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ABSTRACT

This study examines the strategic immunization policy of the People’s Republic of China toward Iran and Saudi
Arabia in the Middle East from 2003 to 2025. The Middle East, due to its strategic location and abundant
hydrocarbon resources, has consistently attracted the attention of global powers. China, with its expanding
economic and political interests in the region, seeks to play a more active role in regional dynamics. The objective
of this research is to analyze China’s strategy in engaging with two key regional actors, namely Iran and Saudi
Arabia, and to assess the implications of this strategy for regional stability and the international order. The
methodology of this study is qualitative, based on a descriptive-analytical approach. Data collection is conducted
through a library-based method. Accordingly, after identifying the required sources (books, articles, and online
resources), information is gathered from these materials and subsequently analyzed and synthesized based on a
realist approach. The primary focus is on analyzing China’s immunization strategy in relation to Iran and Saudi
Arabia. The findings of this study indicate that China has adopted an immunization strategy as a key approach in
its engagement with the Middle East. This strategy involves maintaining friendly and balanced relations with all
regional actors, regardless of their conflicts and rivalries, while emphasizing economic and commercial interests.
By expanding its economic and political relations with Iran and Saudi Arabia, China seeks to mitigate risks and
ensure access to energy resources and regional markets. China’s immunization strategy in the Middle East, aimed
at safeguarding its economic and political interests, may have significant implications for regional stability and the
international order. On the one hand, this strategy may contribute to reducing tensions and strengthening regional
cooperation. On the other hand, it may complicate regional power dynamics and intensify competition among global
powers. This research, by providing a precise analysis of China’s strategy, contributes to a better understanding of
geopolitical developments in the Middle East and advances knowledge in the field of foreign policy and international
relations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The geopolitical landscape of the Middle East

has undergone profound transformations
since the early twenty-first century, especially
as patterns of power transition, regional
rivalry, energy insecurity, and great-power
competition have reshaped the strategic
calculations of both regional and extra-
regional actors. Within this changing
environment, the People’s Republic of China
has gradually moved from a relatively
peripheral economic actor to a central power
whose interests in the Middle East are
increasingly connected to energy security,
trade corridors, infrastructure investment,
diplomatic influence, and the broader
transformation of the international order. The
strategic importance of West Asia for China is
rooted in the region’s geographical connection
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to the Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea, and the
Persian Gulf, as well as its vast hydrocarbon
reserves, consumer markets, and capacity for
large-scale infrastructure investment. Since
the beginning of the new millennium, Beijing
has viewed the Persian Gulf not merely as an
energy-supply zone but also as a strategic
arena for expanding economic diplomacy and
building durable partnerships with key
regional actors. Iran and Saudi Arabia occupy
a particularly important place in this
framework because both are major energy
producers, both hold geopolitical weight in
regional security dynamics, and both have
been incorporated into China’s broader
diplomatic and economic vision through
strategic partnership frameworks. China’s
engagement with these two rival states reflects
a distinct foreign-policy posture that differs



from the more securitized and alliance-driven
approach historically adopted by the United
States in the Persian Gulf. Rather than
choosing one side and isolating the other,
Beijing has sought to maintain cooperative
and balanced relations with both Tehran and
Riyadh, even when their regional rivalry has
intensified. This pattern has often been
described as strategic hedging, even-handed
diplomacy, or strategic immunization, because
it allows China to preserve flexibility, reduce
exposure to regional risks, and protect its long-
term economic and political interests (Alvand,
2024; Garlick, 2023; Houghton, 2024; Sun et al.,
2024).

The main objective of this study is to examine
China’s strategic immunization policy toward
Iran and Saudi Arabia in the Middle East from
2003 to 2025 and to analyze how this policy
has enabled Beijing to strengthen its regional
position while minimizing political, economic,
and security risks. The study is grounded in a
qualitative descriptive-analytical approach
and draws on library-based data, including
books, scholarly articles, reports, and
electronic sources. The theoretical orientation
of the research is informed by realism and by
the concept of strategic hedging, understood
as a policy of simultaneous engagement, risk
mitigation, and flexible balancing in an
uncertain regional environment. In this
context, China’s policy toward Iran and Saudi
Arabia is not reducible to simple neutrality,
passive non-intervention, or conventional
balance-of-power behavior. Rather, it reflects
a calculated effort to preserve access to energy
resources, expand trade and investment, avoid
military entanglement, and prevent regional
crises from undermining Chinese economic
interests. Beijing’s long-term engagement with
Iran has been shaped by energy cooperation,
infrastructure connectivity, the 25-year
strategic cooperation framework, and Iran’s
role in China’s westward connectivity strategy
(Nabipour, 2021; Rahimi & Sazmand, 2023;

Shariatinia, 2012). At the same time, China’s
expanding partnership with Saudi Arabia has
been driven by oil imports, investment
opportunities,  Vision-related = economic
transformation, and Riyadh’s growing interest
in diversifying external partnerships beyond
its traditional reliance on the United States
(Kassomeh & Qanas, 2023; Mansour & Ahmed,
2024; Zweiri et al., 2023). The interaction of
these two relationship tracks demonstrates
that China’s regional strategy is based on
maintaining  simultaneous  access  to
competing power centers, rather than
subordinating its policy to the preferences of
any single Middle Eastern actor.

The findings indicate that China’s strategic

immunization policy rests on several
interrelated mechanisms: partnership
diplomacy, economic interdependence, non-
interference, energy diversification,

infrastructure connectivity, and diplomatic
flexibility. Through partnership diplomacy,
Beijing has cultivated comprehensive or
strategic partnerships with major states in the
Persian Gulf while avoiding formal alliance
commitments that could pull it into regional
conflicts. Through economic interdependence,
China has used trade, investment, technology,
and infrastructure cooperation to create
durable material ties with both Iran and Saudi
Arabia. Through non-interference, Beijing has
presented itself as a pragmatic actor that
respects sovereignty and avoids explicit
ideological judgments about domestic political
systems, an approach that has been attractive
to many regional governments. Through
energy diversification, China has reduced the
risks associated with dependence on a single
supplier by maintaining relations with several
major  oil-producing states. = Through
infrastructure connectivity, especially under
the Belt and Road Initiative, China has linked
regional cooperation to its broader Eurasian
development strategy (Torabi & Kaveh, 2023;
Xia, 2023; Yazdanshenas, 2024). Finally,
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through diplomatic flexibility, China has
attempted to position itself as a constructive
actor capable of supporting dialogue, as
illustrated by its role in the restoration of
diplomatic relations between Iran and Saudi
Arabia in 2023 (Alvand, 2024; Mahrouq &
Bayramlou, 2024). These mechanisms show
that Beijing’s policy is not merely reactive; it is
a structured strategy for managing rivalry
without becoming trapped by it. This approach
allows China to cooperate economically with
Saudi Arabia, maintain strategic and energy
ties with Iran, and avoid direct confrontation
with the United States, while gradually
expanding its influence in a region
traditionally shaped by American security
dominance (Akrami & Mohammadi Ramazani,
2024; Derakhshandeh Lazarjani & Shafiei,
2023; Torki, 2023).

The study further finds that Iran and Saudi
Arabia occupy different but complementary
positions in China’s Middle East strategy. Iran
represents a geopolitically significant partner
with strong anti-hegemonic orientations,
important energy resources, and potential
connectivity value for China’s westward
economic corridors. The long history of Iran-
China relations, shared criticism of unilateral
pressure, and overlapping interests in
reducing the dominance of Western power
structures have made Iran a relevant actor in
Beijing’s regional calculations (Nabipour,
2021; Rahimi & Sazmand, 2023; Shariatinia,
2012). However, Iran’s exposure to sanctions,
financial restrictions, and geopolitical
confrontation creates significant risks for
China, which encourages Beijing to keep the
relationship useful but carefully managed.
Saudi Arabia, by contrast, offers China a more
stable energy-supply relationship, broader
investment  capacity, and expanding
opportunities in  trade, technology,
petrochemicals, renewable energy, and
infrastructure. Riyadh’s efforts to diversify its
economy and external relations have created

favorable conditions for deeper China-Saudi
cooperation, particularly as Saudi Arabia seeks
to balance its historic security dependence on
the United States with new economic and
diplomatic partnerships (Kassomeh & Qanas,
2023; Mansour & Ahmed, 2024; Zweiri et al.,
2023). China’s ability to engage both countries
simultaneously  reflects a  pragmatic
recognition that Iran and Saudi Arabia cannot
be treated as interchangeable partners. Each
offers distinct strategic advantages and
distinct risks. Therefore, Beijing’s hedging
strategy seeks to maximize access to the
benefits of both relationships while
minimizing exposure to the costs of either
alignment. This explains why China avoids
adopting a rigid pro-Iranian or pro-Saudi
position and instead maintains a discourse of
balanced cooperation, development, stability,
and mutual benefit (Fulton, 2021; Garlick,
2023; Sun et al., 2024).

The implications of China’s strategic
immunization policy are significant for
regional stability and the emerging
international order. On the one hand, China’s
even-handed engagement may contribute to
reducing tensions by providing both Iran and
Saudi Arabia with economic incentives for
restraint, dialogue, and pragmatic
cooperation. The 2023 Iran-Saudi diplomatic
rapprochement, in which China played a
visible facilitating role, suggested that
Beijing’s accumulated credibility with both
sides could be transformed into diplomatic
capital when regional conditions became
favorable (Alvand, 2024; Mahrouq &
Bayramlou, 2024). On the other hand, China’s
growing presence may complicate regional
power equations by introducing a stronger
extra-regional actor into a space historically
dominated by the United States. While China
does not currently seek to replace the United
States as the principal military-security
provider in the Persian Gulf, its expanding
economic, technological, and diplomatic role



may gradually reduce Washington’s exclusive
influence and create a more pluralistic
regional order (Akrami & Mohammadi
Ramazani, 2024; Houghton, 2024; Xia, 2023).
This does not mean that China’s policy is free
of contradictions. Beijing’s dependence on
Gulf energy, its need to protect overseas
investments, its desire to avoid military
commitments, and its effort to remain
acceptable to rival regional actors all generate
strategic tensions. Moreover, the persistence
of Iran-Saudi rivalry, sanctions on Iran, U.S.-
China competition, and instability in regional
security environments may limit China’s
ability to maintain perfect balance.
Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that
China’s strategic immunization policy has so
far enabled it to expand influence without
assuming the burdens of regional hegemony,
and to benefit from the existing security order
while gradually shaping new economic and
diplomatic patterns (Garlick, 2023; Houghton,
2024; Reale et al., 2020; Rezapour & Sabouri,
2024).

In conclusion, China’s strategic immunization
policy toward Iran and Saudi Arabia from
2003 to 2025 reflects a pragmatic, flexible,
and interest-oriented approach to Middle
Eastern politics. Rather than following the
traditional path of alliance formation, military
intervention, or overt bloc politics, China has
developed a model of simultaneous
engagement that prioritizes energy security,
economic opportunity, diplomatic access, and
risk reduction. This strategy allows Beijing to
cooperate with two rival regional powers
without becoming directly entangled in their
rivalry. It also enables China to present itself
as a development-oriented and stabilizing
actor while gradually increasing its influence
in one of the world’s most strategically
sensitive regions. The findings of this study
show that strategic immunization has helped
China preserve its relations with Iran, deepen
its partnership with Saudi Arabia, and position

itself as an increasingly important actor in the
changing geopolitical architecture of the
Middle East. At the same time, the durability
of this strategy will depend on China’s ability
to manage intensifying U.S.-China
competition, regional crises, energy-market
volatility, and the unresolved structural rivalry
between Tehran and Riyadh. Overall, China’s
approach demonstrates that in a complex and
conflict-prone region, influence can be
expanded not only through coercion or
alliance dependence, but also through
calculated balance, economic embeddedness,
and diplomatic flexibility.
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