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Introduction: In recent years, there has been a notable trend in Iran’s environment,
characterized by China’s increasing presence and influence in the Middle East, as well
as its endeavors to strengthen relations with the Persian Gulf countries. Given America’s
longstanding presence in the Persian Gulf and its strategic partnerships with Arab coun-
tries, China’s involvement has significantly contributed to the complexity of regional is-
sues. Among other things, Saudi Arabia, as the largest Arab country in the Persian Gulf,
has developed its interactions with China focusing on energy, and in practice, China has
become Riyadh’s first commercial and economic partner. The main aim of this article
1s to provide a comprehensive analysis of the essential factors and significant changes
that have shaped Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy towards China during the reign of King
Salman. It addresses the following questions: What are the key factors that have shaped
Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy towards China in the period following 2015? Additionally,
how have these factors influenced the emphasis on extensive cooperation and the estab-
lishment of a comprehensive strategic partnership between the two nations?

Methods: To identify and explain the underlying factors behind Saudi Arabia’s shift in
foreign policy toward China, this study adopts the conceptual framework of Neoclas-
sical Realism and uses an explanatory methodology. Structural realists emphasize the
importance of changes in the international system and the balance of global power in
shaping countries’ foreign policies. However, neoclassical realists emphasize the signif-
icance of internal factors in understanding a government’s foreign policy. Therefore, a
substantial part of this research focuses on investigating the impact of domestic varia-

bles on the strategic choices made by the Saudi government towards China.
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Results and Discussion: The main finding of this study is that the rise of China and its
global and regional implications are the independent variables influencing Saudi Ara-
bia’s new foreign policy towards China. However, while international factors have a
substantial impact, there are also specific domestic factors that serve as mediating var-
iables in Saudi Arabia’s strategies toward China. At this level, several crucial factors
contributed to the development of Saudi cooperation with China during King Salman’s
era. These factors included the capacities of national power, the rise of authoritarianism,
unity and consensus among Saudi elites, the emergence of new Saudi nationalism, the
centralization of authoritarian development, and evolving perceptions of Saudi lead-
ers on international and regional transformations. Relations between Saudi Arabia and
China have shown a positive and steadily growing trend over the past three decades.
However, it is during the reign of King Salman that these relations have entered a new
stage, known as a comprehensive strategic partnership. This partnership is characterized
by increased cooperation in the fields of commerce, economics, and politics. The emer-
gence of a new generation of Saudi leaders, led by Muhammad bin Salman, has signifi-
cantly influenced the transformation of Saudi policies. These leaders possess a deep and
comprehensive understanding of international trends and conditions, which has played
a pivotal role in reshaping Saudi Arabia’s approach. In particular, this has been notable
in the realistic understanding of the process of power transfer from the West to the East,
the pragmatic attitude in relations with regional and global actors, and the presentation
of a new definition of national interests.

Conclusion: In the present circumstances, while there may exist certain uncertainties
regarding Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy trajectory, it is evident that an enduring mili-
tary-security collaboration persists between this nation and the United States. However,
the Saudi leaders’ prioritization of authoritarian development is a significant factor that
will drive the continued and enhanced Saudi-Chinese relations in the years to come.
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