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Background and Objective: China’s foreign policy approach toward the Persian
Gulf has changed in recent years, and the country’s presence in the region, which
was once considered the United States’ backyard, has expanded. Various
perspectives have been put forward regarding the motivations and objectives
behind China’s changing approach toward the Persian Gulf. A less-discussed idea
pursued in the present article is the impact of the United States’ Pivot to Asia
policy on China’s approach toward the Persian Gulf.

Method: The research methodology employed in this article is descriptive-
analytical in nature, and a qualitative approach was adopted for data analysis. The
required research information was collected through library research and
documentary analysis.

Findings: The findings of the article indicate that the impact of the United States’
Pivot to Asia policy on China’s approach toward the Persian Gulf was not direct,
but rather occurred through the perceptions of Beijing’s leaders. Beijing perceived
the Pivot to Asia strategy as a highly serious threat to its eastern and southern
periphery. At the same time, the Chinese leadership concluded that by expanding
its power in its western periphery and toward the Persian Gulf, it could both
escape U.S. encirclement and take advantage of the new opportunities emerging in
this area.

Conclusion: The United States’ Pivot to Asia strategy, through the country’s
presence in regional multilateral organizations and the deployment of a large
proportion of its military forces to the Indo-Pacific region, has played an important
role in the Chinese leadership’s decision to change the country’s approach toward
an active economic presence and a cautious political-security role in the Persian
Gulf.

Keywords: China, Neoclassical Realism, Persian Gulf, Pivot to Asia Strategy,
United States.
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1. Introduction

The Persian Gulf is one of the regions whose position has been redefined and given
particular attention in China’s foreign policy. China currently attaches considerable
importance to the Persian Gulf, and its position in the country’s foreign policy has been
elevated; China pursues its strategic interests in the region in various fields. In view of
China’s rising power in international affairs and its active presence in the Persian Gulf,
different interpretations have been presented concerning the motivations behind its
active presence in the region. Some consider China’s motivation to be economic,
particularly access to regional markets and energy security. Others believe that, in
addition to economic motivation, China seeks to expand its sphere of influence in the
region for geopolitical purposes. Some also consider China’s domestic economic and
political needs to be involved in its active presence in the region.

The present study examines the change in China’s approach to the Persian Gulf from
a less-attended perspective: the conditions under which the Chinese leadership, based on
its perception of the international system and the tools and resources available to it,
directed its foreign-policy approach toward an active economic presence and a cautious
political-security role in the region. This issue became significant because two
important and interconnected developments occurred: the rise of the fifth generation of
Chinese leadership at the Eighteenth Congress of the Communist Party and the
announcement of the United States” Pivot to Asia strategy in 2011 during the Obama
administration. The United States announced that it would henceforth focus its political,
economic, and security presence on the broad region of the Pacific and Indian Oceans,
which particularly encompassed China’s maritime periphery.

The study therefore examines the effect of the Pivot to Asia strategy on the
calculations of China’s new leadership and on the design of China’s activation in its
western periphery, particularly the Persian Gulf. The main research question is: **How
did the announcement of the United States’ Pivot to Asia strategy affect China’s
foreign-policy approach toward the Persian Gulf?** The hypothesis tested in the study
is that the United States’ Pivot to Asia policy, by changing the distribution of power of
the United States and its allies in China’s periphery and transforming the opportunities
and challenges perceived by Beijing’s leaders, directed China’s approach toward the
Persian Gulf toward an active economic presence and a cautious political-security role.

The study employs neoclassical realism as its theoretical framework because of its
simultaneous attention to unit-level factors and systemic and macro-level factors in
foreign-policy analysis. Previous studies have examined China’s economic and political
relations with Iran and the Gulf monarchies, the strategic importance of the Persian Gulf
in China’s Belt and Road Initiative, China’s energy security, and its political and
economic relations in the region. However, independent studies specifically examining
the relationship between the United States’ Pivot to Asia strategy and China’s foreign-
policy approach toward the Persian Gulf have not been conducted.

2. Methodology

This research is descriptive-analytical in nature and employs a qualitative approach for
data analysis. The data collected through documentary and library-based instruments
include qualitative and quantitative data; therefore, their analysis and interpretation
were conducted on the basis of qualitative analysis. The required information and data
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were collected through library study and documentary analysis, using specialized books,
scholarly articles, newspapers, reports, news databases, and credible Persian and
English domestic and foreign Internet sources. From an ethical perspective, the author
attempted, to the extent possible, to avoid bias and to observe scientific and ethical
standards.

3. Results

The findings indicate that the change in China’s foreign-policy approach toward the
Persian Gulf, manifested in an active economic presence and a cautious political-
security role, was to a considerable extent a response to systemic pressures and
developments in the international system. From the perspective of neoclassical realism,
the United States’ Pivot to Asia strategy constituted the systemic-level variable
affecting China’s foreign-policy behavior. The strategy was announced by Barack
Obama on November 17, 2011, during his speech before the Australian Parliament,
when he announced a shift in U.S. foreign policy from the Middle East toward the Asia-
Pacific. The strategy involved the establishment of diplomatic and military relations
with most regional countries and organizations, while the United States sought to
strengthen its presence in the Indo-Pacific region.

The Pivot to Asia strategy produced significant changes in the distribution of power
between the United States and its allies. China had previously relied on U.S.-centered
security in the Middle East to preserve its economic interests and secure its energy
resources without bearing the associated costs. The United States’ Pivot to Asia strategy
was intended to prevent competitors such as China from benefiting freely from the costs
Washington incurred in maintaining stability in the Middle East. At the same time,
China’s increasing dependence on Middle Eastern energy created the possibility of
exerting pressure on China through regional crises and instability.

China depended on energy-transfer routes from the Indian Ocean and the Persian
Gulf for more than two-thirds of the oil it required. In 2021, China imported 10.3
million barrels of oil per day, of which 67 percent passed through maritime routes in the
Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf. In the same year, Saudi Arabia supplied
approximately 17 percent of China’s crude-oil purchases, Iraq 11 percent, Oman 9
percent, Kuwait 6.2 percent, the United Arab Emirates 6.1 percent, and Qatar 2 percent.
Thus, more than 50 percent of China’s oil needs were supplied from the Persian Gulf.
With the gradual retreat of the United States from the Middle East, China sought to
manage the threat arising from the power vacuum through a stronger presence,
particularly in the energy sector. Alongside increasing oil imports, China substantially
increased its exports of capital and goods to the Persian Gulf and became the region’s
main trading partner in 2018.

Another important dimension was the redeployment of a substantial proportion of
U.S. military forces to the Indo-Pacific. The military dimension of the Pivot to Asia
strategy included concentrating 60 percent of U.S. naval forces around China by 2020.
The United States also strengthened its military presence in South Korea, Japan,
Australia, Singapore, the Philippines, and other strategic locations in Asia. This
strengthened military presence demonstrated movement toward increasing U.S. military
power in preparation for a possible confrontation with China. Consequently, from the
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perspective of Chinese leaders, the Pivot to Asia strategy represented a serious threat to
China’s rise.

At the unit level, Chinese leaders perceived that continued economic growth and the
accumulation of financial capabilities had increased China’s dependence on foreign
markets for raw materials, particularly energy resources. The continued strengthening of
China’s productive capacity also increased its need for foreign markets. China therefore
had to adopt a more active approach to sustain the accumulation of power in
international affairs. Its economic growth increasingly depended on exports and access
to external markets, while its exports and imports relied heavily on maritime routes that
were largely under U.S. control. In this context, the Pivot to Asia strategy was perceived
as an attempt to contain and encircle China.

The findings further indicate that China’s relative increase in power following the
2008 global financial and economic crisis altered unit-level relations and contributed to
a developmental foreign policy. China’s economic stimulus and infrastructure
expenditures contributed to maintaining growth, creating investment opportunities,
developing communication infrastructure in its western regions, and generating
employment. China’s GDP grew by 8.7 percent in 2009 and 10.3 percent in 2010. The
accumulation of financial power and domestic capabilities provided the Chinese
leadership with an opportunity to move away from a policy of maintaining the status
quo and to pursue a more active foreign policy.

This more active approach toward the Persian Gulf was expressed through extensive
cooperation in energy purchases and investment, active participation in regional
consumer markets, the promotion of the Belt and Road Initiative, and a gradual
movement toward security cooperation. Energy constituted one of the principal factors
in China’s orientation toward the Persian Gulf because of the region’s vast oil reserves
and China’s increasing dependence on Gulf oil. China also viewed the Gulf countries as
important markets for Chinese goods, infrastructure investment, artificial intelligence,
5G technology, high-speed rail, energy systems, and other technologies.

The Belt and Road Initiative, launched by China in 2013, was presented as a major
development and infrastructure project covering maritime and land transportation
through large-scale investment. Its objectives included facilitating cooperation with
partner countries in trade, infrastructure, finance, and technology. For China, the
initiative represented an opportunity to counter the U.S. Pivot to Asia strategy,
strengthen China’s regional and global geopolitical position, and reduce U.S.
geopolitical influence in the Persian Gulf. The Persian Gulf constitutes part of the
central axis of the Belt and Road Initiative, and cooperation with Gulf countries is
regarded as vital to China’s broader ambitions.

China’s security role has also gradually expanded. Chinese policymakers recognized
that insecurity in the Persian Gulf threatens energy resources and Chinese investments.
China initially sought to reduce crises through diplomatic means and mediation.
However, regional crises could gradually compel China to move toward military
cooperation and a stronger security presence. China’s naval fleet has been active in the
Gulf of Aden since 2008, while its military and arms relations with Saudi Arabia and its
broader relations with Iran demonstrate an effort to maintain a balanced approach in the
region.
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4. Conclusion

The study aimed to examine the impact of the United States’ Pivot to Asia strategy on
China’s foreign-policy approach toward the Persian Gulf. The findings show that this
impact was indirect and operated through the perceptions and interpretations of Chinese
political leaders. China perceived the Pivot to Asia strategy as a serious threat to its
surrounding environment and concluded that expanding its power westward toward the
Persian Gulf could enable it to avoid U.S. containment while taking advantage of
emerging opportunities in the region.

The findings differ from previous studies that have focused on China’s economic
and political relations with Iran and the Gulf monarchies, the importance of the Persian
Gulf to China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and China’s energy security and regional
relations. The study indicates that the Pivot to Asia strategy played a significant role in
shaping the decision of China’s leadership to change its approach toward the Persian
Gulf toward an active economic presence and a cautious political-security role.

The study concludes that the redeployment of a substantial part of U.S. military
forces to the Indo-Pacific and the U.S. presence in regional multilateral organizations
significantly influenced Chinese leadership’s perception of opportunities and threats.
China’s successful passage through the 2008 global financial and economic crisis,
together with the accumulation of financial power and domestic construction
capabilities, provided the resources for a more active presence in its western periphery,
particularly the Persian Gulf. The Pivot to Asia strategy therefore represented a turning
point in the new generation of Chinese leadership’s understanding of its domestic
resources and the opportunities and threats facing the country.

The study proposes that, given the shift of the United States from the Middle East
toward East Asia and the recent crises in the region, China may be used as an alternative
to the United States in various fields. It also proposes that, because more than 50
percent of China’s oil is supplied from the Persian Gulf and existing Middle Eastern
crises create challenges for China’s energy security and investment in the region, the
impact of these crises on China’s foreign policy toward the Persian Gulf constitutes an
important subject for further research.
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