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Wilson Shirley: 

Hello and welcome back to the China Insider, a podcast from the China Center at Hudson 
Institute. 

It's Tuesday, March 14th, and we have three topics to go through today. The first is the 
blockbuster news last week about China's brokering an agreement between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, a new rapprochement between the two countries, two enemies in the Middle East. The 
second is a new opinion poll showing that Americans' opinions of China have hit a record low of 
15% this year. We'll talk about that and also where it fits into global opinion shifts about China 
through countries around the world. And the third will be a brief note about continuing 
investigations into the origins of Covid, both with a new House subcommittee hearing on those 
origins, and also new statements from the WHO calling for more data and transparency from 
China. Miles, how are you doing? 

Miles Yu: 

Very good, Wilson. 

Wilson Shirley: 

Good. So, I wanted to talk to you for a couple days now because on Friday there was a surprise 
piece of news out of Beijing, and that's the rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Iran 
brokered by China. So, we've talked on this podcast a couple of times about China's policy in 
the Middle East, but just a little bit of a refresher on that. In December, Xi Jinping visited Saudi 
Arabia for the China Arab-State Summit and the China-GCC Summit. At those meetings, they 
signed a lot of cooperation agreements. China issued a joint statement with the GCC countries, 
and as you said, Iran was not happy about that meeting at the time. But then in February, 
Iranian President Raisi visited Beijing. He was greeted with a 21-gun salute at Tiananmen 
Square. He signed a bunch of cooperation agreements with China as well, and Xi promised to 
visit Iran in the future. 

And then last week, on the same day that Xi Jinping gets a third term as president of the PRC, 
China brokers this new agreement, this new rapprochement between Iran and Saudi Arabia. 
They hadn't had relations in seven years when they closed their embassies. Now they may 
reopen their embassies in the next couple of months. And there's been a lot of commentary 
about this. People are saying that it shows that the US is not playing as big of a role in the 
Middle East. What do you think this all means is, is there a vacuum in the Middle East that 
China is now filling? 

Miles Yu: 

Yeah, you can look at it that way. Obviously, I mean, Saudi Arabia and Iran have a lot of 
profound conflicts, right? In addition to the religious fight, age-old religious fight between Shia 
and Sunni Muslims, there is also this issue of geopolitics. Iran is developing nuclear weapons 
and China wants to be close to Iran, and that's why they sign is a $400 billion 25-year deal with 
Iran two years ago. And now China also wants to approach Saudi Arabia because as you say, 
China sees that the US is dwindling its involvement in Saudi Arabia. So, China basically come in 
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and say, ‘Hey, listen, you guys have differences? Yes, but our biggest enemy, all of our 
common enemy, the United States, let's just get, do it together.’ So, this is one of the primary 
impetus for China to broker this rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Iran. I think from 
Saudi's point of view, it also sees the failure of the West, in particular the United States, to deter 
Iranian’s development of nuclear weapons. So, if Iran goes nuclear, which is imminent, Saudi 
Arabia would've been its primary target, one of the primary targets. And so, if you cannot beat 
the enemy, you join them. But this also falls into a very traditional Chinese Communist Party’s 
strategic maneuvering, that is China always, always throughout its entire history since 1949 has 
been the enabler of the enemies of the United States. Think about it, right? Korea, Vietnam, and 
now Russia, and definitely Iran is a declared enemy of the United States. China has always 
been enabling and empowering adversaries of United States. So, there's no surprise here. 

Wilson Shirley: 

No surprise here. But it is interesting that Beijing is playing this role because I think, at least for 
my part when I saw just a picture of Wang Yi next to an Iranian diplomat and a Saudi diplomat 
signing this agreement, that image was kind of shocking to see China playing that role. Also, in 
reading more about the background of this, it seems like Saudi and Iran have been having talks 
for a while about some sort of, you want to call it a normalization, a rapprochement. They were 
doing it through Iraq for a while. They were having these talks through Oman for a while. People 
are talking about China as sort of a new broker of international agreements. We obviously saw 
in the last couple of weeks this so-called peace plan for Ukraine. Do you think that this signals a 
new kind of international role for Beijing? Is this a new brand that they want to associate 
themselves with as kind of global conveners? 

Miles Yu: 

I don't think it’s anything new. I mean, what really determine China's preeminence in the world 
are two things. One is capabilities. China always wants to play predominant role in world affairs. 
But for a very long time, China was not capable of doing so because it's not economically 
strong, because it was politically untenable to a lot of countries. So, it's nothing new. And 
secondly, it's opportunity, which I think is key. China always sees the opportunity for itself to be 
dominant but has not been successful all the time because of the preeminence of United States, 
our leadership in world affairs. The moment we retreat from that leadership role, China will 
come in. It's always the case. It's not because China suddenly become a new factor in 
international affairs. So what China, having this strategic intent to be dominant in world affairs, 
now has not only the capability but also the opportunity. The opportunity that we willingly give, 
we actually give to the Chinese, which is very unfortunate. Now, this Chinese renewed 
preeminent role in the Middle East did not happen, could not have happened during the Trump 
administration because we are very strong. We broker all this nice Abraham Accord with like-
minded people. We neutralize our biggest enemies. And Iran, for example, that's actually a very 
important thing. Unfortunately, in the last two years, we see this tragic, tragic decline of 
America's influence or disinterest in the area, that provides opportunity for the Chinese to come 
in. 

Wilson Shirley: 
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So, talk a little bit about China's interests in the Middle East. You talk about how the US is 
pulling out a little bit. There's a vacuum maybe that China is trying to fill. Its main interest in the 
Middle East though is energy, right? It gets about 18% of its energy from Saudi Arabia, a little 
over 40% from the region as a whole. Is this just a purely kind of transactional opportunistic 
move from Beijing or do they have other interests there as well? 

Miles Yu: 

China's main interest in the media says is energy, but it's preeminence. Its primary interest in 
the Middle East is to squeeze the US influence out of the area to play a new dominant role in 
the area. So, China's primary interest is always geo-strategic, and we have invested a lot of our 
assets and our political and economic capital in the area for decades. And I think we realize 
about six, seven years ago, America cannot be forever stuck in the Middle East fighting against 
terrorists, insurgents. So, we have to face the sovereign threats from a few very powerful 
countries, one of which is China, another one is Russia and North Korea and Iran. Now, once 
we make that strategic shift in 2017, 2018, in the meantime, we did not give up the Middle East. 
So, we kind of, you know, keep our enemy neutralized and keep our friends closer. 

And that's actually the right approach. It's not either/or. And also, another thing is United States 
also has very strong economic ties to the area, not only in terms of trade but also in terms of 
finance, right? US dollar is very important and the Middle East, obviously, is one of the major 
trading grounds in the world, that is energy trade. So, China also wants to replace the US dollar 
as a preeminent currency for international trade settlement. So, that's one reason why Xi 
Jinping was very interested in getting Saudi Arabia to use the Chinese yuan as a new currency 
for bilateral trade. I don't think that's going to happen. 

Wilson Shirley: 

Another thing that I wanted to ask you about is China's policy in the Middle East writ large 
because just before this normalization, this rapprochement between the two countries happened 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran, the day before, the Wall Street Journal had an exclusive about 
Saudi Arabia's potential to normalize with Israel and what the conditions for that normalization 
would look like. So, do you think that that indicates that Saudi might be hedging a little bit 
between the US and China, and how is China thinking about keeping Saudi in its court going 
forward? 

Miles Yu: 

I think the Saudi-Israeli relationship is very vital for keeping peace and security in the Middle 
East. I think in this case, Saudi should be keenly aware who they're dealing with. Iranians were 
not really Saudi’s true friends. And I think the real passage to peace and security is to basically 
forge an alliance with the forces of peace, right? Israel's one of them. And I think the United 
States can still play a very good broker in many of the strategic initiatives. And I think the 
American core still holds, and I think we can expand that if our administration can learn the 
lessons from this Chinese opportunistic victory. China does look at this as a victory because this 
Saudi-Iranian rapprochement does reduce America's reputation and enhance China's prestige 
in the Middle East. But most importantly, most importantly, China has been warned very sternly 
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by the international community, particularly the United States. If China serve as a conduit to 
smuggle lethal weapons to bad actors like Russia, China will be sanctioned. 

So, with Iran in the middle and China can now legally and actually can safely, I should say 
safely, use Iran as a safe conduit to smuggle lethal weapons to Russia to fight Ukraine. So, 
China can escape sanctions. And so, this is always, always the case. China always uses proxy 
to sort of drag US into some kind of a quagmire. You see that in the Korean War? In the 
Vietnam War, China always been the friends, the backers of, enablers of America’s adversary, 
as I said earlier, Venezuela, Cuba is another example in the backyards. Ultimately, however, 
though I don't think that's going to work for China, in China's a favor because China has been 
blindsided by this obsession fighting American imperialism for decades, right. In the process, 
China, as I say, enable all this rogue states, North Korea, North Vietnam, and Iran. What has 
happened is that China create a very destabilizing security environment along its border, in its 
own neighborhood, because China has enabled some of the bad guys like Korea, like North 
Vietnam in the past. 

But then it scares some of the other countries in the region. So, South Korea, Japan, and India, 
and in the case of India, China actually backed Pakistan as well. So, you have this kind of a 
very, very tense security environment. They are all surrounding China's periphery. And so, 
China is the country, because its own obsession with fighting America, has created probably the 
worst security environment. Nobody, no country has able to do that. So, you can see this and 
many of those countries who are sort of a very, very cantankerous, they are, they have nukes, 
they have bombs. China has for years supported those countries, Pakistan and North Korea, a 
very primary example. So, I think in the long run, when China sort of enable countries like Iran, 
those countries will not be really good for China's security in the end because those countries, 
even though they were in line with China's global strategy, but they have their own ambition too. 
There's always a clash of ambitions. They all have their sort of dependency on China, but also, 
they have their own sort of a cranky strategic goals not to be controlled by China one hundred 
percent. So, in the end, China is going to be lose in the wrong run. 

Wilson Shirley: 

Yeah, we'll look to see what happens. And there's a big question you alluded to, the really tense 
relationship between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Historically, Iran obviously supports the Houthis 
who have lobbed missiles and drones against Saudi Arabia, against the UAE. They've been 
fighting proxy wars all over the Middle East, and those tensions aren't going away anytime 
soon. We'll see how durable this is. The closing question on this segment though that I wanted 
to ask you is again, as we said at the start, this caught a lot of outside observers by surprise, 
even if it had been in the works for a little bit. So, I want to ask about great power competition 
more broadly and if we can expect more surprises going forward because next week Xi Jinping 
is heading to Moscow to meet with Putin. He may have a video call with Ukrainian President 
Zelenskyy, he may tour more European countries. Are there other surprises you think coming 
down the pike? 

Miles Yu: 
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I don't think so. I think China right now, I mean he goes to Moscow. I don't know how he's going 
to say. Basically, I think Xi Jinping was ordered by Putin to go to Moscow because it's a hot 
potato. He really could not know how to handle correctly. We'll see. And I think, you know, 
Moscow and Ukraine, whole world is demanding China to take a stand on either side on this 
mortal issue of war and peace in Europe. Eventually, China tried to sit on the fence and not 
make a public statement. But in reality, China really wants Russia to win. So that's why they're 
giving them support openly or subversively. 

Wilson Shirley: 

All right. So, the next thing that we were going to talk about today is a new poll out of Gallup that 
shows that Americans' opinions about China, which have been declining pretty precipitously 
since Covid, have gotten even lower. So, I just want to read a couple of top-level takeaways 
from this poll and get your reaction to them. So, according to Gallup, again, a record low of 15% 
of Americans now view China favorably. That's gone down five points in just one year. So even 
after Covid is falling out of the news every day, this continues to go down. It's the lowest point 
since 1979. It's fallen 38 points since 2018. So, what do you make of this change or this 
continued downward trend in Americans' views of China, and how does it fit into the bipartisan 
consensus that we've been talking about over the last few weeks? 

Miles Yu: 

Americans’ views of China critically hinge upon China's own behavior and its own words. So, 
this new poll, which I think is pretty real, reflects the great American awakening to the threat of 
China. And now 85% of Americans have unfavorable views of China and about 50% of those 
views view China extremely unfavorably. So, this is kind of, just give you a little bit of historical 
trajectory. In 2008, China was only considered the enemy of the United States after Iran and 
Iraq, right, and followed by North Korea. And one year later, about half of Americans have had 
unfavorable views of China. Last year, as you say, 20%, only 20% of Americans have favorable 
view of China. And now, that number is getting even more interesting because only 15% of 
Americans had favorable view of China, 85% of them do not. So, this means that there is a 
bipartisan, cross-the-aisle consensus on China. And I think the only thing we're going to say is 
how that kind of popular opinion will translate into American policy. And that requires courage, 
bravery of our politicians and to come up with our correct strategy to face this unprecedented 
threat and challenge coming from Chinese Communist Party. 

Wilson Shirley: 

But it's not only the United States. We talked about a second ago how Saudi Arabia may be 
hedging between the United States and China for the moment at least. But this awakening, it's 
also in Japan, it's in the Philippines, it's in India, it's in South Korea. There are all the, it's in 
Australia, certainly. There are all these countries around the world who share this sense that 
what the CCP is doing, they have to push back against it, that the CCP is the aggressor in this 
case. So, talk a little bit more about that international awakening and where we can expect 
things to go from here. There's a big AUKUS meeting this week, for instance. 

Miles Yu: 
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Wilson, you're absolutely right. This is not just about China versus the United States. This is 
about China versus the rest of the democratic world, right?  

Wilson Shirley: 

Yeah. 

Miles Yu: 

It's really an epic fight between freedom and tyranny. You mentioned about some of the 
countries, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan obviously, Vietnam, and India. All those countries along 
China's periphery had extremely low opinion of China. In Japan, I think the public opinion poll 
consistently wavered somewhere around 80 to 85% of unfavorable rating of China. Now, not 
only that, in some of the most peace-loving countries in the world, Canada, Norway, Sweden, 
they have a very low public opinion on China. That's because those countries, after they are 
dealing with China, either in the case of Norway about the 2009 Nobel Peace Prize for Chinese 
dissident Liu Xiaobo or kidnapping of a Swedish citizen in China, and also the kidnapping and 
hostage-taking of two Canadians in China. So, those countries are awakening to the fact that 
China, it really is a rogue state. 

Wilson Shirley: 

And China interfered in the Canadian elections in 2019 and 2021, as we've seen more evidence 
of over the last few weeks. 

Miles Yu: 

Absolutely. So, basically, what you're saying here is China is not just really hostile to the United 
States. China is hostile to a whole set of values and principles held so dearly by what we call 
liberal international order. And I think the United States actually, the popular opinion poll has this 
kind of recent sharp dive in terms of popularity expression against China. But in many countries 
like Japan, South Korea, that kind of opinion has been going on for a long, long, long time. So, it 
is nothing really that surprising. 

Wilson Shirley: 

Yeah, in the United States though, it really, really has been on the move for a little bit and then 
took a sharp dive during Covid. So, let's end the conversation with a little bit about Covid and 
investigations into the origins of Covid. Because last week there was a house subcommittee 
meeting that held a hearing with a few prominent scientists, including the former director of the 
CDC, Robert Redfield, to talk about the origins of the coronavirus. So just as a quick refresher, 
in 2020, the House formed a subcommittee on the Coronavirus crisis. So that was when the 
Democrats were in charge, now at the Republicans in charge, they've renamed it the 
Subcommittee on the Coronavirus Pandemic. They held a hearing last week. Where are we in 
looking into the coronavirus origins and what advice would you give to that committee? 

Miles Yu: 
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Looking for origins is very important because they'll help us understand, not only the true nature 
of this deadly virus, so it's not only a scientific and public health concern but far more 
importantly, when we do all this investigation, we cannot forget the end game. The end game is 
to make sure who is culpable, who is responsible for having caused this global catastrophe. The 
reason why the Chinese Communist Party is stubbornly resisting any international inquiry of 
itself show it's, there's something to hide. If we were too narrowly focused on finding the origin, 
when China does not cooperate, it's very difficult. It will remain a scientific issue. This 
committee, in my view, should go beyond just focusing on the origin, but also to focus on the 
culpability who is responsible. If China's responsible, for not only causing this, but also for 
covering up, and then China should pay. And that's the only way you can prevent any 
catastrophe like this from happening again because if the culprit is not held responsible, the 
culprit will be emboldened to do similar bad deeds in the future. And that will be very unfortunate 
for humanity. 

Wilson Shirley: 

Yeah, that's something definitely to be prevented and to the point that we talked about with a 
sort of global awakening to the CCP challenge. This isn't just one subcommittee on the Hill. Last 
week, the spokesman for the World Health Organization said that their own investigation is also 
continuing. And I just wanted to read the final sentence, final couple of sentences from that 
piece that was in the Wall Street Journal. He said, “most important, we continue to call on China 
to allow further studies and shared data around all hypotheses. Understanding the pandemic's 
origin remains a scientific and moral imperative.” So again, not just one subcommittee, the 
WHO, which had its own failures during the Coronavirus pandemic, continues to push into this 
as well. 

Miles Yu: 

You're absolutely right. I think with one more thing that I would like to add as piece of advice for 
this committee is that we have to be very careful about the outrage fatigue. China's been doing 
a lot of bad things, but we cannot just maintain outrage all the time without considering specific 
measures to mitigate the real threat from China. And so right now, in addition to being outraged, 
we also have to be very cool and very methodic when it comes to specific solutions to ending 
this scourge once and for all. So, I think that's actually a very important challenge, bigger 
challenge than just making speeches and having hearings. 

Wilson Shirley: 

Yeah, that's certainly true. All right, that's all that we have time for this week. Thank you so 
much, Miles. Looking forward to another episode of the China Insider with you next week. 

Miles Yu: 

Thank you, Wilson. Look forward to next week. 

Wilson Shirley: 
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Thanks for tuning in to this episode of the China Insider, a podcast from the China Center at 
Hudson Institute. We appreciate Hudson for making this podcast possible. Follow Miles and all 
of the additional great work we do at hudson.org. Please remember to rate and review this 
podcast and we'll see you next time on the China Insider. 

 


