilisation or religion...”

The Middle East today is in the grip of its worst crisis since World War II. The disappearance of the Soviet Union has deprived the region of a balancing factor that used to act as a check on western policies aimed at controlling oil resources and backing Israeli expansionism. While Saudi Arabia, Egypt and other Arab countries in the American camp may get some western arms, the defence arsenal of a country like Syria that traditionally relied on Soviet arms is now gathering dust. On the diplomatic front, America’s friends — Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Gulf states — have failed to bring about even a modicum of moderation in Washington’s policies towards the Palestinian question. Iraq continues to bleed and burn three years after the fall of the Baathist regime, and the spectre of an American attack on Iran haunts the region. In this context, a more assertive role by China in the region could be a source of stability and balance. As President Hu told King Abdullah, China was paying close attention to the situation in the Middle East and was committed to developing strategic cooperation with Saudi Arabia.

China is far away from the Middle East and has a long way to go before it can come anywhere near America’s military prowess and the sophistication of its science and technology. Nevertheless, it already is an economic superpower and has begun to assert itself. The lack of any agreement between America and China on a host of issues — trade, currency revaluation, Taiwan, Iran and human rights — during President Hu’s visit to Washington shows China’s ability to stand its ground. A resurgent and powerful China could serve the cause of peace in the Middle East by giving support to the Palestinian people’s just struggle and checking the American neocons’ unilateralism that seems to worsen rather than solve any Middle Eastern problem.

