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Energy sanctions, as one of the most efficient instruments of U.S. hybrid
warfare against the Islamic Republic of Iran, have left profound, multi-
layered impacts on the country's economic and social structures. The
present study aimed to examine the utilization of energy sanctions within
the framework of hybrid warfare strategy and its economic and social
consequences for Iranian society. The research method was analytical-
descriptive, based on qualitative content analysis of library sources,
employing inductive logic and matching of theoretical indicators with
empirical evidence. The findings revealed that, by focusing on the
energy sector as the vital artery of Iran's economy, the United States
reduced the country's foreign exchange earnings from $51 billion in
2018 to near zero in 2020, drove inflation above 46% in 2022, and
decreased the middle-class share from 78% to 56%. Nevertheless, data
analysis indicated that energy sanctions, despite success in economic
attrition, failed to bring about a fundamental change in Iran's political
behavior, and institutional resilience coupled with the utilization of
regional capacities revealed the inherent limitations of economic
instruments in hybrid warfare. The inherent paradox of this warfare lies
in the fact that instruments which apparently exert the most effective
economic pressure can simultaneously reinforce the institutional
resilience of the target state and deepen social inequalities.
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Introduction

In the era of modern warfare, the boundaries between peace and war have faded, and the
concept of hybrid warfare, as a novel strategy combining military, economic,
informational, and cyber instruments, has emerged as a key concept in strategic studies.
Unlike classical wars, hybrid warfare operates in a gray zone where various instruments
are employed in a coordinated and purposeful manner. With transformations in global
energy markets, geopolitical rivalries, and the growing importance of energy security,
energy sanctions have occupied a special place in the U.S. strategy against Iran. This study
examines how the United States has used energy sanctions as an instrument of hybrid
warfare to change Iran's behavior and what socio-economic impacts these sanctions have
had on Iranian society. The research hypothesis posits that while energy sanctions can
significantly weaken Iran's economic foundations and push its social structure toward
greater inequality, they likely cannot bring about a fundamental change in the country's
political behavior, because institutional resilience and the inherent paradox of sanctions
limit the effectiveness of this instrument. The innovation of this research lies in its
integrated approach combining Galtung's structural violence theory with Hoffman's hybrid
warfare theory, using up-to-date data from international organizations, and providing
specialized policy recommendations.

Theoretical Framework

The concept of hybrid warfare, first introduced by Frank Hoffman, refers to a combination
of traditional warfare with irregular methods in an ambiguous environment utilizing
various types of warfare. Margaret Bond later expanded this concept by analyzing hybrid
warfare as a threat beyond the traditional battlefield. In recent years, new approaches have
emphasized the central role of economic instruments. Nordby (2019) identified four central
economic instruments: economic, monetary, financial, and commercial power, arguing
that their effectiveness depends on the target country's level of dependence. Iskandarov
(2022) analyzed economic coercion as a central element of hybrid warfare. Galtung's
(1967) theory of structural violence complements this framework by analyzing the social
impacts of sanctions, arguing that sanctions as a form of structural violence create profound
social damage through restricting access to vital resources, with asymmetric effects where
vulnerable groups suffer most while ruling elites maintain their capacity for resilience. The
analytical model of the research integrates these theoretical indicators to analyze how
energy sanctions function on Iran's economic and social variables and the ultimate outcome
on political behavior.

Methodology

This research is applied and descriptive-analytical, conducted using the library method and
qualitative content analysis. The unit of analysis is the U.S. energy sanction policy against
Iran and its socio-economic consequences at the macro level. Source selection criteria
included relevance, scientific credibility, and publication within the research timeframe
(2005-2025). Over 30 scientific sources were examined, including peer-reviewed articles,
reports from international organizations (EIA, World Bank, IMF, UNCTAD), and
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strategic documents, of which nearly 25 were directly used. Data analysis was based on
qualitative content analysis and logical deduction: theoretical concepts were first
elucidated, then the performance of energy sanctions was analyzed at economic and social
levels, and finally empirical evidence was matched with theoretical indicators using a six-
indicator analytical model. Source triangulation was employed to enhance data validity.
Discussion

The findings demonstrate that Iran has faced escalating sanctions since 1979. The 1996
Iran-Libya Sanctions Act marked the beginning of targeted sanctions on Iran's oil industry.
In 2012, the EU joined energy sanctions and severed Iranian banks from the SWIFT
network, making trade transactions impossible. While the 2015 JCPOA lifted most
sanctions, Trump's 2018 withdrawal imposed severe "maximum pressure”" sanctions. Oil
revenues declined from $51 billion in 2018 to $5 billion in 2020, recovering to $43 billion
in 2024 through unofficial exports. Inflation surged from 30.1% in 2012 to 46.5% in 2022,
and the real wage index fell from 100 to 68, eroding purchasing power by over 30%. The
middle class share decreased from 78.7% to 56%, with approximately 23% of the
population falling to lower strata. Foreign direct investment dropped from $4.2 billion to
$0.3 billion. Based on Galtung's structural violence theory, energy sanctions targeted the
middle class rather than ruling elites. The informal employment rate rose from 28% to
45%, and the informal economy grew from 17% to over 30% of GDP. However, despite
success in economic attrition, sanctions failed to fundamentally change Iran's political
behavior. Iran leveraged regional capacities, unofficial trade networks, and a parallel
economy to partially neutralize sanctions. Three factors prevented conversion of economic
pressure into political change: institutional resilience, the cognitive reverse effect (where
sanctions reinforced the resistance discourse), and asymmetric costs (where vulnerable
groups were harmed more than governing institutions).

Conclusion

This research examined how the United States has used energy sanctions within its hybrid
warfare strategy and their socio-economic consequences on Iranian society. Based on
documented data from international sources and the theoretical framework of hybrid
warfare and structural violence, findings show that energy sanctions were designed with
four hybrid warfare characteristics: precise targeting, combination with other instruments,
use of informational and psychological tools, and flexibility. While sanctions had
devastating economic and social consequences, they failed to achieve their ultimate goal
of fundamentally changing Iran's political behavior; institutional resilience and moderating
mechanisms limited the instrument's strategic effectiveness. The research hypothesis was
confirmed: sanctions caused significant reductions in foreign exchange earnings (70%) ,
structural double-digit inflation, middle class erosion (from 78% to 56%) , and real wage
erosion of up to 40%, demonstrating socio-economic effectiveness; yet at the political-
strategic level, sanctions failed to produce fundamental change, as Iran maintained regional
policies and strategic positions. From a theoretical perspective, economic instruments in
hybrid warfare face a paradox of "reverse effect," where economic intensity does not



necessarily lead to political behavioral change and may instead reinforce institutional
resilience. The inherent paradox of this warfare lies in the fact that instruments exerting the
most effective economic pressure can simultaneously reinforce the target state's
institutional resilience and deepen social inequalities
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