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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The South Caucasus, comprising Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia,
has long occupied a strategically important position at the crossroads
of Europe and Asia. Its geographic location, rich energy resources,
access to the Caspian and Black Seas, and key transit corridors have
made it a focal point of international geopolitical competition.
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the region
emerged as an arena of rivalry among both regional and extra-regional
powers. Russia, the United States, and China have each sought to
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expand their influence, secure access to energy routes, and strengthen
their strategic presence.

In recent years, China has emerged as an increasingly influential actor
in the South Caucasus. Leveraging its rapid economic growth and the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), Beijing has expanded its economic and
strategic footprint across the region. The BRI has promoted
investment in transport corridors and infrastructure projects,
particularly the Trans-Caspian International Transport Corridor,
which provides an alternative trade route linking China to Europe
while bypassing Russia. Furthermore, geopolitical shifts resulting
from the Russia—Ukraine war have altered the regional balance of
power, creating new opportunities for China to expand its influence.
These developments carry significant implications for Iran, a
neighboring country with deep historical, cultural, and economic ties
to the South Caucasus. Assessing the impact of China’s foreign policy
on Iran’s national interests requires a careful examination of the
region’s evolving geopolitical, economic, and strategic dynamics,
particularly with regard to energy transit, trade, and diplomatic
relations. In this line, the present study aimed to investigate the impact
of China’s foreign policy in the South Caucasus on Iran’s national
interests. The primary research question is: How does China’s foreign
policy in the South Caucasus influence Iran’s national interests? The
study is based on the hypothesis that China pursues a strategy aimed
at balancing the hegemony of Russia and the United States, thereby
creating conditions that may enhance Iran’s national interests in the
region.

Literature Review

Several scholarly works provide valuable context for the current
research. In “Objectives and Strategies of China’s Foreign Policy in
Central Asia,” Amirahmadian and Salehi (2013) examined Beijing’s
efforts to expand its regional influence and safeguard its strategic
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interests in Central Asia. In Sustainable Energy Pathways in the South
Caucasus: Opportunities for Development and Political Choices,
Opitz (2015) emphasized the strategic significance of the South
Caucasus and examined the political, economic, and social challenges
facing Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. Ghanbarloo (2013), in the
article “Security Foundations of China’s Foreign Policy,” analyzed
the security dimensions of China’s foreign policy, highlighting the
strategic considerations underlying Beijing’s regional engagement. In
the book titled Iran and the South Caucasus Republics, Kouzegar
Kalaji (2017) explored Iran’s relations with the South Caucasus
countries, assessing the implications of these relationships for Iran’s
national interests.

Other related contributions include /ran’s Foreign Policy in the Post-
Soviet Era: Resisting the New International Order (Hunter, 2010) and
Faultlines of Conflict in Central Asia and the South Caucasus:
Implications for the U.S. Army (Oliker & Szayna, 2003). While the
former focused on the case of Iran’s foreign policy and its regional
and international approaches, the latter analyzed the relationships
between the countries of Central Asia and the South Caucasus and
major international powers, emphasizing the geopolitical and security
dynamics of the region. More recently, a 2024 study titled “China’s
Foreign-Policy Strategy in the South Caucasus—a Transit Window to
Europe?” focused on the growing importance of the Trans-Caspian
International Transport Corridor as an alternative China—Europe trade
route that reduces dependence on Russian transit corridors. Building
on these studies, the present research contributes to the existing
literature by specifically examining the implications of China’s
foreign policy in the South Caucasus for Iran’s national interests
through an integrated geopolitical, economic, and strategic
framework.
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Materials and Methods

The current research adopted an explanatory approach to examine how
China’s foreign policy in the South Caucasus affects Iran’s national
interests. Explanatory research is a systematic, theory-driven
approach that seeks to clarify complex phenomena by analyzing their
underlying causes, relationships, and implications. Rather than
providing conclusive empirical proof, this approach aims to develop a
deeper understanding of the subject through logical reasoning and
systematic analysis. The study focused on explaining the relationship
between China’s geopolitical strategies, regional power dynamics,
and Iran’s national interests. It relied on a qualitative analysis,
drawing on both historical and contemporary developments in the
South Caucasus to assess the geopolitical, economic, and strategic
dimensions of China’s regional engagement.

Results and Discussion

China’s foreign policy in the South Caucasus combines economic
engagement with broader geopolitical objectives. China’s regional
strategy is aimed at expanding its influence, maintaining a favorable
balance of power, and securing access to key trade and energy
corridors. Its investments in the Trans-Caspian International
Transport Corridor and other infrastructure projects demonstrate the
close integration of economic and strategic objectives. Although
Chinese public discourse presents these initiatives as development and
soft power, they also enhance Beijing’s strategic position relative to
Russia and the United States.

For Iran, these developments present both opportunities and
challenges. On the one hand, China’s growing presence is consistent
with several of Iran’s strategic objectives, including expanding
economic and energy cooperation, increasing its regional influence,
and creating greater room for strategic maneuvering in response to
external pressures. Specifically, cooperation with China offers
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opportunities for joint participation in transport corridors,
infrastructure projects, and regional development initiatives, thereby
strengthening Iran’s role in regional trade and energy networks.

On the other hand, the development of alternative corridors, such as
the Zangezur Corridor and other transportation initiatives supported
by the United States and its partners, could diminish Iran’s traditional
role in regional transit networks. Therefore, although China’s policy
creates favorable opportunities for Iran, maximizing these benefits
will require careful strategic planning and sustained regional
engagement.

In addition, China’s policy in the South Caucasus is shaped by both
regional and extra-regional dynamics, particularly the strategic
competition among China, Russia, the United States, and other
influential actors. By balancing these competing powers, China
creates opportunities for Iran to strengthen its engagement in the South
Caucasus without provoking conflict or compromising its autonomy.
This strategic balance has the potential to foster greater cooperation in
areas such as energy, trade, transportation, and regional stability.

Conclusion

China’s foreign policy in the South Caucasus, driven by both
economic engagement and geopolitical considerations, aligns with
Iran’s national interests in several important respects. From the
perspective of offensive realism, China seeks to maintain a favorable
balance of power among competing actors rather than establish
outright regional dominance. This strategy creates opportunities for
Iran to strengthen its regional position, enhance energy cooperation,
and expand its participation in transport and infrastructure projects,
particularly within the context of the BRI and the Trans-Caspian
International Transport Corridor.

Nevertheless, realizing these opportunities depends on Iran’s ability
to pursue a proactive and strategic engagement. The emergence of
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alternative transit routes and competing foreign initiatives requires
Iran to adopt a flexible and comprehensive approach to safeguard its
regional influence and maximize its strategic advantages. By
capitalizing on areas of shared interest with China, Iran can enhance
its geopolitical role while contributing to the long-term stability of the
South Caucasus.

Overall, China’s expanding engagement in the South Caucasus offers
significant opportunities for advancing Iran’s national interests,
particularly in the areas of economic development, energy security,
and strategic influence. At the same time, these opportunities are
accompanied by challenges arising from competing regional
initiatives and the interests of other major powers. Therefore, careful
strategic planning, evidence-based policymaking, and cooperative
engagement are essential for Iran to capitalize on the benefits of
cooperation with China while effectively managing the associated
geopolitical risks.

Keywords: The South Caucasus, Chinese foreign policy, Islamic
Republic of Iran, Offensive realism, The Belt and Road Initiative.
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