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The rise of China and the gradual decline of American hegemony are poised to
significantly challenge the existing political, economic, and security
alignments of the Persian Gulf in the near future. Beijing's strategic and
instrumental focus on the Persian Gulf region, coupled with the necessity of
maintaining a stable energy supply, has led to the emergence of an extensive
network of economic and trade connections between China and key actors in
the region. Accordingly, the present article seeks to answer the following
question: What impact does the foreign policy of China and the United States
in the Persian Gulf have on the national security of the Islamic Republic of
Iran? This question is addressed through the hypothesis that the declining
presence of the United States in the Persian Gulf and the expansion of China's
influence—as a fundamental ally of Tehran—could, by shifting the regional
balance of power in Iran's favor, contribute to the enhancement of Tehran’s
national security. However, the analysis of indicators related to Iran—China
relations leads to a rejection of this hypothesis. This is because, rather than
challenging the existing order, China has acted to preserve the status quo.
Beijing’s deep commercial and military ties with the traditional allies of the
United States in the Persian Gulf are among the most controversial and
divergent factors in its relationship with Tehran. While there may be notable
differences between the approaches of China and the United States in the
Persian Gulf, their interests have so far largely aligned, with both seeking a
stable and tension-free region.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The escalating strategic rivalry between China and the United States in the Persian Gulf has
profoundly redefined the geopolitical landscape of the region, affecting not only the balance of power
among the Gulf states but also posing significant implications for the national security of the Islamic
Republic of Iran. The United States, by emphasizing its naval presence, alliance structures, and deterrence
capabilities, continues to perceive Iran as a destabilizing actor in the region, particularly because of its
advanced naval capabilities, including submarines, shore-based missile systems, and anti-ship cruise
missiles like the C801/802, originally imported from China in 1995 (Burgess, 2010). Simultaneously, the
U.S. has reinforced its strategic military footprint by modernizing naval fleets, enhancing port facilities,
and expanding aerial and submarine deployments across the Indo-Pacific and Gulf regions, aiming to
ensure freedom of navigation and curb Iranian influence. Conversely, China's approach is predominantly
economic and strategic rather than militaristic, exemplified by its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which
envisions expansive infrastructure investment stretching across 65 countries and encompassing 65% of
the world population and 30% of global GDP, while controlling nearly 75% of global energy reserves
(World Bank, 2018). China's "String of Pearls" strategy further underscores its desire to secure maritime
chokepoints from the Bab el-Mandeb to Vladivostok, reinforcing its commercial routes through strategic
bases and partnerships, yet without directly challenging U.S. hegemony militarily (Medcalf, 2015). Thus,
the strategic interplay between these two powers—one aiming to sustain regional dominance and the other
seeking to expand economic integration—nhas left Iran in a complex position of both opportunity and
constraint.

From a theoretical perspective, this geopolitical rivalry is best interpreted through the lens of
offensive neorealism, especially as articulated by John Mearsheimer. In a fundamentally anarchic
international system devoid of a central governing authority, states must rely on self-help mechanisms to
secure their survival, which inherently drives competition for power. Within this context, the Middle
East—and specifically the Persian Gulf—emerges as a battleground where great powers seek regional
hegemony as a surrogate for global dominance, given the geographical and logistical limits to achieving
worldwide supremacy (Fulton, 2022). Offensive neorealism contends that states are incentivized to
maximize their relative power, driven by uncertainty about others' intentions and the imperative of self-
preservation (Behboudinejad, 2023). The inability to verify the peaceful motives of other actors fuels a
security dilemma in which any gain by one state is interpreted as a threat by another. Thus, China’s
increasing economic and political presence in the Gulf is interpreted by the United States not merely as
commercial expansion but as a strategic encroachment. Conversely, Iran, under this theory, may perceive
China as a potential ally against U.S. encirclement, yet remains cautious due to China's deep ties with
Tehran’s regional adversaries. Moreover, as neorealists argue, once a rising power like China achieves a
certain threshold of influence, it tends to preserve the status quo rather than radically alter it, reflecting its
shift from a revisionist to a status-quo orientation (Belal, 2020).

The neorealist framework further elaborates that regional hegemony offers states a buffer from
external threats and greater leverage in international affairs. However, the distribution of power and the
zero-sum nature of international politics often prevent peaceful balancing and cooperation. In this setting,
powerful states prefer strategies such as buck-passing, bait-and-bleed, and balancing to contain rivals

Yoo



(Garlick & Halvova, 2020). Mearsheimer's conception of security equating to power reveals that states are
perpetually engaged in competitive behavior aimed at maximizing their security through dominance.
Hence, the Chinese model of cautious, multifaceted expansion—combining economic investment with
limited military outreach—reflects a strategy that avoids immediate confrontation with the U.S. while
simultaneously building influence across regions like the Persian Gulf. In line with this, China has signed
strategic partnership agreements with Iran, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia; however, these agreements remain
intentionally vague, focusing on general security cooperation and avoiding provocative military
alignments that could alienate Washington. This is a calculated effort by Beijing to secure its energy
interests and infrastructure projects without triggering direct conflict with the United States or upsetting
the regional balance of power, which could backfire economically or diplomatically (Behboudinejad, 2023;
Belal, 2020).

Despite China's overt emphasis on non-intervention and soft power, its foreign policy contains
intrinsic contradictions. Chinese foreign policy is shaped by dualistic identity factors—on one hand, a
desire to act as a responsible global stakeholder, and on the other, a cautious commitment to avoiding
entanglements beyond its strategic perimeter. This dichotomy, referred to as the “dual identity syndrome,”
has been debated by Chinese scholars and policymakers alike (Clinton, 2011). Some advocate for a more
proactive global role through initiatives like creative involvement and security cooperation, while others
argue for continued adherence to the doctrine of low-profile diplomacy to avoid triggering hostile
reactions from Western powers (Garlick & Halvova, 2020). This debate is mirrored in China’s conduct in
the Middle East, where its cultural diplomacy—including educational exchanges, media outreach, and
humanitarian aid—nhas been aimed at fostering goodwill without overstepping into direct political-military
confrontation. The Confucius Institutes, language programs, and artistic collaborations have enhanced
China’s image in Gulf countries, while the growing number of Chinese tourists in the region exemplifies
Beijing’s success in using cultural channels as instruments of influence (Behboudinejad, 2023; Holmes &
Yoshihara, 2008; Holslag, 2009). These efforts, in turn, bolster China’s long-term geopolitical aspirations
by integrating the Gulf region into its orbit of influence without provoking sharp countermeasures from
the United States or undermining its economic interests.

In the economic domain, China has made significant strides in challenging American primacy
through its massive investment initiatives. The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB), led by
China, has attracted several Gulf nations and funded multi-million-dollar transport and logistics projects
in Oman and elsewhere (Fulton, 2022). Unlike the U.S., which either ignored or dismissed the AlIB, China
has leveraged this institution to shape regional development trajectories and deepen interdependence.
China’s overarching aim is to enmesh the Middle Eastern economies—particularly energy exporters—
into a web of mutual reliance, wherein Chinese goods, services, and infrastructure projects become
indispensable to local development strategies (Belal, 2020). This would, over time, create a strategic
asymmetry favoring China, allowing it to wield disproportionate influence in regional policymaking.
Despite occasional fluctuations, Chinese exports to the region have consistently outpaced those of the
U.S., further validating the success of its economic diplomacy (Behboudinejad, 2023). The narrowing gap
between China’s investments in Southeast Asia and the Middle East underscores the latter’s rising
strategic value for Beijing, especially given its centrality to global energy supply chains. The logic is
simple: as economic interdependence grows, so too does China’s strategic leverage, potentially enabling
it to shape regional alignments without firing a single shot.
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On the military and security front, while China has traditionally avoided overt military
entanglements, recent trends indicate a subtle recalibration. The evacuation of Chinese nationals from
Libya in 2011 marked a turning point, showcasing the PLA's capability for overseas operations and its
readiness to protect Chinese interests abroad (Behboudinejad, 2023). The establishment of China’s first
overseas military base in Djibouti further signifies a pragmatic shift toward securing maritime corridors
essential to Chinese trade, especially within the Belt and Road Initiative (Garlick & Halvova, 2020). While
Beijing officially frames these moves within the rhetoric of anti-piracy and humanitarian cooperation,
U.S. analysts have voiced concerns over the potential dual-use nature of such facilities (Belal, 2020). The
American perception is that any increase in China’s security footprint in the Persian Gulf—even if
currently benign—could evolve into a more assertive military posture, especially if Beijing’s commercial
interests are threatened. This dual-use capability, characterized by a blend of soft and hard power, aligns
with the notion of "latent power"—a form of strategic ambiguity that enables China to adjust its policies
based on changing regional dynamics without crossing overt red lines. For Iran, this evolving posture
presents both a strategic opportunity and a latent risk: while China may offer economic and diplomatic
engagement, its unwillingness to jeopardize ties with Saudi Arabia or the UAE limits Tehran’s ability to
rely on Beijing as a counterweight to U.S. pressure.

In conclusion, the intensifying China—U.S. rivalry in the Persian Gulf does not translate into a clear
strategic advantage for Iran. While China’s expanding presence offers an alternative to Western economic
models and diplomatic isolation, its cautious, status quo-oriented approach tempers any expectation of
robust strategic alignment with Tehran. China’s deep ties with Iran’s rivals, its preference for balanced
diplomacy, and its emphasis on economic rather than military engagement suggest that Beijing is unlikely
to jeopardize its broader interests for the sake of Iran’s regional ambitions. Conversely, the U.S. remains
firmly embedded in the region’s security architecture, with longstanding military alliances and a clear
commitment to deterring Iran’s regional influence. Thus, the Islamic Republic finds itself in a paradoxical
position—courted by China for economic reasons but constrained by the same partner’s unwillingness to
confront Washington. The evolving dynamics of this tripartite interaction—defined by economic
interdependence, military asymmetries, and strategic hedging—illustrate the complexities of navigating
national security in a region where global rivalries intersect. In this multipolar landscape, Iran’s security
calculus must account for the limitations of alliance politics and the enduring reality of power balancing
among global and regional actors.
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