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Extended Abstract
1- Introduction

The emergence of China as the most prominent rising power in Asia and its growing influence
in the international system have significantly affected the distribution of global economic,
political, and geopolitical power. Over the past decade, the transformation of China into a
major global power has contributed to the expansion and strategic deepening of its relations
with West Asian countries, including the Islamic Republic of Iran. Iran’s strategic geographical
position, its energy resources, and its potential role in regional and transcontinental connec-
tivity, particularly within the framework of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, have increased the
importance of Tehran in Beijing’s strategic calculations. At the same time, the transformation
of the international system and the growing significance of Asia have encouraged the Islamic
Republic of Iran to reconsider its foreign-policy priorities and attach greater importance to
relations with emerging Asian powers.

Within this context, the “Look to the East” approach has gradually acquired a more prominent
position in Iran’s foreign policy. Although the intensification of Western sanctions, particu-
larly following the United States’ withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action,
contributed to the strengthening of this approach, reducing Iran’s orientation toward the East
to a merely reactive response to sanctions provides an incomplete explanation. The trans-
formation of the international system, the growing economic and political weight of Asia, and
the emergence of new centers of power have created a broader structural context for Iran’s
eastern orientation. Accordingly, this study seeks to examine China’s position within the con-
temporary interpretation of Iran’s Look to the East approach and to determine how China’s

economic, geopolitical, political, technological, and security capabilities can be utilized to ex-
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pand Iran’s room for maneuver in the changing international system. The research also exam-
ines the principal areas of convergence and divergence between Tehran and Beijing in order
to provide amore realistic assessment of the possibilities and limitations of bilateral relations.

2- Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this research is based on the transformation of the international
system and the process of “Asianization of Asia.” The Western-centered international order
that expanded under U.S. leadership after the Second World War has increasingly encoun-
tered structural challenges, particularly since the beginning of the twenty-first century and
more visibly during the past decade. The relative redistribution of economic and political pow-
er from the Euro-Atlantic region toward the Indo-Pacific has been accompanied by the emer-
gence of major Asian powers such as China and India, as well as the increasing importance of
middle powers such as Indonesia, Vietnam, and South Korea. This transformation does not
necessarily imply the disappearance of the Western-led order or the withdrawal of the Unit-
ed States from Asia. Rather, it indicates the emergence of a more complex and increasingly
pluralistic structure in which Asian actors possess greater capacity to influence regional and
global affairs.

Within this framework, “Asianization” refers to the increasing role and influence of Asian
actors in shaping global and regional political and economic processes. China occupies a
particularly significant position in this transformation because of the scale of its economy;, its
technological capabilities, its geopolitical reach, and its political model. Unlike several other
Asian powers, China has increasingly developed alternative institutions, partnerships, and
economic networks through which it seeks to expand its international role. Consequently,
the rise of China provides regional powers such as Iran with new opportunities for external
engagement.

The concept of the Look to the East approach should therefore be understood within this
structural transformation. It does not mean the formation of an “Eastern bloc” or uncondi-
tional alignment with Eastern powers. Rather, it represents an effort to give greater priority
to Asian and other non-Western emerging powers while preserving Iran’s strategic autonomy
and the principle of “Neither East nor West.” In this interpretation, China receives particular
attention because of its position as the most important emerging Asian power and because of
the convergence of several Iranian and Chinese interests in the economic, political, and secu-
rity spheres. At the same time, the relationship should not be interpreted as an alliance. The
two countries possess different perceptions of the international system, different priorities in
West Asia, and different approaches toward the United States.

3- Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology. First, it describes the structural
transformations taking place in the international system, with particular emphasis on the re-
distribution of global power toward Asia and the emergence of China as a major Asian power. It
then analyzes the conceptual evolution of Iran’s Look to the East approach within this chang-
ing international environment. In the next step, China’s position in Iran’s foreign policy is ex-

amined through an analysis of bilateral relations and the principal areas of convergence and
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divergence between the two countries.

The analytical framework focuses particularly on three dimensions of Iran-China relations:
political and diplomatic relations, economic and commercial relations, and security and geo-
political relations. The research subsequently assesses the extent to which China’s capabilities
can create opportunities for Iran as a medium emerging regional power. The central research
question is: How can the capabilities of China be utilized to achieve the objectives of the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran? The research hypothesis proposes that China’s economic, geopolitical,
military-security, and technological capabilities, combined with its political and diplomatic
influence, can create greater opportunities for emerging non-Western powers and regional
actors such as Iran to expand their international agency. This proposition is assessed against
both the convergent interests and the structural limitations characterizing bilateral relations.

4- Discussion

The findings demonstrate that China’s position in Iran’s Look to the East approach cannot
be understood solely through the lens of sanctions or short-term political calculations. The
growing importance of China is rooted in broader structural changes in the international sys-
tem and the increasing economic and geopolitical weight of Asia. Iran and China have simul-
taneously emerged as important actors in a changing regional and international environment,
creating anumber of opportunities for cooperation.

First, political and strategic convergence constitutes an important foundation of bilateral re-
lations. Both Tehran and Beijing oppose unilateralism and the concentration of global power
under U.S. hegemony and support a greater role for multilateral institutions. China’s sup-
port for Iran’s participation in institutions such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
and BRICS represents one manifestation of this convergence. Moreover, both countries seek
greater room for independent action within the international system, although their ultimate
interpretations of the desired international order are notidentical.

Second, economic and commercial interests have become a major driver of bilateral relations.
Energy represents one of the most important areas of mutual interest. Iran’s position as a
major energy-producing country corresponds with China’s substantial and growing energy
requirements. Western sanctions have also encouraged Tehran to strengthen economic in-
teraction with Beijing, while China’s continued economic engagement with Iran has provided
Tehran with an important channel for maintaining energy exports and external economic
relations. Iran’s geographical position is another significant factor. Its location at the inter-
section of major land and maritime routes provides China with potential access to West Asia,
Europe, and other regions and gives Iran an opportunity to participate in China’s broader
connectivity initiatives. The 25-year cooperation agreement between the two countries is
another important expression of the potential for long-term economic and infrastructural
cooperation.

Third, political-security considerations have reinforced bilateral convergence. China’s grow-
ing competition with the United States and Iran’s longstanding opposition to U.S. regional
influence have created overlapping strategic interests. From Tehran’s perspective, China’s
status as a major global power and permanent member of the United Nations Security Council

can provide political and diplomatic space for Iran. From Beijing’s perspective, Iran’s geo-
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graphical position and its strategic location in West Asia provide opportunities for expanding
China’s regional presence and connectivity. Thus, the two countries can contribute to one an-
other’s strategic room for maneuver without necessarily forming a formal alliance.
Nevertheless, the analysis demonstrates substantial limitations to this convergence. The re-
lationship between Iran and China contains important sources of divergence that prevent it
from automatically developing into an alliance or comprehensive strategic alignment. The
most significant difference concerns the two countries’ respective interpretations of the in-
ternational system. Although they share opposition to the existing liberal international order
and U.S. unilateralism, they differ in their positive visions of how the international system
should be transformed. China largely approaches international politics through the logic of
great-power competition and seeks to accumulate economic, technological, and political ca-
pabilities in order to strengthen its position within the international system. Iran, by contrast,
possesses a more normative and ideological interpretation of international politics and views
its confrontation with the existing order through a broader struggle between justice and dom-
ination.

These differences are also evident in the two countries’ approaches toward the United States.
China’s extensive economic interdependence with the United States and its interest in main-
taining a stable environment for economic development encourage Beijing to pursue con-
trolled competition and avoid uncontrolled confrontation. Iran’s relationship with Washing-
ton, however, is characterized by a much deeper and more enduring strategic confrontation.
Consequently, China does not necessarily share Iran’s willingness to confront the United
Statesinall circumstances.

A second major source of divergence concerns China’s approach to West Asia. Beijing pri-
marily follows an economically oriented, pragmatic, and balanced regional policy. It seeks to
maintain relations simultaneously with Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and other
regional actors and generally avoids becoming directly involved in regional rivalries. China’s
objective is to preserve regional stability, secure energy flows, protect its investments, and
expand its economic presence. This approach may differ from Iran’s expectations regarding
China’s political and security role in the region. Therefore, the strategic significance of China
for Iran should be assessed through a realistic understanding of both its capabilities and its

strategic priorities.

The findings indicate that the international distribution of power is undergoing a significant
transformation and that the growing role of Asian powers is contributing to the emergence
of a more pluralistic and increasingly multilateral international environment. The Islamic Re-
public of Iran’s Look to the East approach can be interpreted as a response not only to Western
sanctions and political pressure but also to these broader structural transformations. In this
context, the approach provides Iran with an opportunity to diversify its international partner-
ships, expand its economic and political options, and participate more actively in the emerging
regional and global order.

China occupies a particularly important position within this approach because it is the most

prominent emerging Asian power and possesses considerable economic, technological, geo-
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political, political, and security capabilities. The convergence of Iranian and Chinese interests
in areas such as energy, trade, connectivity, multilateralism, and opposition to unilateralism
has created substantial opportunities for cooperation. China’s role in institutions such as the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization and BRICS, its position within the Belt and Road Initiative,
and the expansion of bilateral economic and diplomatic relations demonstrate the potential
forincreasing Iran’s international room for maneuver.

However, the research concludes that Iran’s Look to the East approach should not be equated
with dependence on China or the formation of an Eastern alliance. The absence of a unified
Eastern bloc, China’s pragmatic foreign-policy orientation, its extensive relations with Iran’s
regional competitors, and differences between Tehran and Beijing concerning the interna-
tional system and the role of the United States impose important limitations on bilateral co-
operation. Therefore, the effectiveness of Iran’s eastern orientation depends on the ability
to transform China’s capabilities into concrete national benefits while preserving strategic
autonomy and avoiding excessive dependence on a single external partner.

Ultimately, China’s position in Iran’s Look to the East approach should be understood as that of
amajor strategic partner and an important source of economic, technological, diplomatic, and
geopolitical opportunities rather than as an unconditional ally. A realistic and balanced ap-
proach toward Beijing can provide Iran with greater strategic options, contribute to economic
and political diversification, and strengthen its capacity for independent action in a changing
international system. In this sense, the Look to the East approach can function not merely as a
mechanism for responding to Western pressure, but as a broader strategy for increasing Iran’s

capacity to participate in the emerging regional and global order.

Keywords: Asian Century, China, Look to the East, Islamic Republic of Iran, Asianization, Inter-
national Order.
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