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Extended abstract
1.INTRODUCTION

The Middle East has long been characterized by complex security rivalries, ideological con-
frontations, and shifting geopolitical alignments. Among the most consequential rivalries in
the region, relations between the Islamic Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia have played a de-
cisive role in shaping regional security dynamics. For decades, interactions between Tehran
and Riyadh were largely framed within a confrontational and antagonistic pattern, generating
instability not only at the bilateral level but also across the broader Middle Eastern security
architecture. This rivalry has significantly influenced Saudi Arabia’s stance toward Iran’s nu-
clear program and its position on negotiations between Iran and the United States. However,
China’s mediation between Iran and Saudi Arabia in March 2023 marked a critical turning point
in their relations. Beyond the restoration of diplomatic ties, this mediation initiated deeper
transformations in the discursive, normative, and identity-based foundations of bilateral re-
lations. Against this backdrop, this article examines the impact of China’s mediation on Saudi
Arabia’s foreign policy toward Iran, with particular emphasis on Riyadh's evolving position
regarding renewed Iran-U.S. negotiations. The central research question is: How has China’s
mediation between Iran and Saudi Arabia affected Saudi Arabia’s stance toward renewed ne-

gotiationsbetween Iran and the United States?
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study draws on the constructivist approach in international relations, particularly Alex-
ander Wendt's theory of identity and social structures. Constructivism challenges materialist
and rationalist explanations of state behavior by emphasizing the role of identities, norms,
and shared meanings in shaping state interests and foreign policy. According to Wendt, inter-
state relations are structured through three ideal-type cultures: Hobbesian (enemy), Lockean
(rival), and Kantian (friend).Within this framework, Iran-Saudi relations prior to 2023 can be
largely understood as operating within a Hobbesian culture, where each side perceived the
other as an existential threat and where security was defined in zero-sum terms. The article
argues that China’s mediation contributed to a gradual transformation of Saudi Arabia’s identi-
ty perception of Iran—from “absolute enemy” to “conditional rival.” This identity shift reduced
symbolic hostility and enabled a reconfiguration of Saudi threat perceptions, thereby influ-

encing Riyadh’s approach to Iran-U.S. negotiations.

3. METHODOLOGY

Methodologically, this research adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical approach. The
study relies on the analysis of official statements, policy documents, diplomatic exchanges,
and post-2023 interaction patterns among Iran, Saudi Arabia, and China. A discourse-analyt-
ical lens is employed to trace changes in Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy narratives and identity
constructions following China’s mediation. By focusing on ideational and normative transfor-
mations rather than solely material variables, the study seeks to establish a causal linkbetween
China’s mediation efforts and shifts in Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy behavior.

4. RESULTS & DISCUSSION

The findings indicate that China’s mediation functioned as a norm-shaping and identity-con-
structing process rather than a purely tactical diplomatic initiative. Through economic coop-
eration frameworks, security dialogues, and confidence-building mechanisms, China helped
reduce symbolic enmity between Iran and Saudi Arabia and facilitated the emergence of a
new discursive environment centered on managed rivalry. As a result, Saudi Arabia gradually
moved away from a strategy of outright confrontation toward one of rivalry management.
This transformation has had direct implications for Saudi Arabia’s stance toward Iran-U.S.
negotiations. First, the reduction in perceived threat from Iran diminished Riyadh'’s sensitivity
to renewed diplomatic engagement between Tehran and Washington. Second, Saudi Arabia
increasingly views Iran-U.S. dialogue not necessarily as a strategic loss but potentially as a
stabilizing factor capable of lowering regional security costs. Third, China’s successful media-
tion enhanced the credibility of non-Western actors in Saudi strategic calculations, expanding

Riyadh'’s diplomatic maneuverability between the United States and China.

5. CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

In conclusion, China’s mediation between Iran and Saudi Arabia in 2023 played a pivotal role
in reshaping Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy identity and behavioral patterns toward Iran. By
facilitating processes of social learning and normative reconstruction, China contributed to
Saudi Arabia’s transition from a Hobbesian logic of absolute enmity to a Lockean logic of con-
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ditional rivalry. This identity shift, in turn, created greater flexibility in Riyadh’s approach to
renewed Iran-U.S. negotiations. The findings suggest that future analyses of Middle Eastern
security dynamics should pay closer attention to the role of non-Western mediators and
identity-based mechanisms of conflict transformation. Further research could comparatively
examine China’s mediation model alongside traditional Western approaches to better under-

stand emerging patterns of norm-driven diplomacy in the twenty-first century.

Key Words: Mediation, China, Constructivism, Saudi Arabia, Iran, United States.
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2. Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
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