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Abstract

The main research question this paper sought to answer is formulated as it follows: 
Is the Chinese presence going to increase or decrease the geopolitical divisions in 
the Mediterranean? The Chinese foray into the Mediterranean is the final element 
of the New Silk Roads and Beijing’s projection towards the Mediterranean is a fact 
that cannot be merely denied or welcomed. The Mediterranean is neither politi-
cally nor economically united: many reasons for division prevail in the numerous 
regions. However, Mare Nostrum is also characterized by some particular forms 
of cohesion. Concerning the Chinese objectives and impacts on Mediterranean 
geopolitics, scholars’ views are extremely varied and opposing. It is difficult to give 
a clear answer about what the economic impacts of Chinese investments are and 
whether these favour unity or divisions in the Mediterranean area. For the purposes 
of this paper, the Mediterranean is considered as a geopolitical region. For this 
reason, the paper is structured in such a way that it first deals with the geopolitics 
of the Mediterranean and with the existence of the multiple and different spaces of 
the Mediterranean and finally with the Chinese projection and its impact on Med-
iterranean spaces.
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1. The geopolitical region of the ”Enlarged Mediterranean”

The new logic of global competition has led China to redefine its interests at the 
international level, going beyond its regional area. Beijing’s projection towards the 
Mediterranean is a fact that cannot be merely denied or welcomed. Globaliza-
tion has made clear-cut open or closed positions impossible. This means that every 
player, at the same time, has more room for manoeuvre. 

Is the Chinese presence going to increase or decrease the geopolitical divisions in 
the Mediterranean? To answer this question, the Mediterranean should be consid-
ered a geopolitical region. ‘Mare Nostrum’, the cradle of the first organized civili-
zations, has witnessed remarkable cultural phenomena over four millennia. Despite 
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ПРЕДГОВОР

Часопис „Азијске свеске”, чија је осма свеска пред вама, резултат је заједничких 
хтења и ентузијазма истраживача окупљених у Институту за азијске студије, чији 
је циљ да регион Азије, све важнији и снажнији у глобалним размерама, приближи 
нашој академској и широј јавности.

Програмско опредељење Уредништва темељи се на изучавању Азије са циљем 
бољег разумевања богатства њених облика политичког и економског уређења, 
различитих културних, етничких, верских идентитета народа који је насељавају, 
као и бројних механизама којима су државе и друштва Азије међусобно повезани 
у разноврсне облике сарадње - од трговинске, еколошке, културне, политичке и 
бројних других, све до безбедоносне. Економски успон неких од највећих азијских 
држава, њихова све интензивнија сарадња, снагом своје појединачне и удружене 
величине, али и културног и политичког утицаја, мењају регионалне, али и глобалне 
институције, процесе, односе и начине и тиме утичу и на животе сваког од нас.

Наш поглед на Азију је поглед „изнутра”, јер настојимо да Азију проучавамо, 
  ,аћунгитсод анењ ићерем аминавосеретниаз омиватсдерп и омитавхирп ,омемузар

њену стварност и потенцијале азијским мерилима, полазећи од тамошње културе, 
традиције, интереса и потреба локалних заједница верујући да је то најбољи начин 
за разумевање овог, по многим параметрима, најдинамичнијег светског региона.
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many internal differences, intellectuals have considered this basin as a cohesive re-
gion for centuries. However, after the geographical discoveries of the sixteenth cen-
tury and the imposition of the oceanic powers, the Mediterranean has gradually lost 
its centrality to the benefit of the Atlantic Ocean. During the twentieth century, many 
supported the idea of a Mediterranean marginality1. The failed attempts to address 
the regional geopolitical issues show this interpretation has limits. As a matter of fact, 
crises have increased rather than decreased: some examples are the conflicts in 
Libya and Syria, the terroristic threat, the uncontrolled migration flows, etc.

The confusion was further worsened by a lack of assertiveness by the EU. The EU left 
room for states’ national interests, even for those outside the Mediterranean area, 
such as China, leading the European countries to support the United States as part 
of the Atlantic Alliance. And yet, the multiplicity of the Mediterranean problems 
had already been acknowledged in 2011 by Anders Fogh Rasmussen, the then 
Secretary-General of NATO, as evidenced by his speech on the Arab Spring at the 
Forum for New Diplomacy2. Nevertheless, a wide-ranging response was lacking. 
The internal divisions prevented NATO from taking a comprehensive approach to 
address the southern Mediterranean crisis mentioned above. 

The fragmentation of the Mediterranean region was highlighted by the theory of the 
Greater Middle East, adopted by the United States under the presidency of George 
W Bush. Mirroring Washington’s economic and energy interests, the theory reduces 
Mare Nostrum to a mere passageway between two oceans – the Atlantic and the 
Indian one – and a dividing line between Europe and the countries of the southern 
shore. The grouping of North Africa and the Middle East under the so-called MENA 
area derives from a vision that considers the Islamic religion as the driving force 
behind a “clash of civilizations”3 between Westerners and Muslims. 

The Greater Middle East theory is in contrast with a vision of the unity of the Mediter-
ranean according to which, in the words of Fernand Braudel, it ”speaks with many 
voices; it is a sum of individual histories”4. In the 1930s, Francesco Bertinelli, Cap-
itano di Vascello of the Regia Marina elaborated a notion of the Mediterranean 
which focused on the management of bottlenecks, supplies and trade routes5. In 
the early 1980s, thanks to the research job of the Livorno’s Istituto di Guerra Marit-
tima, the Italian Marina Militare resumed Bertonelli’s observations, elaborating the 
notion of an Enlarged Mediterranean6, recognizing that the flows of goods and the 
1   See A. Hess, The Forgotten Frontier: A History of the Sixteenth Century Ibero-African Frontier, University Chicago Press, Chicago 1978; A. 
Koyré, Dal mondo del pressappoco all’universo della precisione, Einaudi, Torino 2000.

2   A. F. Rasmussen, NATO and the Arab Spring, Speech by the NATO Secretary-General during the Forum for New Diplomacy hosted by 
Carnegie Europe, Brussels, June 1, 2011.

3   See. S. P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, Simon & Schuster, New York 1996

4   F. Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, University of California Press, Berkeley e Los Angeles 
1995.

5   F. Bertonelli, Il nostro mare: studio della situazione politica militare dell’Italia nel Mediterraneo, R. Bemporad & Figlio editori, Firenze 1930.

6   See P. P. Ramoino, “Fondamenti di strategia navale”, Edizioni Forum Relazioni Internazionali, Roma 1999. See also P. P. Ramoino, “La 
NATO e il “Mediterraneo allargato”: primavera araba, intervento in Libia”, partnerships, in Quaderni del Dipartimento di Scienze Politiche. 
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raw materials which pass through the region are affected by both local issues and 
global interests. 

Apparently, the Mediterranean is neither politically nor economically united: many 
reasons for division prevail in the numerous regions. However, Mare Nostrum is 
also characterized by some particular forms of cohesion which can be explained 
by two criteria already featured in Bertonelli’s work. First of all, besides being a 
”transit route between the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean”, the Mediterranean is ”an 
inner sea which has its own independent problems (…) of economic competition 
and political supremacy”7. This is a proximity criterion: as an enclosed sea, players 
tend to compete for control over the area, and everything which affects this space 
cannot be ignored: the proof of this lies in the local conflicts which involve both re-
gional and international players.

Further quoting Bertonelli, there is another criterion that highlights the Mediterra-
nean cohesion:

it is necessary to guarantee, in peace and war, communications with the Atlantic 
and the Indian Ocean, and with the Black Sea; that is, the gates of the Mediter-
ranean mustn’t be exclusively under the sway of powers which may have hostile 
interests to the Italian ones8.

The necessity to keep bottlenecks open and operating has the objective to ensure 
the correct and crucial flow of supplies. This is an issue that still affects all the players 
in the area today if one given that – only as far as energy is concerned – ”30% of 
the oil and almost 75% of all the other energy resources pass through this basin”9 
and ”about 9% of the world oil trade by sea and 9% of global LNG trade” pass 
through the Suez Canal alone10.

2. The multiple and different spaces of the Mediterranean

The reasons for division dominate the multiple political spaces of the Mediterra-
nean: in this regard, it is necessary to mention, first and foremost, the division and 
the loss of power of the Arab world11.

Università del Sacro Cuore”, 4, pp. 73-84; G. Giorgerini, R. Nassigh, “La relatività delle forze nell’area del Mediterraneo Allargato”, in C. M. 
Santoro (ed.), Il XXI Secolo, Centro Militare di Studi Strategici, Milano 2002.

7   See F. Bertonelli, Il nostro mare…, p. 16.

8   Ibid., p. 15.

9   “SRM, MED & Italian Energy Report. Risorse, flussi e strategie energetiche dell’Italia tra Europa e Mediterraneo”, 1° Rapporto Annuale, 
2019.

10   Ibid.

11   See S. Capasso, “Introduzione. I paesi del Mediterraneo tra disuguaglianza e convergenza: sviluppo economico, sostenibilità e migra-
zioni”, in E. Ferragina (ed.), Rapporto sulle economie del Mediterraneo. Edizione 2018, Istituto di Studi sulle Società del Mediterraneo, Roma 
2018; R. Aliboni, “L’evoluzione geopolitica nel Medioriente”, in E. Ferragina (ed.), Rapporto sulle economie del Mediterraneo. Edizione 2018, 
Istituto di Studi sulle Società del Mediterraneo, Roma 2018.
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Ten years later, North Africa and the Middle East are still suffering the effects of the 
so-called “Arab Spring”: this journalistic expression was used to describe the pro-
tests and the unrest which involved many countries in the area between the first and 
the second decade of the twenty-first century, considering that ”the governments of 
the area, in office after the end of the colonial regimes in recent decades, ended up 
losing their political legitimacy and popular support because of the fading away of 
ideologies and nationalistic pressures and of the effects of “socialistic” policies”12. 
After the end of the dream of a socialist and secular Arabism, a political Islamism, 
which considers Western political and economic solutions and, more in general, its 
modernizing culture as foreign, has found fertile ground in the traditionalist public 
opinion. It took the shape of movements that were also militarily organized, often re-
sulting in clandestine activity. Ruling leaderships responded with violent repression, 
with the connivance of Western countries, because they guaranteed stability which 
was perceived as even more necessary after the September 11 attacks13.

In the last few years, the defeat of the Islamic State (Isis) in Syria and Iraq in 2017 
was the main novelty. In Baghdad, the situation is still unstable, in part because of 
the heterogeneity of the players who fought against Isis. In Syria, the situation is 
even more complicated: the Damascus government regained the upper hand over 
the opposition and the confusion among Russia, Iran and Turkey could extend con-
flicts and instability. Libya’s case is different, also because ISIS jihadism has failed 
to break through the country. The conflict between Sarraj’s Government of National 
Accord – supported by the UN – and the Tobruk government headed by General 
Haftar could be seemingly resolved through a pacification process which only start-
ed in 2020 and whose outcomes are still uncertain14

To understand the opportunities that foreign players like China have in the Medi-
terranean, the poor results of European policies in the region should be taken into 
account. Brussels never lost interest in the area: as early as in the 1960s, the Euro-
pean Economic Community (EEC) started bilateral negotiations with the countries of 
the southern shore, finalizing a series of trade agreements15. The 1972 Paris Summit 
promoted a “global Mediterranean policy”, and efforts were made for it to be 
continued even after the oil shock of the following year, all to no avail16. Something 
new was only seen with the Redirected Mediterranean Policy of 1990 and, at the 

12   C. Almirante, “Considerazioni interlocutorie su uno stimolante convegno internazionale”, in G. D’Ignazio, N. Fiorita, S. Gambino, F. 
Raniolo, A. Ventura (ed.), Transizioni e democrazia nei Paesi del Mediterraneo e del vicino Oriente, Edizioni Periferia, Cosenza 2014, pp. 
401-411. See also A. Ventura, “Le Rivoluzioni prevedibili. Per una analisi storica delle “Primavere arabe”, in G. D’Ignazio, N. Fiorita, S. 
Gambino, F. Raniolo, A. Ventura (ed.), Transizioni e democrazia nei Paesi del Mediterraneo e del vicino Oriente, Edizioni Periferia, Cosenza 
2014, pp. 333-344.

13   See A. Ventura, Le Rivoluzioni prevedibili…

14   See R. Aliboni, L’evoluzione geopolitica…

15   See G. Laschi, “La Cee e il Mediterraneo: l’avvio delle politiche verso i paesi terzi della sponda sud” in S. Cruciani, M. Ridolfi (ed.), 
L’Unione Europea e il Mediterraneo. Relazioni internazionali, crisi politiche e regionali (1947-2016), FrancoAngeli, Milano 2017, pp. 89-110.

16   See M. Trentin, “Le Comunità Europee e gli Stati arabi nei ”lunghi anni settanta”: economia, politica e potere” in S. Cruciani, M. Ridolfi 
(ed.), L’Unione Europea e il Mediterraneo…, pp. 129-148; A. Isoni, “Da Barcellona a Marsiglia. Le politiche dell’Unione europea nel Medi-
terraneo in S. Cafaro (ed.), Le relazioni euro-mediterranee. Dai primi accordi all’Unione per il Mediterraneo, ESI, Napoli 2013, p. 1 et seq.
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end of the decade, with The Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreements, which 
were ”characterized by greater wealth of content and institutional complexity”17. 
The Euro-Mediterranean partnership, launched by the Barcelona Conference in 
1995, was the chance for a turning point. The goal of the conference was ”the 
creation of a multilateral reference framework, aimed at overcoming the multiplicity 
of bilateral economic agreements”18. However, expectations were not met, as the 
goals announced in Barcelona remained largely unfulfilled due to various prob-
lems, including the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the “war on terror” which broke 
out after September 1119. In 2003 the EU returned to the attack and introduced 
the European neighbourhood policy (ENP), with which it granted the benefits of 
the internal market to a circle of “friend” countries (without allowing them to join 
the Union). Finally, in 2008 the French President Sarkozy proposed the Union for 
the Mediterranean (UfM). Unlike the ENP, the UfM minimizes the attempts at a 
political dialogue, rendered difficult by the instability of the area, and it focuses on 
practical and economic initiatives instead20. Brussels tried to update those projects 
after the outbreak of the Arab Spring with a “more for more” principle, depending 
on economic and social reforms of the individual countries21; this ended up being a 
weakness and resulted in the countries of the southern shore being willing to consid-
er offers from other players. 

The Turkish and Russian activism in the Enlarged Mediterranean has increasingly 
grown. Looking back on the centuries-old Ottoman Empire, Ankara has tried to re-
gain its influence over the area after a period of absence22. Starting from 2005, the 
freezing of the accession to the European Union led Ankara to start to turn its gaze 
back to the Middle East. This idea was reinvigorated in 2009 when the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Ahmet Davutoğlu started to propose his theory of “strategic depth”: 
the theory is based on the aim of taking advantage of the country’s geographic 
position in the Mediterranean and its mixed identity – European and Muslim – to 
present itself as a bridge between the West and the East23. Turkey has therefore sup-
ported Serraj in Libya, as it was aligned with the Islamist Sunni regimes, the oppo-

17   S. Cafaro, “La dimensione mediterranea nelle relazioni esterne dell’Unione dopo la primavera araba” in Cultura giuridica e diritto 
vivente, I, 1, 2014, pp. 1-18. See also D. Marcianò, “Gli accordi di associazione euro-mediterranei: caratteri e funzioni” in S. Cafaro (ed.), Le 
relazioni euro-mediterranee…, p. 67 et seq.

18   M. E. Guasconi, “La politica mediterranea dell’Unione Europea: l’occasione perduta del partenariato euro-mediterraneo” in S. Cruciani, 
M. Ridolfi (a cura di), L’Unione Europea e il Mediterraneo. Relazioni internazionali, crisi politiche e regionali (1947-2016), FrancoAngeli, 
Milano 2017, pp. 199-212.

19   See M. E. Guasconi, La politica mediterranea…

20   See S. Cafaro, “L’Unione per il Mediterraneo”, in Studi sull’integrazione europea, V, 1, 2010, p. 105 -128.

21   See S. Panebianco, “L’Unione Europea nel Mediterraneo: oltre la primavera araba in G. D’Ignazio, N. Fiorita, S. Gambino, F. Raniolo, 
A. Ventura (ed.), Transizioni e democrazia nei Paesi del Mediterraneo e del vicino Oriente, Edizioni Periferia, Cosenza 2014, pp. 287-310. 
See also S. Cafaro, La dimensione mediterranea…

22   See J. Jabbour, “Le retour de la Turquie en Méditerranée: la ”profondeur stratégique” turque en Méditerranée préet post-printemps ara-
be” in Cahiers de la Méditerranée, XLV, 89, 2014, pp. 45-56; M. Ceccorulli, La dimensione marittima dell’Unione Europea nel Mediterraneo 
allargato. Opportunità, rischi e prospettive, CeMiSS, Roma 2016, pp. 52-53; G. Gagliano, “Mediterraneo orientale: una disputa geoecono-
mica e geopolitica”, in Rivista marittima, CLIV, 2, 2021, pp. 48-55.

23   See A. F. Carlucci, La Turchia…cit; A. Irkhin, O. Moskalenko, “Russia’s Foreign Policy in the Great Mediterranean: Prospects and Con-
straints”, Geopolitics Quarterly, XV, 4, 2020, pp. 110-121.
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sition in Syria (against the Kurds), and the refugee inflow. Moreover, as it proposed 
itself as a moderate (and stable) Islamist regime, it has used its soft power to bond 
ties with the North African countries and the Near East, trying to carve out some 
spaces in the Sahel24. Finally, the thorny issue of its Exclusive Economic Zone leads 
to continuous tensions with Athens25.

The Russian engagement26 has been just as strong, especially after the annexation 
of Crimea in 2014, fostered by the United States’ gradual disengagement in the 
area. The effects were first seen during the Syrian conflict: Putin intervened in the civil 
war in September 2015 at the request of President Bashar al-Assad which relied 
on the good relations between the two countries since the USSR era27The Russian 
intervention was officially justified by the aim of countering international terrorism. 
However, many underlined that Moscow had two military bases to protect (Tartus 
e Hmeimim)28 Taking advantage of the freezing of US economic aid, Moscow re-
sumed relations with Egypt focusing on the political and military cooperation and 
the sale of its weapon systems to Cairo. For Russia, Egypt represents the gateway to 
North Africa, especially concerning Lybia (where it supported Haftar), due to the 
military bases located in the western part of the country near the border. Broadly 
speaking, Moscow has tried to create its Russian balance29, promoting an image of 
itself as a good and reliable mediator, and by committing to the fight against terror-
ism. The Kremlin’s efforts to maintain relations with Israel should be considered from 
this perspective30. If one considers Moscow has resumed its attempts to influence 
the Balkans – even indirectly – to keep them away from the EU, most notably from 
NATO, it is clear that Russia is returning to the Mediterranean in the round, in line 
with its old goals (mutatis mutandis) already seen during the Cold War31.

Saudi Arabia and Qatar are among the actors who play an important role in the 
Enlarged Mediterranean. In particular, the Saudi Kingdom is engaged in a con-
frontation with Iran. Within the countries of the area, this confrontation results in 
conflicts between the factions which are allies of the two rivals. Especially under 
the Trump administration, the United States supported all of Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman’s moves. However, apart from the diplomatic success of the re-engage-

24   See G. Gagliano, Mediterraneo orientale…

25   See F. Merz, “Trouble with Turkey in the Eastern Mediterranean”, CSS Analyses in Security Policy, 275, CSS ETH Zürich, December 2020, 
pp. 1-4; A. M. Delvecchio, “Grecia e Turchia in competizione nel Mediterraneo orientale: il caso emblematico di Cipro”, Cultura giuridica e 
diritto vivente, VII, 3, 2020, pp. 1-10.

26   See A. Irkhin, O. Moskalenko, Russia’s Foreign Policy…; M. Siddi, “Russia’s return to Middle Eastern and Mediterranean geopolitics and 
implications for West-Russia relations”, in A. Futter (ed.), Threats to Euro-Atlantic Security: a Collection of Essays from Members of the Young 
Generation Leaders Network on Euro-Atlantic Security, Palgrave Macmillan, Londra 2019.

27   See F. Cirillo, “Interessi russi nel Mediterraneo Orientale, in the Mediterranean Sea: Current Trends and Future Challenges”, Geopolitical 
Report, Association of Studies, Research and Internationalization in Eurasia and Africa,, III, 4, 2018, pp. 69-82.

28   See C. Lovotti, “La Russia in Medio Oriente. Una presenza destinata a durare?”, Osservatorio di politica internazionale, 79, 2018.

29   See A. Irkhin, O. Moskalenko, Russia’s Foreign Policy…, p. 120.

30   See H. Frisch, “Why Russia Needs Israel”, BESA, Center Perspectives Paper, 895, 2018; H. Frisch, “Have Putin and Netanyahu Struck a 
Grand Bargain?”, BESA, Center Perspectives Paper, 896, 2018.

31   See F. Cirillo, Interessi russi…, pp. 76-80.
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ment with Iraq, other Saudi initiatives had very little success. The war on Yemen was 
a total military and political failure “which diverted Saudi Arabia from the theatre 
of conflict in Syria, where it left free rein to Iran and to its hegemony plans on the 
regional framework”32. The same was true for the attempts to interfere in Lebanon’s 
politics, putting pressure on the prime Minister-designate Hariri to force him to step 
down, and trying to isolate Hezbollah. Salman also tried to isolate Qatar but he 
had the opposite effect, that is, pushing it closer to Tehran. Doha has supported 
the opponents of Bashar al-Assad in Syria and, more in general, the various Sunni 
movements in the area, in line with its “traditionalist” policy interests33.

The division between the northern and the southern shore is also reflected in the po-
litical culture, especially in the predominant political models: there is a clear, huge 
difference between the liberal democratic and secular model which took hold in 
the northern Mediterranean and the authoritarianism of the southern coasts. The ex-
tent to which the authoritarian culture is widespread both in the governments of the 
Middle East area and in the movements behind the Arab spring was also seen. The 
Islamist groups which were able to stir up the protests succeeded in overshadowing 
the ideas of freedom and rights, focusing more on the need for progress and better 
living conditions for the population34.

The European Union has always stated its will to protect liberal-democratic values. 
However, its initiatives to promote democracy and its attitudes towards the situation 
on the southern shore have been fluctuating, to say the least35. Nevertheless, both 
before and after the Arab Spring, the EU pursued its efforts for the democratization 
of the southern shore, often combining them with the initiatives related to migration 
and the development of the region, achieving better results in countries like Tunisia 
and worse results in Egypt36.

Religion is another cultural element that highlights the divisions in the Mediterranean 
region. The context is set out by post-secularism, with religion regaining centrality on 
both shores. Apart from the northern shore, where the secular model is still strong, 
one of the most important keys to understanding the Islamic divisions in the countries 
of North Africa and of the Near East lies undoubtedly on the division between Sun-
nis and Shiites. The lack of a strong legitimacy of power plays a key role in the insta-
bility of countries with a Sunni majority and scales down their ambitions: this can be 
32   See S. Capasso, Introduzione. I paesi del Mediterraneo…, p. 10.

33   See A. Cantaro, “Da dove vengono e dove vanno le “primavere arabe”. Ermeneutica dei conflitti”, in G. D’Ignazio, N. Fiorita, S. 
Gambino, F. Raniolo, A. Ventura (ed.), Transizioni e democrazia...cit, pp. 149-164.; G. Dentice, Arabia Saudita-Qatar: i nodi di una crisi 
annunciata, ISPI, 2017.

34   See V. Colombo, “Il pensiero liberale arabo: alternativa politica o chimera? Tentativo di una definizione” in G. D’Ignazio, N. Fiorita, S. 
Gambino, F. Raniolo, A. Ventura (ed.), Transizioni e democrazia..., pp. 345-350.

35   See A. Dandashly, “Promoting Democracy in the Southern Mediterranean: Perceptions and Expectations” in Euromed Survey, IX, 1 
January 24, 2019, pp. 110-116; M. A. Harwood, “Democratisation without Coercion: Parliamentary Bodies as Democracy Promoters in the 
Mediterranean”, Parliamentary Affairs, LXXIII, 4, 2020, pp. 790-807.

36   See L. Faustini-Torres, “Another nexus? Exploring narratives on the linkage between EU external migration policies and the democratiza-
tion of the southern Mediterranean neighbourhood”, Comparative Migration Studies, VIII, 1, 2020, pp. 1-22; A. Dandashly, “EU democracy 
promotion and the dominance of the security-stability nexus”, Mediterranean Politics, XXIII, 1, 2017, pp. 62-82.
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seen in the case of Egypt, which could benefit from its population, and Saudi Ara-
bia, which also has an advantage – its wealth. There are two strong Sunni centres 
of power which are an exception, that is, Turkey, for the abovementioned reasons, 
and Morocco, where the king benefits from being a member of the Prophet’s family. 
Most Shiites live in Iran, where they account for 90% of the population. Another two 
important ramifications are Lebanon and Iraq (in the capital cities and the southern 
part of the two countries)37Since the Iranian revolution of 1979, the Shiite regional 
policy has gained strength thanks to a strong mix of civil and religious power as well 
as to a series of strategic presences: the Amal and Hezbollah movements in Leb-
anon, the Houthi in Yemen, the Hazaras in Afghanistan and the Alawites in Syria. 
Furthermore, it is important to bear in mind that, despite being a minority, the Shiites 
live near the largest oil reserves in Saudi Arabia and within the Persian Gulf region.

For historical reasons, there are many Christian Churches in Middle Eastern Arab 
countries ”inaccurately grouped under the expression “Christians of the East”38; the 
truth is ecclesiastical traditions are very different from each other and it is hard to 
compare them. Historically, countries with a Muslim majority have been tolerant 
towards Christians. However, for centuries Christians and Jews have been included 
(in some cases they still are) in the dhimma, a series of restrictive legal provisions 
required by Sharia. Finally, a problem that is still relevant and which reflects the re-
ligious division is represented by the persecutions of Christians in various countries 
in the area. 

In the Mediterranean, divisions are numerous and relevant also in the economic 
sphere, with a historic gap present on the southern shore compared to the north 
one. Actually, since 2000 the income gap between the rich countries of the North 
and the poorest countries of North Africa has narrowed, mainly due to the GDP 
growth rates of the Euro-Mediterranean area, which are now quite low39Between 
1996 and 2016 the countries of the southern shore had stronger growth, thanks to 
an ever-increasing flow of Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) as well as an increase in 
manufacturing activities40. Despite the positive trends, the gap between Euro-Medi-
terranean countries and North African countries is still large and difficult to narrow. 
One of the main problems, as is well known, is the unequal exchange between 
the two areas. The abovementioned European initiatives were essentially economic 
ones and they proposed the creation of an open market. However, they asked the 
countries of the southern shore to open up to industrial products from the northern 
shore but kept the internal European market closed to their agricultural products, 

37   See V. Nasr, The Shia Revival: How Conflicts within Islam Will Shape the Future, W.W. Norton & Company, New York 2016.

38   A. Courban, “Essere cristiani in Medio Oriente”, Aggiornamenti sociali, LXVII, 1, 2016, pp. 28-38. See also B. Heyberger, Les Chrétiens 
au Proche-Orient, Payot et Rivages, Parigi 2013.

39   See S. Makdisi, “Sulle disparità economiche e politiche prevalenti e sulle prospettive di una stretta integrazione di una regione euro-me-
diterranea”, in E. Ferragina (ed.), Rapporto sulle economie del Mediterraneo. Edizione 2018, Istituto di Studi sulle Società del Mediterraneo, 
Roma 2018.

40   See L. Forte, G. Canitano, M. R. Carli, “Crescita economica, produzione manifatturiera e commercio estero nei paesi del Mediterraneo: 
differenze e complementarità tra paesi euromediterranei e paesi della sponda sud ed est del Bacino” in E. Ferragina (ed.), Rapporto...
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with a heavy trade deficit41.

North African countries have several different forms of mutual inequalities. Pop-
ulations are concentrated along the coasts and rivers; in general, there is a very 
high concentration of inhabitants in small areas. The degree of urbanisation is very 
heterogeneous, with a high urban concentration and rural exodus, as well as an 
increase in unemployment given that newcomers do not have sufficient skills to en-
ter the job market. There are large internal gaps that affect access to health and 
education42. The Mediterranean countries have different high rates of demograph-
ic growth, although they are mainly high. Combined with environmental problems 
caused by worsening climate conditions and water scarcity, these rates have exac-
erbated economic problems43This results in an increase in migration flows which is 
difficult for the European countries to manage. In recent years, bilateral agreements 
have changed focus, from selecting immigration to trying to contain it44. The fall of 
Gaddafi in 2011 and the civil war in Libya drastically reduced the ability to control 
irregular flows, pushing the EU (and Italy) to enhance their policy: the securitarian 
approach lies at the basis of the latest European initiatives (Mare Nostrum, Triton, 
Frontex etc.) and of the MoU between Italy and Libya of February 2, 2017, going 
in the same direction45.

3. The Chinese projection and its impact on Mediterranean spaces

The Chinese foray into the Mediterranean is the final element of the New Silk Roads 
which were announced for the first time by President Xi Jinping in 2013. They consist 
of a northern land corridor (Silk Road Economic Belt) and a series of sea routes 
between China and Europe (21st Century Maritime Silk Road or MSR). The name 
One Belt One Road (OBOR), unveiled by Xi in 2014 in front of the EU heads of 
government, was subsequently replaced by the alternative Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). The BRI now includes dozens of countries, which account for more than half 
of the global GDP and represent the owners of 75% of the world’s energy reserves.

The BRI’s original goal was to connect China to the European markets through in-
frastructures. Since then, it has developed further ramifications, from Africa to Latin 
America. Over the years, its development has not been limited to logistics and trade 
but it has also included energy, finance and more. To confirm this, suffice it to say that 

41   See L. Forte, G. Canitano, M. R. Carli, Crescita economica…

42   See A. M. Ferragina, G. Nunziante, “Disparità e ineguaglianze tra i territori all’interno dell’area Mediterranea” in E. Ferragina (ed.), 
Rapporto...

43   See E. Ferragina, D. A. L. Quagliarotti, “Stabilità e sicurezza nel Mediterraneo tra vincoli ambientali e divari socio-economici” in E. 
Ferragina (ed.), Rapporto...

44   See. M. Colucci, “Accordi bilaterali in campo migratorio tra Italia, Europa e Mediterraneo: l’evoluzione dal secondo dopoguerra a oggi” 
in E. Ferragina (ed.), Rapporto...

45   See S. Gallo, “Le migrazioni interne nel Maghreb mediterraneo, dalla decolonizzazione al nuovo millennio” in E. Ferragina (ed.), Rap-
porto....; A. M. Morone, “Migranti e politiche di contenimento: il caso della Libia” in E. Ferragina (ed.), Rapporto...
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the transport networks receive only 24% of the total funds, while 32% of them are 
allocated to the energy sector46: as is well known, China is an energy-intensive coun-
try; therefore, one of the objectives is to ensure enough supplies for domestic needs.

Apart from the activities carried out in industry forums, the most direct form of par-
ticipation is represented by the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
to join the BRI. Among the G7 countries, Italy was the only one to sign an MoU 
with China in March 2019. The peninsula is a potential strategic point for the BRI in 
the Mediterranean, offering a convenient way for Chinese goods to enter Europe. 
Beijing has mainly focused on the northern Adriatic, as there are no particular dif-
ficulties in creating logistical lines with the hinterland (which, on the other hand, 
is the case for the ports of the Tyrrhenian Sea), and as it allows Mediterranean 
trade to connect with countries such as Germany, Austria, Hungary and Poland, a 
part of Europe’s industrial and commercial engine47. The investments at stake in the 
northern Adriatic follow the acquisition of Piraeus, which allowed China to manage 
the main European transhipment port. China also started building a railway line 
to reach Budapest via Skopje and Belgrade (saving 5 to 10 days)48. However, 
the real Mediterranean bottleneck is still represented by Suez, which has received 
China’s main investments for the development and the modernization of its port 
area through the launch of the Suez Canal Corridor Area Project (SCZone) and the 
introduction of a China-Egypt Suez Economic and Trade Cooperation Zone.49

Concerning the Chinese objectives and impacts on Mediterranean geopolitics, 
scholars’ views are extremely varied and opposing. Some mentioned an “Asian 
century” specifying, however, that Beijing does not aspire to global political he-
gemony but rather to a leading and driving position in the international economic 
development50. Others, on the other hand, went so far as to condemn the New Silk 
Roads as a “global invasion project”51, sensing clear imperialist ambitions carried 
forward also thanks to a specific use of financial resources52. It is important to under-
line that the Chinese companies and funds involved in the BRI investments are mostly 
structurally led, directly or indirectly, by the Beijing government. This could pose 
risks of undue influence on countries whose development depends heavily on aid 
from the Asian power. An example is the episode of the forced return of the Uyghurs 
from Egypt to China in 2016-2017 – following a cooperation agreement between 
the two countries for the suppression of Islamic terrorism – carried out with the help 

46   See A. Amighini, G. Sciorati, Fact Checking: BRI, la nuova via della seta, ISPI, 2019.

47   See P. Sellari, Scenari euroasiatici. Le Vie della Seta e la proiezione imperiale cinese, Edizioni Nuova Cultura, Roma 2020; D. D’Amelio, 
“Il risveglio del porto di Trieste fra Mitteleuropa e Cina” in Limes, XXVII, 10, 2019, pp. 263-272.

48   See. Huang Shan, “China-Europe Maritime and Terrestrial Express Lines in Smooth Progress”, CRI, May 13, 2017.

49   See AA.VV., “The Suez Canal after the expansion. Analysis of traffic, competitiveness indicators, the challenges of the BRI and the role of 
the Free Zone, SRM e AlexBank, 2018.

50   See P. Khanna, The Future is Asian: Commerce, Conflict and Culture in the 21st Century, Simon & Schuster, New York 2019.

51   See A. Selvatici, La Cina e la Nuova Via della Seta. Progetto per un’invasione globale, Rubbettino, Soveria Mannelli 2018.

52   See J. Pomfret, “China’s debt traps around the world are a trademark of its imperialist ambitions, The Washington Post, August 27, 2019.
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of the Egyptian security forces53. It is no coincidence that Greece and Egypt itself, 
among the main recipients of Chinese investments in the region, have openly sup-
ported Beijing against international actions in defence of human rights54. The BRI as-
pires not only to fulfil economic ambitions but also to support Beijing’s aim – which 
is functional to the economic matter – of increasing its geopolitical influence at the 
international level, without excluding hard power. In particular, there’s a clear link 
between the project and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the Chinese Navy 
(PLA Navy), whose deployment allows Beijing to have a geostrategic influence on 
the areas where the BRI has created strong commercial interests. Think, for example, 
of the naval base of Doraleh (Djibouti), whose construction began in 2016 and 
which allows China to have a stable presence in the Red Sea55.

All these elements would suggest that the Chinese foray, linked to the logic of bi-
lateral relations and the objective of actively protecting its interests in the area, has 
the effect of increasing the division within the Mediterranean. This hypothesis is also 
confirmed by the cultural elements of the Chinese policies in the area. Beijing is 
known to devote remarkable energies and resources to initiatives based on soft 
power, trying to leverage above all the attractiveness of its culture56. The aim is to 
offer a positive image of China abroad, going beyond the accusations of being a 
threat to other countries and proposing itself as a useful and reliable partner. To do 
so, PRC has funded a considerable number of programs to spread the Chinese lan-
guage and culture, as well as a vast network of Confucius Institutes. However, there 
are serious inconsistencies too: one of the most obvious is that Chinese companies 
abroad basically employ only their citizens, even in the Mediterranean countries. 
Moreover, they are in no way encouraged to settle in and fit into the new societies, 
in contrast with the attempts at exchanges and other cultural integration initiatives. 
Furthermore, the Chinese clearly show that they are indifferent to the human rights 
issue. The case of the forced return of the Uyghurs from Egypt is just one example of 
how soft power, which is influenced by economic interests and justifications such as 
the fight against terrorism, can be used by Beijing to push other countries to adopt 
authoritarian and oppressive policies, paving the way for new divisions.

It is more difficult to give a clear answer about what the economic impacts of Chi-
nese investments are and whether these favour unity or divisions in the Mediterra-
nean area. Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) and their effects on the economies of 
developing countries have divided scholars. Some of them have argued that they 
strongly favour the economic development of the host countries, increasing their 

53   See “Egypt: Don’t Deport Uyghurs to China”, Human Rights Watch, July 2017.

54   See P. Tonchev, “Le relazioni sino-greche: contesto e prospettive”, OrizzonteCina, IX, 3, pp. 16-20; G. Sciorati, Cina: la questione uigura 
nello Xinjiang, ISPI, 2019.

55   See AA.VV., “The Suez Canal after the expansion. Analysis of traffic, competitiveness indicators, the challenges of the BRI and the role of 
the Free Zone, SRM e AlexBank, 2018.

56   See A. Dugué-Nevers, “China and Soft Power: Building Relations and Cooperation”, Contemporary Chinese Political Economy and Stra-
tegic Relations: An International Journal, III, 1, 2017, pp. 71-101; M. Yağci, “Rethinking Soft Power in Light of China’s Belt and Road Initiative”, 
Uluslararasi İliskiler, LVII, 5, 2018, pp. 67-78.
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capital and bringing new technologies and best practices – for the Mediterranean 
and African countries, with tangible results especially at the turn of the 2008 crisis57. 
However, other scholars, noting that the financial aspect is the most innovative and 
effective one of the BRI58, have focused on the possible negative effects of FDI. One 
risk is that only investors will benefit from them and that they won’t hire local workers 
or will prevent the local economy from accessing new technologies. Many have 
identified the risk that countries will give their raw materials away without gaining 
enough benefits, as China can also take advantage of local corruption and often 
unstable governments59. Some analysts have pointed out that the African countries 
do not leverage their abundance in raw materials to have sufficient negotiating 
power and that so far not even the African Union (AU) has offered adequate coor-
dination to achieve better results60. 

Another potential problem is the “debt trap”. As explained in a 2012 GDC Policy 
Paper:

When government borrowing is not accompanied by enough economic growth 
and revenue generation to fully service the debt, it can generate a downward spiral 
that inevitably ends in the need for debt restructuring or reduction61.

However, the actual risks depend on the total amount of debt and the debt that the 
individual states owe to China. Such risks concern specifically countries in Southeast 
Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, as well as the exceptional case of Montenegro in the 
Euro-Mediterranean area62.

While acknowledging the concerns arising from the Chinese presence concern-
ing democracy and security, Alice Ekman highlights a series of elements showing 
Beijing could seemingly benefit from more unity in the Mediterranean63. First of all, 
Chinese investment programs concern both the southern and northern shores, as 
evidenced by the acquisition of the Port of Piraeus which is still one of the main 
interventions in the region to this day. This operation also thanks to the railway line 
designed to connect the Piraeus to Budapest, has allowed the port to compete with 
northern European ports such as Antwerp, Hamburg and Rotterdam. In particular, 
the latter managed to secure an important contract with the American company 
Hewlett-Packard (HP), thus becoming its distribution centre for central and southern 
Europe, North Africa, the Middle East and Russia. This is another example of how 

57   See I. Doku, J. Akuma, J. Owusu-Afriyie, “Effect of Chinese foreign direct investment on economic growth in Africa”, in Journal of Chinese 
Economic and Foreign Trade Studies, X, 2, 2017, pp. 162-17; J. Whalley, A. Weisbrod, “The Contribution of Chinese FDI to Africa’s Pre Crisis 
Growth Surge”, Global Economy Journal, XII, 4, 2012, pp. 1-26.

58   See A. Amighini, Finanza e potere lungo le Nuove Vie della Seta, Università Bocconi Editore, Milano 2021.

59   See M. Busse, S. Gröning, “The resource curse revisited: governance and natural resources”, in Public Choice, CXLV, 1, 2013, pp. 1-20.

60   See T. Ayodele, O. Sotola, “China in Africa: An Evaluation of Chinese Investment”, Working Paper, IPPA, 2014.

61   See J. Hurley, S. Morris, G. Portelance, “Examining the Debt Implications of the Belt and Road Initiative from a Policy Perspective”, CGD 
Policy Paper, Center for Global Development, Washington 2018.

62   See J. Garlik, The Impact of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. From Asia to Europe, Routledge, Abingdon, 2020.

63   See A. Ekman, “China in the Mediterranean: An Emerging Presence”, Notes de l’Ifri, Ifri, February 2018.
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such investments can favour the Mediterranean compared to other areas and make 
it more economically united. Ekman has identified another element that is even more 
relevant, namely, the Chinese all-out policy, based on flexible, multilateral and sec-
tor-specific cooperation mechanisms. In particular, based on the experience of the 
“17 + 1” forum with the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, Beijing has re-
peatedly proposed this model on both shores of the Mediterranean, thus fostering 
cohesion thanks to a “group co-operation diplomacy"64.

In addition to the attempts made with other European ports, this form of cooperation 
has been promoted primarily in North Africa and the Middle East, where China has 
established the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) and the Forum on 
China–Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF) respectively65. 

The main weak point of this interpretation is that to support the thesis of a decrease 
in the rift between the two shores, it relies solely on the opportunities for econom-
ic development in the region through Chinese investments, minimizing remarks on 
possible negative geopolitical impacts.

This interpretation contrasts with another one: according to Christina Müller-Markus, 
China has decided to put aside its non-interference principle to protect its interests 
in the region, where the EU is ”a military uninfluential, politically divided actor”66. 
The agreements with Athens would have a great strategic value. As a matter of fact, 
”Greece’s geographical and diplomatic proximity – with Europe and NATO on 
one side and the Middle East on the other – makes it an attractive ally to China”67. 
Beijing would try to increase divisions also using hard power, for example with the 
presence of its army in support of the Arab states, as envisaged by the first Arab 
Policy Paper of 201668 – as well as with the naval base in Djibouti69. More recent-
ly, Nadia Schadlow remarked that Beijing, also thanks to internal tensions within 
NATO and the European Union, has created a new status quo: ”China’s presence 
and active investments have divided friends and given them alternatives to the EU 
and to the United States”70.

Overall, this second interpretation has the merit of being able to highlight the preva-
lence of division elements that are accentuated by the Chinese foray into the Med-
iterranean. However, a limit can be identified in this case too, that is, the choice of 
emphasising (perhaps excessively) the hard power aspects of the Chinese policies 
in the region – especially the military ones – with the Dragon’s preference for soft 
64   See H. Dawei, “Analysis of the Group Cooperation Diplomacy of China, with Discussion of China-CEEC Cooperation”, China Interntional 
Studies, XI, 6, 2015, pp. 40-57.

65   See K.W. Sidło, “The Chinese Belt and Road Project in the Middle East and North Africa”, IEMed Mediterranean Yearbook 2020, 
IEMed, Barcellona 2020, pp. 272-275.

66   C. Müller-Markus, “China Moors in the Mediterranean: A Sea of Opportunities for Europe?”, Notes Internacionals, VIII, 156, pp. 1-4.

67   Ibid.

68   People’s Republic of China, Arab Policy Paper, Pechino, 2016.

69   A. Amighini, G. Sciorati, Fact-Checking...cit.

70   N. Schadlow, “China in the Mediterranean and Implications for the United States and Europe”, Strategika, VIII, 62, 2020, pp. 31-33.
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power and economic win-win agreements almost overshadowed. Moving on to the 
economic level, as we have seen, the “debt trap” is also a concern that affects a 
small number of countries, while the debt amount of the North African and Middle 
Eastern states is not so high as to run such a risk. 

Therefore, we consider the position of Adel A. Ghafar and Anna L. Jacobs71 as more 
balanced. Although they do not underestimate the aspects of hard power and the 
geostrategic consequences, they provide useful insights to the thesis of the division 
while restoring the centrality of soft power. Focusing on Beijing’s bilateral agree-
ments with Morocco, Algeria and Egypt, they underline their primarily economic 
and trade nature: the accusation of “debt book diplomacy” is a stereotype; actu-
ally, the Chinese influence is given by the fact that the states on the southern shore 
consider it as a valid alternative to the US and the European countries. By taking ad-
vantage of the Westerners’ mistakes and indecisiveness, the Dragon has successful-
ly introduced a new practical and flexible development model whose advantage 
is it does not require any democratic reforms, thus sticking to the non-interference 
principle. The result is that North African and Middle Eastern countries getting closer 
to China concerning diplomacy and security is just a next step, derived from an ef-
fective and advantageous development model. Beijing does not intend to confront 
the US from a military or political point of view: it would base its entry in the Medi-
terranean on a “balance of power” which is solely useful to its interests in the region.

Along the same line, Jon B. Alterman has discussed its interesting view of the Chi-
nese policies as part of testimony in front of a US House Subcommittee72. According 
to the American scholar, China has no interest in replacing the Unites States in the 
Middle East from a political point of view. On the contrary, Beijing is glad that the 
United States (as a power cable to support them) incurs the costs to keep order in 
the region, while China can “content itself” with the benefits that derive from this, as 
it is free to promote its relations with the countries in the area, notably the ones on 
the southern shore, which consider China as a new partner, the advantage being 
it was not their colonizer. The Dragon offers them “à la carte” agreements which 
only include commitments with their full consent, devoid of the obligations required 
especially by the European Union. Beijing does not affect the traditions of those 
countries and it is also welcomed by local populations. Alterman defines this as 
“Imperialism 3.0 (or perhaps Mercantilism 2.0)”73 as China manages to make its 
partners dependent in an indirect way. This is a strategy in which digital technology 
plays a central role, as evidenced by the 5G affair. Alterman concluded that the 
Dragon questions US certainties, refusing the challenge for hegemony and ”seeking 
ways to compete without becoming a rival”74.

71   A.A. Ghafar, A.L. Jacobs, China in the Mediterranean: Implications of expanding Sino-North Africa relations, Brooking Institution, Wash-
ington 2020.

72   See J.B. Alterman, “Chinese and Russian Influence in the Middle East”, Middle East Policy, XXVI, 2, 2019, pp. 129-136. It is the House 
Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on the Middle East, North Africa, and International Terrorism.

73   Ibid.

74   Ibid.
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Геополитичке поделе Медитерана и  
утицај Кине на њих

Главно истраживачко питање на које овај рад покушава да одговори је 
формулисано на следећи начин: Да ли ће кинеско присуство повећати 
или смањити геополитичке поделе на Медитерану? Кинески продор на 
Медитеран је завршни елемент Новог Пута свиле, а пројекција Пекинга 
ка Медитерану је чињеница која се не може само порећи или поздравити. 
Медитеран није ни политички ни економски уједињен: многи разлози за 
поделе преовлађују у бројним регионима. Међутим, Медитеран такође 
карактеришу и посебни облици кохезије. Што се тиче кинеских циљева и 
утицаја на геополитику Медитерана, ставови многих аутора су изузетно 
различити и супротстављени. Тешко је дати јасан одговор о томе какви су 
економски утицаји кинеских инвестиција и да ли оне иду у прилог јединству 
или поделама на подручју Медитерана. За потребе овог рада, Медитеран 
се сматра геополитичким регионом. Из тог разлога, рад је структуриран 
тако да се прво бави геополитиком Медитерана и постојањем вишеструких 
и различитих простора Медитерана и на крају пројекцијом кинеске моћи и 
њеним утицајем на те медитеранске просторе.

Кључне речи: Медитеран, геополитичке поделе, Кина, БРИ


