Usdvarsiey o Tokram Fesas

b

Historical Sciences Studies ES
Omlimg ISEN; 36T6-13T8

https://jhss.ut.ac.ir/ -

China's Realistic Foreign Policy in the Persian Gulf in the 21st Century

Farajollah Ahmadi®™"', Narges Khaton Mirhosseini

1. Corresponding Author, Associate Professor, Department of History, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of,
Tehran Tehran, Iran. Email: fahmadi@ut.ac.ir

2. M.A. Graduated, Department of History, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. Email:

n.m.hosseini@ut.ac.ir

Article Info

Abstract

Article Type:
Research Article

Article History:
Received:
5, January, 2025

In Revised Form:
5, November, 2025

Accepted:
15, December, 2025

Published Onlin:
12, January, 2026

Keywords: The Persian
Gulf, China, Foreign
Policy, Realism, 21st
Century.

At the beginning of the 21st century, one of China's most important concerns
was its urgent need for energy resources to sustain its economic development. In
2001, when China joined the World Trade Organization, Beijing's desire to
engage with the international community and be present on the world economic
scene doubled, adopting a variety of approaches in its foreign policy. These
new approaches along with other policies brought numerous political-economic
achievements to China. The "realism" approach was one of the strategies in
which China was able to pursue its long-term goals in the Persian Gulf.
Therefore, the purpose of this article is to understand the realist approach in
China's foreign policy and its purpose is to examine the impact of this approach
on China's success in interacting with the Persian Gulf. This article seeks to
answer this main question: "What have been the achievements of China since
the beginning of the 21st century, through adopting Realism in forign policy?
The hypothesis of this article is based on the fact that at the beginning of the
21st century, China tried to expand its interaction with the Persian Gulf
countries in the form of various projects by inclining towards a realistic
approach, and participating in international forums related to the Persian Gulf, it
advanced its political and economic goals, which were to receive energy,
dominate the regional markets, and maintain the security of their resources and
interests. Findings of this article suggests that China's foreign policy in the
Persian Gulf is a prime example of a pragmatic and calculated realism that
Beijing has developed under the guise of multilateral economic diplomacy. This
article presents its findings by collecting library information and internet
resources in a descriptive-analytical method, and then draws conclusions.
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1.Introduction

In the 21st century, the People's Republic of China, to secure the energy required for its rapid
economic development, has been compelled to redefine its position in the international system,
particularly in the Persian Gulf. This region, as the beating heart of global energy, holding over 60%
of the world's oil reserves and 40% of its gas reserves, has consistently been an arena for competition
among great powers. The central question is: how has China managed to establish its presence and
secure its national interests in this sensitive region without becoming directly entangled in military
rivalries? The answer can be found in the discourse of "pragmatic realism" in China's foreign policy.
This article aims to dissect the dimensions of this approach and analyze how Beijing has employed it
in the Persian Gulf. The significance of this research is threefold. First, it highlights the vital role of
energy in sustaining China's economic miracle; since 2017, the country has been the world's largest oil
importer, sourcing half of its imports from the Persian Gulf. Any instability in this region directly
threatens China's national and economic security. Second, the Persian Gulf is the domain of the
traditional power, the United States. China's engagement with this region serves as a test of its
capacity to manage potential conflicts and offer an alternative model in international relations. Third,
China's policy in the Persian Gulf is a tangible example of the application of the theories of "Peaceful
Development" and "A Community with a Shared Future for Mankind," the success of which offers
important lessons for international relations analysts. The theme of realism in China's foreign policy is
significant from both theoretical and practical perspectives. Theoretically, it aids our understanding of
how a non-Western power localizes international relations theories. Chinese realism is not merely an
objectivist adoption of the Morgenthau school; rather, it is a blend of national interest calculations
with China's unique cultural values and constraints. Practically, analyzing this approach is essential for
regional actors and other global powers to predict China's behavior and calibrate their strategies, as it
helps to better comprehend the implications of China's influence on the balance of power in the
Middle East.

2.Literature Review and Background

The study of China's foreign policy in the Persian Gulf has expanded over the past two decades and
can be categorized into several groups: Realist studies that focus on power calculations, securing
national interests (energy and the security of shipping lanes), and efforts to balance against U.S.
influence. Some utilize the concept of "commercial realism," where economics is the primary
instrument of power. Constructivist studies emphasize the role of identity and discourses such as "win-
win diplomacy" and "Peaceful Development," analyzing China's behavior beyond a purely power-
centric logic. Economic and commercial studies analyze investments in energy, infrastructure, the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), and the growth of trade exchanges. Security and regional studies examine
limited military cooperation, anti-piracy efforts, and China's perspective on crises like Iran's nuclear
program and the Yemen war, or focus on China's relations with key regional countries like Saudi
Arabia and Iran. The gap in the existing literature is the systematic focus on integrating these various
dimensions within the framework of a Chinese "pragmatic and calculated realism." This paper aims to
fill this gap by providing a comprehensive analysis. This study employs a descriptive-analytical
method with a qualitative approach. Data were gathered through library research from reputable
sources: Primary sources include official Chinese government documents, statements from the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, speeches, official trade and energy statistics, and cooperation agreements.
Secondary sources comprise books, academic articles, think tank reports, and analyses from credible
media outlets. After collection, content analysis was used to extract themes related to the realist
approach, which were then analyzed within the theoretical framework of realism (national interest,
power, balancing), considering the characteristics of the Chinese model. A historical analysis was also
used to examine the evolution of China's actions since the beginning of the 21st century. The
hypothesis of this paper is that by leaning towards a pragmatic realist approach, China has expanded
its engagement with Persian Gulf countries through diverse political, economic, and security
initiatives, thereby advancing its primary objectives—ensuring sustainable energy supply, dominating
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regional markets, and securing the safety of its shipping lanes—with minimal cost and tension. China's
success is attributed to the shrewd application of economic instruments within a realist calculation of
regional opportunities and constraints.

3.Findings

The findings indicate that China's foreign policy in the Persian Gulf is a prime example of practical
realism, developed under the guise of multilateral economic diplomacy. Evidence for this claim
includes: Securing Energy Supply: China's oil imports from the region have grown from 1.5 million
barrels per day in 2000 to over 5 million in 2023. By signing long-term contracts and investing in
upstream and downstream energy sectors in countries like Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the UAE, Beijing
has created a mutual dependency that enhances supply security. Institutional Engagement: By actively
participating in regional forums and creating new platforms like the "China-Arab States Cooperation
Forum" and the "China-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Strategic Dialogue," China has established
an institutional framework to advance its goals. These bodies allow China to act outside of Western-
dominated structures.Infrastructure and Trade Dominance: The Persian Gulf plays a pivotal role in the
China-Gulf-Mediterranean economic corridor. China's massive investments in ports (such as Dugm
Port in Oman) and logistics networks have created more secure trade routes and increased Beijing's
economic influence and political leverage in the region. Balanced Regional Diplomacy: China has
successfully managed its simultaneous relationships with regional rivals like Saudi Arabia and Iran.
This "balanced policy," based on prioritizing economic interests and avoiding ideological disputes,
allows Beijing to maintain relations with all parties. The recent China-brokered agreement between
Iran and Saudi Arabia is the ultimate example of this strategy's success. Minimal Security Footprint:
Unlike the United States, China has avoided bearing the exorbitant costs of a military presence in the
region. Instead, by providing limited security assistance (e.g., sales of defensive weapons) and
participating in anti-piracy operations, it has maintained a minimal security footprint. This logic is
perfectly consistent with the cost-benefit calculation of an economic realism.

4.Conclusion

China's foreign policy in the Persian Gulf in the 21st century is the embodiment of a pragmatic realism
in which economic tools are wielded as the primary instruments of power. By correctly understanding
its national interest priorities (energy-based economic development) and its own limitations (an
unwillingness for direct confrontation with the U.S.), Beijing has adopted a multi-dimensional, hybrid
strategy combining energy diplomacy, infrastructure investment, institutional partnership, and
diplomatic balancing. China's achievements are significant: becoming the primary trading partner for
many regional countries, creating mutual economic dependency, enhancing energy security, and
elevating its status to a key player in the Persian Gulf's political equations. However, future
challenges, including intensifying competition with the United States, internal instabilities within
regional countries, and growing expectations for a greater security role, will pose difficult tests for the
continued success of this realist model.
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