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Abstract Text

1-Introduction

Among the countries for China, Iran is important due to its geopolitical and regional po-
sition, as well as its critical and ideological approach to the international order. There-
fore, China-Iran relations, along with China-Russia relations, provide China with a new
opportunity to be the next leading superpower in Central Asia, the Middle East, and the
Persian Gulf. In fact, Iran is likely to be one of the most important countries with a special
geopolitical position among the countries of East and Central Asia. China has established a
remarkable strategic partnership with Iran in order to not only benefit from Iran’s potential
in providing energy resources, but also to take advantage of Iran’s key role in resolving the
issues of Afghanistan, Central Asia, and the Middle East (especially in Syria and Iraq). For
this reason, China recently signed a 25-year strategic agreement with Iran and supported
its full membership in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. In fact, China and Iran can
have close cooperation with each other. These countries have a common policy, which is to

reduce the hegemony of the United States in the world.
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2-Theoretical FRAMEWORK

A pragmatic approach to foreign policy seeks to maximize its benefits by accepting exist-
ing realities. The three general principles of this approach include accepting the existing
international order, being realistic and reasonable in benefits and costs, and being able to
achieve the desired goals. Therefore, a pragmatic foreign policy requires determining and
defining goals based on international realities, prioritizing economic development over ide-

ology, and prioritizing national development and the welfare of citizens over other goals.

3- METHODOLOGY

The research method in this article is qualitative and explanatory; in order to answer the
main question of the article, an attempt has been made to initially describe and analyze the
causes of the asymmetric relations between Iran and China within the framework of prag-
matism and to identify their similarities and differences with an emphasis on the Persian
Gulf and Central Asia. Data and information have been collected through library resources,

websites, and news agencies.

4-Discussion

Before entering into the main discussion, it is necessary to take a brief look at the history of
Iran-China relations. Unlike the recent rapprochement between China and the Arab coun-
tries of the Persian Gulf, the partnership between China and Iran has a long history, and the
leaders of both countries also like to highlight the exchanges between Iranian and Chinese
civilizations from ancient times to the present day (Sazmand and Goodarzi, 2022: 145-146)
However, modern diplomatic relations between the two countries have been more or less
normal for a long time, until bilateral relations were established in the early 1980s and
1990s, as the Chinese wanted to secure energy supplies from a Persian Gulf state outside
the US orbit, and the Islamic Republic of Iran, after Western sanctions, sought a diplomat-
ic alternative. The bilateral relationship between China and Iran has therefore developed
through a kind of asymmetry, which has been accompanied by the decline of Iran's inter-
national influence and the rise of China's economic and political power. As an emerging
superpower, China seeks to increase its influence in the Persian Gulf and to gain favorable
geopolitical and commercial positions in the Middle East, the Caucasus, and Central Asia.
Iran is one of the most important countries that China can cooperate with both economi-
cally and politically. China provides suitable opportunities for Iran’s economy and energy,
and also protects Iran from international isolation, opposition to its nuclear program, and
the FATF through a 25-year agreement (Jafari and Fallah, 2022: 849). China sees Iran and
Central Asia as more than just economic and trade partners, as Iran is also of great security
importance to China. For this reason, after establishing military cooperation, Iran and China
signed an agreement in 2014 to jointly fight terrorism (Vatanka, 2021). However, it is still
possible that China will not be willing to engage with any of Iran’s political and economic

policies, as it will not present itself as trying to intervene in all international issues that are



D

Mﬁ@/;tlb Iranian research letter of international politics

influenced by US policies (Yildimircakar, 2023: 360).

5-CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, China’s official interactions with the govern-
ments of Central Asia have steadily increased. This growing engagement is not only due to
the vital issue of geographical proximity and China’s historical and civilizational presence in
the region, but also to its increasing need for the region’s abundant energy resources. The
grand strategy of the New Silk Road—known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—is clear
evidence of China’s expanding influence in Central Asia. Beyond Central Asia, China has also
enhanced its presence in the Persian Gulf in order to secure its interests—particularly in the
energy sector—through a model of cooperation and engagement.

The Islamic Republic of Iran, as an influential regional power in both Central Asia and the
Persian Gulf, naturally holds a unique and strategic position in China's regional diplomacy.
In fact, the convergence between Iran and China, as a rising global power, is most evident
in Iran’s “Look to the East” policy pursued by the administrations of Ahmadinejad, Rouhani,
and Raisi. This convergence is driven by two main factors:

Iran’s historical, geopolitical, and geostrategic position in Central Asia and the Persian Gulf—
particularly as one of China’s key oil suppliers—with significant potential for investment and
cooperation across various sectors;

Iran’s opposition to the unipolar world order led by the United States and the West, which
remains one of the central ideological components of its foreign policy.

Moreover, Iran’s influence in Afghanistan is seen as a guarantee for stability in that country,
and therefore as a mechanism for controlling and limiting Islamist and separatist tendencies
that could threaten China’s eastern borders, especially in Xinjiang province, with potentially
negative security consequences. As such, China sees Iran as a country that can both weaken
American hegemony in the region and serve as a valuable partner for broad cooperation.
However, China's engagement with Iran is conditional. In its stance toward the United
States—along with its regional allies, who are Iran’s main rivals—China has neither adopted a
confrontational model nor fully aligned itself with Iran. Rather, it seeks to secure and pre-
serve its interests within a strategic framework that avoids direct confrontation with the
United States. Consequently, China approaches cooperation with Iran cautiously.
Meanwhile, Iran’s emphasis on ideological, anti-Western, and anti-American rhetoric—
along with its isolation in the international system due to sanctions—has made it difficult
for China to fully commit to a robust partnership with Tehran. Although China has shown a
willingness to strengthen its ties with Iran—as reflected in the 25-year cooperation agree-
ment and its support for Iran’s accession to the Shanghai Cooperation Organization—it has
been unable to rely fully on Iran, especially in key regional integration projects like the Belt
and Road Initiative and other Eurasian frameworks.

Therefore, if Iran, through a more pragmatic policy, seeks to engage more deeply with

China under the “Look to the East” doctrine and attempts to use strategic collaborations
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such as the 25-year agreement merely as tools to ease sanctions and reduce international
isolation, it may miscalculate its position and fail to optimize its capacities. Given Iran’s
challenges in integrating into the global community, China is unlikely to sacrifice its broad-
er interests with the West or with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries for the limited
benefits it derives from relations with Iran.

It is precisely at this point that we see a divergence between the two countries’ approaches
to pragmatism in foreign policy—an issue that has already manifested itself in past interac-
tions.

Let me know if you would like this adapted into an academic paper or publication format
(with references, structure, abstract, etc.).
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the region, but also to its increasing need for the region’s abundant energy resources. The
grand strategy of the New Silk Road—known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—is clear
evidence of China’s expanding influence in Central Asia. Beyond Central Asia, China has also
enhanced its presence in the Persian Gulf in order to secure its interests—particularly in the
energy sector—through a model of cooperation and engagement.

The Islamic Republic of Iran, as an influential regional power in both Central Asia and the
Persian Gulf, naturally holds a unique and strategic position in China's regional diplomacy.
In fact, the convergence between Iran and China, as a rising global power, is most evident
in Iran’s “Look to the East” policy pursued by the administrations of Ahmadinejad, Rouhani,
and Raisi. This convergence is driven by two main factors:

Iran’s historical, geopolitical, and geostrategic position in Central Asia and the Persian Gulf—
particularly as one of China’s key oil suppliers—with significant potential for investment and
cooperation across various sectors;

It is precisely at this point that we see a divergence between the two countries’ approaches
to pragmatism in foreign policy—an issue that has already manifested itself in past interac-
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