Iran and China’s Revisionism in the International System:
Challenges and Achievements of the 25-Year Agreement

Hadi Torki't1

1. Visiting Professor at the University of Tehran, Ph.D. in International Relations, Kharazmi University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: haditorki1366@yahoo.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:

Received: 17 Nov 2024
Received in revised form:
29 Jan 2025

Accepted: 22 Feb 2025
Published online: 04 Sep 2025

Keywords:

25-year Iran-China agreement,
revisionism,

China,

Iran.

The 25-year agreement between Iran and China is one of the most significant agreements
for Iran since the Islamic Revolution, occurring during a transitional period toward a new
international political order. Amid intense competition between the U.S. and China,
finding a new and impactful role for countries like Iran is crucial. This study focuses on
the effects and outcomes of the 25-year agreement between the two countries, aiming to
answer the question: What are the implications of this agreement for Iran and China? The
article hypothesizes that the strategic partnership benefits both sides, with Iran gaining
economic advantages, becoming a stabilizing force in the region, and strengthening its
role in the Middle East, while China secures access to cheap oil, sells high-priced goods to
Iran, and uses Iran as a counterbalance to the U.S., diverting American attention from East
Asia. The findings indicate that, based on revisionism in the international system, Iran and
China are closely aligned. China, as an unlimited-revisionist actor, seeks global
hegemony, while Iran, as a limited-revisionist actor, aims to enhance its international
standing and maintain its regional role in West Asia. The study employs the trend impact
analysis method and the theoretical framework of revisionist states.
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1. Introduction

China and Iran are two countries located on opposite sides of the vast Asian continent,
sharing various common needs and concerns. China aspires to become a hegemonic power,
and this ambition presents a significant arena for competition with the United States.
Similarly, Iran is a key player in West Asia, capable of aligning with China in its
competition with the U.S. The alignment between Iran and China becomes more evident
when considering China's need for energy and Iran's lack of access to global energy markets
due to sanctions. This situation has created a relatively unified approach between the two
nations. Additionally, their stance in political interactions is also significant. Both countries
oppose the U.S.-led status quo, specifically the liberal democratic system and Western
countries in general. Iran and China adopt a critical and revisionist approach toward the
prevailing global order, seeking to transform it in line with their preferred political and
economic ideologies.

2. Theoretical Framework

This article utilizes the theory of revisionist states. According to Schuler, states can be
categorized as either limited-revisionist or unlimited-revisionist. Limited-revisionist states
align with Waltz's ideas and refrain from using aggressive tools. However, unlimited-
revisionist states, influenced by domestic factors, challenge the fundamental principles and
rules of the established order, seeking substantial and foundational changes to the current
system. Correspondingly, they aim to elevate their status within the existing international
order. This suggests that revisionism at the international level involves altering the roles of
states and political systems. Achieving this role motivates revisionist states to pursue their
objectives through political, diplomatic, economic, and military means, as well as alliances
and coalitions.

3. Research Methodology

The study employs the "trend impact analysis® method. This approach provides an
analytical map by examining both current issues and prospects. Trends represent a
continuous chain of events that define the present situation and offer insights into potential
future positions. Trend impact analysis serves as a predictive tool by identifying the nature,
causes, and potential consequences of these developments.

4. Discussion and Research Findings

Within the framework of bilateral relations, China and Iran signed a 25-year strategic
cooperation agreement on March 27, 2021, coinciding with the 50th anniversary of their
diplomatic ties. It is estimated that under this agreement, China will invest approximately
$600 billion in Iran. Findings indicate that the approach and actions of China and Iran are
influenced by three key factors: (1) Iran and China are strategic partners for the future in
West Asia; (2) Iran serves as a stabilizing force in West Asia, a role emphasized by China;
and (3) geoeconomic, geostrategic, and geoenergy considerations are critical for China.
However, this relationship faces significant challenges, including: (1) issues related to
FATF that hinder the realization of mutual goals; (2) Iran’s low-cost oil sales; (3) high costs
of goods and limited trade options for Iran; and (4) increased risk costs in bilateral trade
exchanges.

5. Conclusion

The research findings reveal that, based on revisionism in the international system, Iran and
China are interconnected. China, as an unlimited-revisionist actor, seeks to achieve global
hegemony, while Iran, as a limited-revisionist actor, aims to enhance its position in the
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international system. The 25-year agreement could have implications for both parties.
However, historical trends indicate a lack of convergence and alignment among major
powers (e.g., the U.S. and China).
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