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Multilateral international sanctions, as well as those imposed by the United States and
Western countries against the Islamic Republic of Iran, have had a significant impact on
Iran’s energy transactions. These sanctions, designed to restrict Iran’s oil and gas exports
and exert economic pressure, have substantially reduced the country’s share in the global
sale of underground resources by deterring potential buyers in the oil and gas sector.
Meanwhile, China, as one of the world’s largest energy importers, has remained the
primary purchaser of Iranian oil and gas. Over the past few decades, China has been a key
economic partner of the Islamic Republic of Iran. The central question of this study is:
How have U.S. international sanctions on Iran’s energy sector affected Iran’s oil and gas
exports to China? The findings of this research indicate that China’s imports of Iranian oil
and gas have experienced a declining trend over the past decade. Moreover, the Chinese
government has, in practice, aligned itself with international sanctions against Iran. The
theoretical framework of this study is based on the principles of the political economy of
conflict, while the research methodology involves trend analysis and qualitative
examination of statistical data and news reports related to Iran-China energy transactions.
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1. Introduction

International sanctions—particularly the unilateral and multilateral measures imposed
by the United States and its Western allies against the Islamic Republic of Iran—have
served as a central instrument of economic coercion designed to alter Iran's strategic
behavior and constrain its policy autonomy. At the core this sanction’s architecture lies
the systematic restriction of Iran's oil and gas exports, widely seen as the primary source
of government revenue and macroeconomic stability. Within this geopolitical and
economic configuration, the People's Republic of China occupies a pivotal position. As
the world's largest energy importer and one of Iran's most consequential economic
partners over the past two decades, China represents both an opportunity and a
constraint in Iran's sanctions-affected energy diplomacy. Against this backdrop, this
study addresses the following research question: How have U.S.-led international
sanctions targeting Iran's energy sector reshaped the market dynamics of Iranian oil and
gas exports to China? By tracing the evolution of bilateral energy relations across
successive sanctions regimes, this article seeks to clarify the extent to which sanctions
have altered China's behavior as an economic and geopolitical actor vis-a-vis Iran.

2. Theoretical Framework

The analysis is grounded in the political economy of conflict, a theoretical framework
that situates economic decision-making within broader structures of geopolitical rivalry
and strategic constraint. This approach rejects the assumption of purely market-driven
behavior and instead conceptualizes states as actors operating under conditions of
asymmetric power and external pressure. From this perspective, China is understood as
a rational yet risk-sensitive actor that seeks to maximize energy security and long-term
economic gains while minimizing exposure to the political and financial costs generated
by the Iran—U.S. confrontation. Consequently, China's energy policy toward Iran cannot
be reduced to supply—demand logic; rather, it emerges from a multidimensional calculus
encompassing domestic energy imperatives, strategic hedging, and compliance—formal
or informal—with the U.S.-centered sanctions regime.

3. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative mixed-methods design combining longitudinal trend
monitoring with contextualized analysis of statistical data. Quantitative trends in Iranian
oil and gas exports to China from 2000 to 2024 are systematically examined to identify
patterns of disruption, adjustment, and partial recovery under varying sanctions
intensities. Data are drawn primarily from the BP Statistical Review of World Energy,
UN Comtrade database, and customs records from both countries. These data are
triangulated with qualitative evidence from international news sources (Reuters,
Bloomberg, and major Iranian outlets), U.S. congressional legislation (including
CISADA, CAATSA, and relevant executive orders), and official statements by Iranian
and Chinese officials. This integrative approach allows for a more precise interpretation
of how political constraints and legal risks translate into observable economic behavior.

4. Findings & Disscution

The findings indicate that Iranian energy exports to China have exhibited pronounced
volatility closely aligned with shifts in the scope, enforcement, and credibility of
international sanctions. Four analytically distinct phases can be identified: Pre-
Intensification Phase (Pre-2010): Despite nominal adherence to selected United Nations
resolutions, China expanded its energy imports from Iran, suggesting that limited
engagement under controlled sanctions conditions remained politically and
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economically advantageous for Beijing. High-Pressure Sanctions Phase (2010-2015):
Bilateral energy trade became highly irregular, marked by sharp contractions and
episodic recoveries, reflecting heightened uncertainty and adaptive risk management by
Chinese firms. JCPOA Adjustment Phase (2016-2018): The partial suspension of
sanctions following the JCPOA generated a rapid and substantial increase in Iranian
energy exports to China, underscoring the sensitivity of bilateral trade flows to
sanctions relief. Post-JCPOA Withdrawal Phase (2018-Present): The most
consequential transformation occurred after the U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA and
the reimposition of sanctions under frameworks such as CISADA and CAATSA. China
sharply curtailed its official crude oil imports from Iran in order to mitigate exposure to
secondary sanctions. Although independent Chinese refineries partially substituted
major state-owned firms by purchasing discounted Iranian oil, these transactions proved
insufficient to offset the collapse of official export volumes. Moreover, while the 25-
year comprehensive cooperation agreement signed in 2021 symbolized long-term
strategic intent, its implementation has remained constrained by persistent sanctions-
related risks.

5. Conclusion

This article analyzed China’s economic behavior toward Iran under successive sanctions
regimes through the framework of the political economy of conflict, highlighting how
geopolitical pressure, institutional constraints, and firm-level risk calculations have
shaped bilateral relations over time. The findings indicate that prior to 2010, although
China formally supported several U.S.-backed sanctions resolutions against Iran,
bilateral economic engagement—particularly trade—continued to expand, reflecting
Beijing’s capacity to balance political alignment with economic pragmatism. During the
period of intensified multilateral sanctions between 2010 and 2015, however, Iran—
China trade experienced significant volatility, revealing the growing effectiveness of
coercive economic measures in constraining commercial exchange. Following the
implementation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), bilateral relations
entered a renewed phase of growth, underscoring the central role of sanctions relief in
facilitating economic normalization. This trajectory shifted decisively after the U.S.
withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018 and the subsequent reimposition of comprehensive
sanctions, particularly in the energy sector. Measures designed to drive Iran’s oil
exports toward zero substantially reduced Iran’s formal participation in global energy
markets. Although China remained among Iran’s key oil customers, the expansion and
enforcement of U.S. secondary sanctions significantly altered Chinese behavior. Major
Chinese firms, especially those embedded in global financial and commercial networks,
reduced or suspended cooperation with Iran to mitigate legal and financial exposure. As
a result, China’s officially reported oil imports from Iran declined markedly. In this
constrained environment, independent Chinese refineries with limited access to
international finance emerged as the primary purchasers of Iranian crude. Nevertheless,
the 25-year Comprehensive Cooperation Agreement signed in 2021 proved insufficient
to overcome the structural barriers imposed by sanctions, and its implementation has
remained limited. Overall, the evidence demonstrates that despite China’s diplomatic
emphasis on multilateralism and peaceful dispute resolution, its economic engagement
with Iran is ultimately governed by cost-benefit calculations under sanctions risk.
Consequently, the future of Sino-lranian energy cooperation remains structurally
dependent on the evolution of U.S. sanctions policy, with continued restrictions posing
escalating challenges to Iran’s economic and strategic interests.
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3. Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability, and Divestment Act.

4. CAATSA - Countering America's Adversaries Through Sanctions Act.
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