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1. Introduction

The United States-China trade confrontation represents one of the most significant
economic disputes in recent history, marked by escalating tariffs and strategic rivalry
between the world’s two largest economies. This confrontation emerged from U.S.
efforts to counter China’s growing economic power, trade imbalances, and
technology practices, to which China responded with retaliatory measures. The
standoff has disrupted global trade flows and raised concerns about economic
stability and multilateral trade norms. For the Islamic Republic of Iran, a country
under U.S. sanctions and economically tied to China, this rivalry carries important
implications. The present study examines the U.S.-China trade war’s dynamics and
draws out lessons and strategic insights pertinent to Iranian policymakers seeking to
navigate a changing global trade environment.

2. Theoretical Framework

This analysis is grounded in an international political economy framework,
particularly the concept of geoeconomic competition. It draws on structural realist
theory to interpret the U.S.-China trade confrontation as a manifestation of shifting
power dynamics in a transitioning global order. The United States’ resort to tariffs
and sanctions is viewed as a form of economic statecraft, aiming to preserve its
hegemony, while China’s responses reflect a rising power’s strategy to assert its
economic sovereignty and mitigate vulnerabilities. The confrontation is thus
analyzed through the lens of economic coercion and interdependence: how
interdependent trade relationships can become instruments of coercive diplomacy.
This theoretical approach provides a basis for extracting lessons for third-party states
like Iran, which must operate strategically amid great power economic rivalry.

3. Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative, document-based methodology. Using an
interpretative analytical approach, it reviews and synthesizes a range of sources —
including trade policy documents, official statements, economic reports, and
scholarly analyses — concerning the U.S.-China trade war. This descriptive-
analytical method allows for identifying key themes and potential scenarios, thereby
highlighting strategic lessons for Iran.

4. Results & Discussion

Dynamics of the U.S.-China Trade Confrontation: The analysis finds that the U.S.-
China trade confrontation was driven by American efforts to curtail China’s
economic ascent — through tariffs on hundreds of billions of dollars in Chinese goods
— and Chinese retaliation in kind. This protracted dispute has underscored the
fragility of global trade interdependence, as supply chains were disrupted and
investor confidence shaken. The confrontation also signaled a broader geostrategic
competition, blurring the line between economic policy and national security. China
responded not only with counter-tariffs but with strategies to reduce reliance on U.S.
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markets and technology, illustrating a push for greater economic self-reliance and
diversification of trade partners.

Implications and Lessons for Iran: From Iran’s perspective, the U.S.-China trade war
offers several critical lessons. First, the confrontation highlighted the weaponization
of economic interdependence. Just as the U.S. used trade leverage against China, it
has used sanctions against Iran; therefore, Iran must continue strengthening its
economic resilience and reduce over-reliance on any single market. China’s ability
to withstand U.S. pressure — by finding alternative suppliers, stimulating domestic
demand, and leveraging nationalist support — demonstrates the importance of a
diversified economy and adaptive policymaking. Second, the trade war created both
risks and opportunities for Iran. On one hand, a slowdown in China’s economy due
to the trade war could reduce Chinese demand for Iranian oil and commodities,
directly straining Iran’s fragile economy. On the other hand, heightened U.S.-China
tensions have somewhat expanded Iran’s strategic options: Iran can deepen its
partnership with China (as seen in long-term cooperation agreements) and other non-
Western economies to counter U.S. economic pressure. The analysis notes that
Beijing’s need to secure energy and bypass U.S. suppliers opened space for greater
Iran-China trade cooperation during the conflict. However, it also cautions that Iran’s
growing dependence on China makes it vulnerable; if China accommodates U.S.
demands in a future deal or faces its own economic troubles, Iran could be adversely
affected. Third, the global power recalibration evident in this trade confrontation
reinforces Iran’s view that a multipolar economic order is emerging. Ultimately, the
discussion emphasizes that Iran should adopt a proactive geoeconomic strategy:
leveraging great power competition to its benefit where possible, while hedging
against the uncertainties such competition brings.

5. Conclusions & Suggestions

The U.S.-China trade confrontation serves as a instructive case of modern economic
rivalry with far-reaching consequences. For Iran, a sanctioned middle power, this
episode underlines that global trade and power structures are in flux. Iran cannot
directly influence the course of a U.S.-China showdown, but it must astutely adapt
to the outcomes. The study concludes that maintaining a balanced and flexible
foreign economic policy is crucial. Tehran’s short-term interest lies in a stable
relationship between Washington and Beijing that avoids global economic turmoil.
In the long term, however, Iran perceives opportunity in an evolving multipolar order
where U.S. dominance wanes — but capitalizing on this requires internal economic
strengthening and careful diplomacy.

Recommendations: Iranian policymakers are advised to draw on the following
strategic lessons from the U.S.-China trade war. (1) Diversify Economic
Partnerships: Reduce vulnerability by expanding trade and investment ties beyond a
single patron; alongside China, engage other emerging economies and regional
partners to ensure no external conflict can isolate Iran completely. (2) Enhance



Economic Resilience: Invest in domestic industrial capacity, technology, and
financial mechanisms to withstand external shocks. Adopting policies of self-
reliance — akin to China’s response — will help neutralize the impact of sanctions and
trade disruptions. (3) Leverage Great Power Competition: While avoiding alignment
in great power rivalries, tactically use the friction between major powers to Iran’s
advantage. This could mean securing better trade terms, attracting alternative
investors, or pushing for international initiatives (currency swap agreements, non-
dollar trade) that ease U.S. financial hegemony. (4) Planning for different scenarios:
Iran should be cautious not to become a bargaining chip in others’ negotiations. (5)
Strengthen Strategic Alliances: Iran should continue to deepen relations with
countries that share common interests in a more balanced global order. The 25-year
Iran-China comprehensive cooperation agreement and Iran’s membership in
Eurasian frameworks are steps in this direction, but Iran should also improve
regional relationships to avoid overdependence on any single great power. In sum,
by internalizing these lessons, the Islamic Republic of Iran can better navigate the
challenges and opportunities presented by great power trade confrontations,
safeguarding its national interests in an era of economic uncertainty.
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