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The current war with Iran and its

chaotic unfolding open a door of
great danger for the US and the
planet.

At best, we are condemned to ne-
gotiations dominated by personal
and political imperatives that seem
to fit with a common description of
insanity — to keep doing the same
thing and expect a different result.
At worst, the crisis raises the pros-
pect that tactical nuclear weapons
could be employed to solve it.

The situation has now become so
grave, and its implications for the
global economy so devastating,
that even China — which other-
wise is notoriously disciplined in
avoiding entanglement in other
countries’ conflicts — has indicat-
ed openness to joining a mediation
effort to end the conflict.

Both China and the US are right
to be concerned about the crisis.
The two have a mutual interest in
solving this problem and keeping
it from becoming a worse irritant.
Ajoint US-China effort would bring
the constancy of oil supply from
the Persian Gulf and Red Sea, and
the global damage that it is caus-
ing, under careful control. Their co-
operation is an obvious imperative.
For some, this raises the specter of
an unwanted development leading
to more confusion and chaos. For
others, it offers an opportunity for
the emergence of a new paradigm
of cooperation.

Escalation risks

President Donald Trump has lost
control over the war. He was su-
premely confident that it would
last no more than 100 hours. The
assassination of Iranian Leader
Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei
was envisioned to either cause the
collapse of the Iranian theocracy
or force it to surrender. A suitable
replacement — most likely from
within the same theocratic system
— was to be appointed by Trump
in line with the blueprint from
Venezuela. There was no need for
aplanB.

Things did not go as envisaged.
More than seven months later,
Trump believes he has exhausted
all the options except one: All-out
War.

By the US campaign’s fourth day;,
once his loss of control had be-
come clear, Trump began issuing
threats to use unprecedented force
against Iran; strike Iranian energy
infrastructure; invade Iranian is-
lands in the Persian Gulf or take
other Iranian territory; and even
wipe out Iranian civilization.

In the end, he never acted on even
one of these threats, apparent-
ly recognizing the disaster that
would unfold in the region once
- not if - Iran retaliated in kind.
Among the factors that have de-
terred Trump are pressure from
regional states, concerns about
large numbers of casualties, fears
about the global economic fallout,
and about political repercussions
athome.

There are now indications, howev-

er; that his calculations may change
after November 3. No longer con-
strained by the midterm election,
and with little confidence that
diplomacy, sanctions, or limited
war will provide an exit, let alone
victory, he appears poised to pur-
sue a swift and massive escalation.
The goal of such an effort would be
to bring down the theocracy and
limit Iran’s ability to inflict severe
costs on the global economy for an
extended period of time. As he ap-
pears to see it, it's the only option
that enables him to turn a colossal
failure into a win that terminates
his Iran problem.

But massive escalation will most
likely only intensify the problems
he has faced. Tehran will coun-
terescalate massively. As demon-
strated by the recent Ansarullah
(Houthi) advances in Yemen, Iran
and its network still have formi-
dable escalatory options. Beyond
targeting energy infrastructure,
the Iraqi Popular Mobilization
Forces militia could overrun Ku-
wait or assist a popular uprising in
Bahrain. The political geography of
the region could change.

As for China, Trump’s gamble may
prove to be a bridge too far. Beijing
has traditionally opted against
mediating conflicts, both to avoid
inadvertently assuming ownership
of conflicts for which it otherwise
bears no responsibility and also to

Fire and smoke rise in the UAE’s Fujairah
oil industry zone after Iran’s retaliatory
strike on March 4, 2026, amid the US-Israel
conflict with Iran.
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US President Donald Trump (c) and his
Chinese counterpart, Xi Jinping (2nd-R) get
ready for their bilateral talks at the White
House in Washington, D.C., the US, on
September 24, 2026.
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avoid the diplomatic damage that
a failure to resolve them would
cause.

But if President Trump opts to es-
calate after the midterms, Chinese
President Xi Jinping may calculate
that China can no longer contain
the cost of this war. China’s deci-
sion to sharply reduce its oil de-
mand has been the major reason
why world petroleum prices never
surged to $150 a barrel.

This was a balancing act China
could play as long as the war only
created a bottleneck problem in
the Strait of Hormuz rather than a
production problem as a result of
direct targeting of the region’s en-
ergy production capabilities. If the
region’s oil production facilities are
knocked out and some monarchi-
cal governments wiped out, China
may still remain the world’s swing
consumetr, but it will not be able
to prevent world oil prices from
breaking the $150 per barrel bar-
rier or the global economy from
slipping into a much deeper crisis.
This may be why Xi hinted at a
Chinese diplomatic intervention
during last month’s BRICS sum-
mit and why Chinese diplomats
have told us privately that Beijing
is ready to step in if requested by
the parties.

While Oman, Qatar and Pakistan
must be commended for their in-

genuity, creativity and persistence
as mediators, none of them can as-
sert the leverage over the United
States and Iran that the PRC can.
It is this leverage that enabled
Beijing to secure a normalization
agreement between Iran and Sau-
di Arabia in 2023. Most of the leg-
work in that mediation had been
conducted by Iraq and Oman over
the course of the previous years.
But the distrust between Tehran
and Riyadh proved too deep. When
Xi visited Riyadh in December
2022, Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med Bin Salman asked for China’s
help to overcome the obstacles
that prevented the resumption of
relations between the Iranian the-
ocracy and the Saudi Kingdom.
Rather than just mediate between
the two, China became a co-signer
of the agreement and its guarantor.
Crown Prince Bin Salman recog-
nized that the agreement required
the involvement of a power with
enough leverage over both sides to
hold them to their commitments.
Because China is simply too im-
portant for either side to risk a
rupture with it, Beijing’s role as
guarantor proved crucial, not only
to reach the agreement, but per-
haps much more importantly, to
make it last. Despite all the may-
hem and tensions in the past three
years, the agreement has stood
firm.

That was the crucial ingredient
China brought to the table. And it
may be the very ingredient US-Iran
diplomacy currently needs.

That is not to say that the situation
is entirely similar. The relationship
between Washington and Beijing
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is much more complex and sensi-
tive. Neither Iran nor Saudi Arabia
views China as a rival or peer com-
petitor: The United States does.
But since China does enjoy lever-
age with both Tehran and Wash-
ington, it is able to press for an en-
during settlement in a manner that
the current mediators cannot. This
opens a small window for hope.

What could China do?
Beijing’s first challenge will be
to create a diplomatic opening.
Trump has made clear that he has
no interest in diplomacy at the mo-
ment. In the administration’s read-
ing, the combination of the block-
ade on Iran and the restoration of
much of the flow of oil through the
Strait is sufficient to turn the tables
on Iran, if only given enough time.
This is why Trump has told region-
al interlocutors that he will not lift
the blockade even if Tehran agrees
to completely open the Strait. He
doesn’'t need to use the blockade to
win on the Strait; rather, he wants
to use the blockade to win on the
nuclear file.

But this strategy has two fatal
flaws: it ignores how the status
quo hurt America’s regional allies
and the global economy, and it as-
sumes Trump can ensure stability
in the Persian Gulf and in the oil
markets. Ansarullah’s closure of
the Bab el-Mandeb to Saudi ships
and the strikes against Saudi Ara-
bia’s East-West pipeline put this
assumption under considerable
strain. So does the sheer cost of
the US operations to escort ships
— a cost that does not appear sus-
tainable.

Once again, the US appears to
confuse a tactical advantage in the
Strait with a decisive strategic shift.
And on cue, the administration has
dramatically hardened its position
even though the underlying reality
does not warrant it, and, in so do-
ing, pushed the prospects of a dip-
lomatic deal further away. When
Trump met Xi in Washington on
September 24, he did not want to
talk about diplomacy, but rather
how China should go along with
America’s extraterritorial sanc-
tions on Iran.

China could counter such pres-
sures by putting forward a draft
compromise proposal that seeks to
meet all sides’ key concerns, while
offering guarantees to Trump that
China will ensure speedy negotia-
tions and offering Iran assurances
about American compliance and
implementation of the agreement.
The proposal should build on both
the Islamabad Memorandum of
Understanding of July 2026 and
the 2015 JCPOA.

Key elements should include 1) a
permanent cease-fire throughout
the region — including Lebanon
and Yemen — to put the entire re-
gion on a de-escalatory trajectory;
2) the permanent opening of the
Strait with environmental service
fees to be shared by all littoral Per-
sian Gulf states to help manage the
environmental restoration of the
waters as well as reconstruction
and humanitarian needs created by
the war; 3) the lifting of the Amer-
ican blockade on Iran; and 4) the
establishment of working groups
to negotiate a final agreement on
Iran’s nuclear activities within six
months. China would offer to act as
a guarantor for all four points.

The key must be an Iranian civ-
il nuclear program limited by



