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   Preface

Origins of the Nexus



The relationship between Iran and China is better understood not as a routine bilateral connection but as a widening geopolitical nexus shaped by history, strategy, and systemic change. This chapter introduces the argument that their growing alignment reflects, and also accelerates, the emergence of a more multipolar Middle East and a less hierarchically ordered international system. 

Rethinking the Relationship
From bilateral ties to geopolitical nexus
At first glance, relations between Tehran and Beijing may appear to fit within a familiar diplomatic template: two states trading, coordinating in selected forums, and cultivating a degree of political understanding. Yet such a description is too narrow for the scale and significance of what has been taking shape. The term geopolitical nexus is used here deliberately to capture a relationship whose meaning exceeds commerce, protocol, or episodic strategic convenience. It refers to a dense intersection of energy interests, sanctions politics, regional order, sovereign development, diplomatic coordination, and competing visions of international legitimacy. In this sense, Iran and China are connected not merely to one another, but through one another to broader transformations in Eurasia and the Middle East. Their relationship forms a hinge between regional politics and global structural change.
A nexus implies movement in multiple directions at once. China approaches Iran as an energy supplier, a transport corridor, a market, and a strategically located state at the meeting point of the Gulf, Central Asia, South Asia, and the Caucasus. Iran approaches China as an economic partner, a diplomatic counterweight, a source of technology and investment, and an actor less inclined than Western powers to attach engagement to political conditionality. Both states also view each other through the prism of external pressure. Iran seeks resilience against sanctions, isolation, and coercive containment. China seeks stable access, diversified routes, and greater room to manoeuvre within an international system still shaped by Western institutions and military preponderance. These parallel calculations create a pattern of interaction that is cumulative, adaptive, and deeply political.
To call this relationship a nexus is also to recognise that it does not rest on sentiment, ideology, or identical worldviews. Iran and China differ in political structure, strategic culture, economic scale, and global ambition. Their partnership is therefore not reducible to civilisational romance or anti-Western rhetoric, though both themes occasionally surface in official narratives. What binds them more consistently is a practical convergence around strategic autonomy, resistance to externally imposed hierarchies, and a preference for a less interventionist international order. The relationship is strongest when understood as a flexible architecture of overlapping interests rather than a rigid alliance. This distinction matters because it helps explain both the durability and the limits of Sino-Iranian cooperation.

Why terminology matters
Language is never neutral in geopolitics. Whether analysts describe Iran and China as partners, collaborators, opportunists, or revisionists affects the kinds of questions they ask and the conclusions they draw. A narrow bilateral frame tends to privilege agreements, trade balances, and diplomatic visits. A nexus framework widens the lens to include systemic pressures, third-party reactions, geoeconomic corridors, and ideational disputes over sovereignty, intervention, and development. It directs attention to how one relationship can become a node in a much larger reconfiguration of power. This book adopts that wider perspective because the stakes are not confined to Tehran and Beijing; they extend to Gulf security, the future of sanctions regimes, Eurasian integration, and the normative contest over how order is organised in the twenty-first century.
Moreover, terminology affects policy interpretation. If Sino-Iranian engagement is treated as temporary expediency, then moments of caution, delay, or uneven implementation may be read as signs of fragility. If it is treated as a nexus embedded in broader structural currents, then such fluctuations look less like failure and more like tactical adjustment within a long-term relationship. This does not imply inevitability. It means only that the analytical unit must be large enough to account for persistence amid uncertainty. The chapters that follow proceed from this premise: that the significance of Sino-Iranian relations lies not only in what the two states do together, but in what their alignment reveals about the redistribution of influence across the Middle East and beyond.

The Multipolar Context
Shifts in global power
The rise of China and the endurance of Iranian strategic agency must be situated within the wider transition from a largely unipolar post-Cold War moment to a more diffuse and contested distribution of power. Multipolarity in this book does not mean a neatly balanced system with stable great-power concert. Rather, it denotes an environment in which no single actor can easily dictate outcomes across all theatres, and in which regional powers possess greater capacity to diversify their alignments. The erosion of uncontested Western primacy has not produced order by default; it has created a more crowded field of competition, bargaining, and selective cooperation. In such a setting, states like Iran can seek alternatives, while states like China can expand influence through tools that combine markets, infrastructure, finance, diplomacy, and strategic signalling.
China’s ascent is central to this transformation. It has emerged not merely as a large economy but as a state capable of linking industrial capacity, long-range planning, institutional activism, and geopolitical ambition. Its need for energy imports, secure trade routes, and stable continental connectivity has drawn it more deeply into West Asian affairs. Yet Beijing’s method differs from earlier imperial or interventionist patterns. It often emphasises commercial embeddedness, elite diplomacy, and the language of non-interference, while still pursuing hard strategic interests. This mode of engagement is especially attractive to governments that are wary of external tutelage. Iran, having endured revolution, war, sanctions, and repeated attempts at coercive pressure, is one of the clearest cases where China’s style of statecraft can find receptive ground.
Iran’s own position in this changing order is equally important. Too often it is portrayed solely as a target of containment or as a problem to be managed by others. Such views underestimate its capacity to adapt, survive, and shape regional outcomes. Iran occupies a strategic geography, commands significant energy resources, maintains networks of regional influence, and has built state institutions around resilience under pressure. Its turn towards Asia is therefore not simply a reaction to exclusion from the West. It is also an active attempt to re-situate itself within an emerging Eurasian and multipolar framework. The relationship with China becomes intelligible when viewed against this broader effort to convert endurance into leverage.

The Middle East as a theatre of reordering
The Middle East occupies a special place in contemporary debates on world order because it has long been a region where global and regional power intersect with unusual intensity. It is a source of hydrocarbons, a corridor of maritime and land routes, a site of ideological contestation, and a theatre of repeated military intervention. For decades, regional politics were heavily conditioned by the security architecture centred on the United States and its local partners. That architecture remains consequential, but it is no longer uncontested in the same way. Gulf states diversify partnerships, Türkiye pursues autonomous regional strategies, Russia has projected selective power, and China has expanded its economic and diplomatic footprint. Iran’s engagement with China must therefore be read as part of a wider reordering in which old alignments are supplemented, hedged, or quietly revised.
This reordering does not eliminate conflict; in many respects it complicates it. Multiple powers now operate with overlapping but not identical agendas, producing new opportunities and new friction. For regional actors, multipolarity opens diplomatic space but also increases the burden of strategic calibration. Iran and China both benefit from this fluidity. Tehran can seek partnerships beyond sanctioning states and avoid total dependence on any one external actor. Beijing can deepen access without assuming the full security burdens historically associated with great-power penetration of the region. Their nexus is thus enabled by a Middle East in transition, where the logic of exclusive blocs has weakened and where selective, issue-based cooperation has become more common.

Historical Depth and Strategic Memory
Civilisational memory and the Silk Road imagination
Historical narratives matter because states do not enter partnerships as blank strategic calculators. They carry memories, symbols, and stories that help justify contemporary choices. In Sino-Iranian discourse, references to ancient exchange along the Silk Road are more than decorative invocations of a distant past. They function as a legitimising vocabulary through which both sides present current cooperation as the renewal of an older Eurasian connectivity interrupted by colonial and Cold War distortions. Such narratives should not be romanticised, yet neither should they be dismissed. They provide political elites with a language of continuity, dignity, and civilisational parity that is especially useful when addressing domestic audiences sensitive to sovereignty and historical status.
Iran and China each see themselves as heirs to long civilisational traditions rather than as recently constructed states seeking external validation. This self-understanding influences diplomatic style. It encourages a preference for language centred on respect, reciprocity, and non-subordination. It also reinforces scepticism towards universalist claims advanced by powers that present their own political models as globally obligatory. While modern state interests drive actual policy, civilisational framing lends those interests moral and historical resonance. The contemporary nexus is therefore strengthened by a shared capacity to narrate cooperation as both modern and historically grounded, practical and symbolically restorative.

Post-revolution pragmatism and Chinese reform-era engagement
The modern foundations of the relationship were laid under conditions of upheaval rather than continuity. Iran’s 1979 Revolution transformed its foreign policy orientation, ruptured ties with the United States, and placed anti-hegemonic language at the centre of official identity. China, by contrast, entered the reform era seeking economic modernisation, external stability, and access to resources and markets. These trajectories were distinct, but they proved increasingly compatible. As Iran faced war, isolation, and later sanctions, China became a partner willing to engage where many Western states withdrew or imposed restrictions. As China’s economy grew, Iran’s energy reserves and geostrategic location became more valuable in Beijing’s long-term planning.
The relationship that emerged was notably pragmatic. China did not embrace Iran as an ideological ally, nor did Iran imagine China as a substitute for every lost or constrained external relationship. Instead, both developed a habit of cooperation calibrated to shifting pressures. Arms transfers, energy purchases, infrastructure discussions, and diplomatic support in international forums all formed part of this pattern at different times. The significance of this period lies in the gradual accumulation of trust through usefulness. Repeated interaction under adverse conditions created a baseline expectation that cooperation, while imperfect, could endure strategic turbulence. That legacy continues to shape present calculations.


Why This Partnership Matters
Regional order, energy, and connectivity
The importance of the Sino-Iranian nexus lies first in its capacity to affect the material foundations of regional order. Iran sits at the crossroads of major transport corridors and possesses some of the world’s largest oil and gas reserves. China remains one of the world’s largest energy consumers and one of its most consequential infrastructure financiers and industrial exporters. The interaction between Iranian resources and Chinese demand is therefore not incidental; it is structurally significant. Even when sanctions or diplomatic tensions constrain volume and visibility, the underlying complementarity remains powerful. If harnessed effectively, it can reorient trade routes, alter investment priorities, and widen the strategic options available to states across the wider region.
Connectivity is equally central. Iran is not only an energy producer but a territorial bridge linking East Asia to the Middle East, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and potentially Europe. For China, which has promoted transcontinental infrastructure and logistical integration, Iran’s geography offers strategic depth. For Iran, Chinese participation promises capital, technology, and access to networks from which it has often been partially excluded. The geopolitical consequence is not simply economic growth. It is the possibility that patterns of dependence and exchange in the region could become less tightly anchored to Western-controlled financial and transport systems. This prospect helps explain why the partnership attracts both interest and anxiety from other actors.
Sovereignty and strategic autonomy
The nexus also matters because it speaks directly to two of the most contested ideas in contemporary international politics: sovereignty and strategic autonomy. Both Iran and China invoke sovereignty as a shield against external intervention and political conditionality. Yet sovereignty here is not merely a legal principle; it is a claim about who gets to define legitimate order. For Iran, this claim is sharpened by decades of sanctions, covert pressure, and periodic threats of military escalation. For China, it is connected to broader opposition to regime-change practices, alliance encirclement, and normative hierarchies that privilege Western standards as universal benchmarks. Their cooperation thus resonates beyond bilateral interests because it contributes to an alternative discourse about development without subordination.
Strategic autonomy is the practical counterpart of this discourse. It denotes the ability of states to preserve decision-making latitude even within a dense and unequal international system. Iran seeks autonomy by diversifying partners, resisting economic strangulation, and embedding itself in non-Western forums and corridors. China seeks autonomy by reducing vulnerabilities in energy supply, financial exposure, and geostrategic access. Their nexus is one instrument among many in these broader strategies. It does not eliminate dependency risks or asymmetries, but it enlarges room for manoeuvre. For scholars and policymakers alike, that is precisely why the relationship deserves close attention.

Analytical Framework of the Book
A multi-dimensional approach
This book approaches the Sino-Iranian nexus through a deliberately multi-dimensional framework. No single explanatory variable can account for its evolution. Energy alone is insufficient, because the relationship also involves diplomatic shielding, technological exchange, arms considerations, institutional coordination, and symbolic politics. Ideology alone is insufficient, because both states are capable of highly pragmatic adjustment when interests require it. Nor can the nexus be reduced to anti-Americanism, although opposition to unilateral coercion undoubtedly creates common ground. The analysis therefore combines historical, geopolitical, geoeconomic, and strategic lenses in order to capture the relationship in full.
The historical dimension traces how earlier interactions, memories, and institutional habits shape present choices. The geopolitical dimension examines how external pressures, regional conflicts, and changing power balances influence alignment. The geoeconomic dimension focuses on energy, infrastructure, sanctions evasion, trade mechanisms, investment patterns, and development models. The strategic dimension explores security cooperation, military signalling, and the role of the nexus in wider balancing behaviour. By integrating these perspectives, the book resists simplistic narratives that depict the relationship either as a seamless alliance or as a purely transactional convenience. It is instead analysed as a layered and evolving formation whose meaning shifts across domains and over time.
Levels of analysis
A further analytical choice concerns levels of analysis. The book moves across the domestic, regional, and systemic levels rather than privileging one in isolation. Domestic politics matters because leadership priorities, institutional rivalries, elite perceptions, and economic needs shape what each side is willing and able to do. The regional level matters because the Middle East is not a passive backdrop; it is a contested arena in which Gulf rivalries, proxy conflicts, energy routes, and external military presences influence every major diplomatic move. The systemic level matters because Sino-Iranian relations unfold within a world marked by great-power competition, fragmented globalisation, and contestation over norms and institutions.
This layered method allows the analysis to explain why the relationship may deepen in one sphere while remaining cautious in another. For example, economic complementarity can coexist with limited military formalisation; diplomatic coordination can advance even when investment implementation lags; shared opposition to coercive pressure can coexist with asymmetry in bargaining power. Such complexity is not a flaw in the analysis but an essential feature of the subject itself. The nexus is best understood as a variable geometry partnership shaped by multiple arenas at once.

Methodology and Sources
Research design
The analysis in this book is based on a qualitative research design supplemented by selective quantitative evidence where appropriate. Its core method is triangulation: claims are tested against multiple source types rather than accepted on the basis of official rhetoric alone. This is necessary because the Sino-Iranian relationship is frequently interpreted through politicised narratives, speculative reporting, and incomplete disclosures. To address this problem, the chapter and the book as a whole draw on official statements, government documents, trade and energy data, multilateral records, think-tank publications, academic scholarship, and interviews or reported insights from diplomats, policy practitioners, and regional experts. Where figures vary significantly across sources, that variation is itself treated as analytically meaningful.
Historical analysis is used to reconstruct the chronology and context of evolving ties from earlier commercial contacts to modern strategic coordination. Comparative analysis helps situate the partnership alongside China’s relations with other Middle Eastern states and Iran’s relations with other major powers. Discourse analysis is employed to examine how both governments frame concepts such as partnership, sovereignty, development, and security. Geopolitical assessment then links these narratives to material capabilities and strategic behaviour. The combination is intended to preserve rigour while also recognising that geopolitical relationships are shaped by perception and symbolism as much as by measurable transactions.
Source base and interpretive caution
Special care is taken with sources because this subject sits at the intersection of scholarship, statecraft, and propaganda. Official Chinese and Iranian statements often emphasise harmony, continuity, and mutual benefit, sometimes glossing over implementation gaps or differences in expectation. Western analyses may, depending on standpoint, either overstate the threat posed by the partnership or underestimate its resilience by viewing it as secondary to Beijing’s relations with Gulf monarchies and global markets. Regional commentary can be similarly shaped by rivalry, suspicion, or wishful thinking. For these reasons, the book does not treat any single narrative tradition as definitive. Instead, it places sources in conversation, identifying both convergence and contradiction.
The interdisciplinary nature of the source base is one of its strengths. International relations theory offers models of balancing, hedging, and order formation. Political economy illuminates sanctions workarounds, energy dependencies, and infrastructure financing. Area studies provide linguistic, historical, and cultural context often absent from abstract strategic analysis. Security studies help assess maritime vulnerability, defence cooperation, and escalation dynamics. By combining these literatures, the book aims to avoid both excessive abstraction and narrow empiricism. It seeks to produce a grounded interpretation of a relationship that is consequential precisely because it connects so many domains at once.

Challenges at the Point of Origin
Asymmetry, mistrust, and external pressure
The origins of the nexus should not be mistaken for a story of effortless convergence. Significant obstacles have marked the relationship from the beginning. The most obvious is asymmetry. China is a global power with a vast economy, diversified external relations, and multiple strategic options. Iran is a major regional power but one operating under heavy sanctions and recurrent diplomatic isolation. This imbalance creates differing expectations. Tehran often seeks deeper political commitment and faster economic delivery than Beijing is willing to provide. Beijing, for its part, seeks stable access and strategic flexibility, but usually avoids entanglement that might jeopardise wider commercial or diplomatic interests. Managing this asymmetry has been one of the defining tasks of the partnership.
There are also deeper layers of mistrust rooted in historical experience and political culture. Iranian elites are acutely sensitive to dependency and external exploitation, whether from West or East. Chinese decision-makers, meanwhile, are cautious about politically volatile environments and about relationships that could trigger secondary sanctions or strategic backlash. These hesitations have at times slowed implementation of ambitious agreements and encouraged ambiguity in public commitments. Yet it is precisely under such constrained conditions that the nexus becomes analytically interesting. Its persistence suggests that shared structural incentives are strong enough to overcome recurrent doubt, even if not strong enough to erase it.
The sanction environment as catalyst and constraint
Sanctions occupy a paradoxical place in the formation of Sino-Iranian ties. On the one hand, they have unquestionably constrained the relationship by deterring investment, complicating banking channels, limiting transparency, and raising the costs of sustained engagement. On the other hand, sanctions have also acted as a catalyst, pushing Iran more decisively towards non-Western partnerships and encouraging experimentation with alternative payment systems, intermediary mechanisms, and strategic barter-like arrangements. For China, sanctions reveal both risk and opportunity: risk because exposure to the US-led financial system creates vulnerabilities, opportunity because discounted energy access and political goodwill can result from engagement where others hesitate.
This dual effect is essential to understanding the nexus. It means the partnership has developed under pressure rather than in ideal conditions. As a result, its institutional forms may appear uneven or opaque when compared with more conventional alliances or investment regimes. Yet such unevenness should not obscure the strategic logic underneath. In many respects, the sanction environment has forced both sides to innovate, improvise, and think beyond orthodox channels of international exchange. The lessons drawn from these practices may prove important not only for Iran and China, but for other states navigating an increasingly fragmented global order.

Roadmap of the Book
How the argument unfolds
This opening chapter has established the conceptual and methodological foundations of the book. The chapters that follow trace the nexus from historical depth to contemporary strategic expression. Chapter 2 reconstructs the long historical arc from ancient exchange routes to modern strategic memory, showing how civilisational narratives and commercial precedents inform present diplomacy. Chapter 3 examines the post-1979 period, when Iran’s eastward orientation and China’s reform-era pragmatism began to produce a more durable basis for cooperation. Chapter 4 analyses the 2016 comprehensive partnership as a key moment of formalisation, assessing both its symbolic and practical significance. Chapter 5 turns to economic integration, including infrastructure, trade, sanctions adaptation, and the relationship between Iran and the Belt and Road framework. The later chapters deepen the analysis across security, diplomacy, obstacles, and future trajectories. Chapter 6 investigates defence and strategic coordination under multipolar conditions. Chapter 7 explores how Tehran and Beijing use diplomatic synergies to contest traditional hegemonies and widen the normative space for non-Western statecraft. Chapter 8 addresses the limits of the nexus, focusing on sanctions, sovereignty concerns, and regional tensions. Chapter 9 considers the emerging frontiers of technology and energy security. Chapter 10 develops future scenarios for a multipolar Middle East, asking under what conditions the Sino-Iranian nexus may become a more decisive force in regional and global order.
 Taken together, the book argues that this relationship is neither ephemeral nor all-powerful. It is a consequential and evolving formation whose significance lies in the way it links local resilience to systemic transformation.
The origins of the nexus are therefore found not in a single agreement or political moment, but in the convergence of historical memory, strategic necessity, and structural transition. To understand Iran and China together is to understand something larger: how power is being redistributed, how sovereignty is being renegotiated, and how the Middle East is being drawn into the making of a more plural, contested international order.






  
  1
 Silk Road Legacies



Long before contemporary strategy, sanctions, and summit diplomacy, Iran and China were linked by routes, stories, goods, and ideas that crossed the breadth of Eurasia. The memory of those exchanges continues to inform how both states narrate their place in history and imagine their future cooperation. 
Remembering Eurasia Before the Modern State
A geography of connection
The idea of a historical relationship between Iran and China begins with geography, though not with geography in any simplistic sense. Neither civilisation sat in easy isolation. Both occupied commanding positions at opposite ends of the great transcontinental networks that later came to be labelled the Silk Road, and both interacted with the intermediary spaces of Central Asia, Inner Asia, and the Indian Ocean. Iran, whether under Achaemenid, Parthian, Sasanian, or later Islamic dynasties, was a hinge between Mesopotamia, the Caucasus, the Persian Gulf, and the steppe. China, under successive imperial formations, stood at the eastern anchor of caravan and maritime systems whose reach far exceeded East Asia. The significance of this arrangement lies not merely in distance bridged, but in the fact that each society developed a civilisational self-understanding that included the management of long-range exchange.[1]
When modern officials in Tehran and Beijing invoke historical ties, they are drawing upon a memory of Eurasia as an inhabited continuum rather than a fragmented map of nation-states. This memory is selective, often idealised, and at times politically instrumental, yet it is not fabricated from nothing. Merchants, translators, pilgrims, envoys, and conquerors did traverse the spaces between the Iranian plateau and Chinese courts.[2] Their journeys generated
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