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Iran's foreign policy toward Russia throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
has undergone fundamental shifts rooted in political regime changes, structural
transformations in the international system, and the ideological orientation of political
elites. This study aims to comparatively analyze Iran’s foreign policy toward Russia
during the Pahlavi Il era and the Islamic Republic. Using the theoretical framework of
realism, the research examines key components such as perceptions of national
interests, the nature of economic and military relations, identity-based understandings
of Russia, and the role of great powers in regional balance. The findings indicate that,
despite some similarities—such as cautious engagement with Russia and using it as a
counterweight to the West—there are essential differences in how Russia is perceived,
the degree of mutual trust, the depth of cooperation, and how national interests are
defined. During the Pahlavi Il era, Iran's foreign policy was pro-Western and
development-oriented, viewing Russia as a geopolitical threat. In contrast, under the
Islamic Republic, Russia has been treated as a tactical partner in countering Western
unilateralism. Nonetheless, in neither period did the relationship evolve into a strategic
alliance, remaining instead governed by structural constraints and power calculations.
The overall conclusion underscores that Iran’s foreign policy toward Russia in both
periods has been shaped more by realist logic and national interests than by lasting
ideological or value-based alliances.

Keywords: Iran foreign policy, Russia, Pahlavi Il, Islamic Republic, national interest, realism, bilateral
relations
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Iran's foreign policy toward Russia has historically evolved through complex layers of geopolitical
calculations, ideological shifts, and strategic necessity. The trajectory of these relations, especially
during the Pahlavi Il era and the Islamic Republic, reveals both continuity and divergence shaped by
internal political orientations and external systemic pressures. In the Pahlavi period, Iran’s alignment
with the Western bloc and its perception of the Soviet Union as an ideological and geopolitical threat led
to a cautious and often adversarial foreign policy stance. The roots of this tension can be traced to events
such as the Soviet-backed crisis in Azerbaijan following World War 1l and the activities of the Tudeh
Party, which intensified royalist fears of Soviet expansionism (Jahangiri, 2018; Maftoon Donbali, 2004).
Moreover, Mohammad Mossadegh’s oil nationalization campaign and the USSR’s lukewarm support for
his government further complicated bilateral relations, reflecting Moscow’s pragmatic considerations
over ideological alignment (Motta'ased, 1998).

During the same era, Iran’s membership in the Baghdad Pact, later known as the Central Treaty
Organization (CENTO), demonstrated its overt strategic orientation toward the Western security
architecture, creating additional friction with the USSR (Lenzowski, 1974). Despite limited economic
cooperation—such as Soviet involvement in building infrastructure projects like the Isfahan steel
plant—the overall nature of the bilateral relationship remained defined by strategic distrust and
ideological opposition (Ashraf, 2023; Parvish & Asadi, 2023). The Pahlavi regime’s modernization
efforts were also aligned with a Western-centric identity framework, distancing Iran from both the
socialist bloc and non-Western models of development (Hosseini, 2018; Zariri, 2005).

In contrast, the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy emerged from a revolutionary ideology rooted in anti-
Western resistance and the rejection of hegemonic powers, both East and West. Initially adopting the
slogan of "neither East, nor West," Iran nevertheless shifted toward pragmatic alignment with Russia,
especially after the intensification of Western sanctions and geopolitical isolation. The deterioration of
Iran-U.S. relations and the international opposition to Iran's nuclear program created a geopolitical void
that Russia partially filled, offering diplomatic, military, and economic support at critical junctures
(Afrasiaban & Abbasi, 2023; Beznosova & Likhachev, 2023). This pragmatic engagement evolved into
strategic cooperation in Syria, arms deals, and coordination within multilateral forums, even as mutual
distrust persisted below the surface.

This study investigates the comparative dynamics of Iran’s foreign policy toward Russia in these two
periods by focusing on key indicators of national interest: sovereignty and independence, national
security, and development. The analysis is framed within classical and neoclassical realism, recognizing
both structural constraints and the role of domestic political elites in shaping foreign policy behavior
(Ashraf, 2016; Khajeh-Saravi & Jafaripour Kaluri, 2014).

The study reveals that both periods of Iranian foreign policy—~Pahlavi Il and the Islamic Republic—
share strategic caution toward Russia but diverge significantly in rationale and execution. During the
Pahlavi era, the relationship was shaped by ideological rivalry and Cold War dynamics. Iran viewed the
USSR as an existential threat, aligning itself with the U.S.-led Western bloc and joining military
alliances such as the Baghdad Pact. Although limited economic cooperation occurred, the relationship
remained shallow and risk-averse.

In contrast, the Islamic Republic pursued a pragmatic, interest-based engagement with Russia. Facing
geopolitical isolation and multilateral sanctions, Iran increased its cooperation with Russia in security
(notably in Syria), energy, and diplomatic fields. The relationship, however, remained tactical rather
than strategic. Both states cooperated based on shared interests, especially in balancing U.S. influence in
the region, but withheld deeper political or ideological alignment.

In terms of national interests, the Pahlavi era emphasized development and modernization through
Western integration, seeing the USSR as a barrier to those goals. Conversely, the Islamic Republic
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framed its national interest in terms of ideological resistance and strategic autonomy, turning to Russia
as an opportunistic partner in undermining Western dominance. Despite these differences, neither period
saw the emergence of a fully trust-based alliance with Russia.

The evolution of Iran’s foreign policy toward Russia across these two distinct political systems
underscores the enduring influence of structural constraints in international relations. Regardless of
ideological orientation—monarchic modernization under the Pahlavis or revolutionary Islamism under
the Islamic Republic—both regimes navigated their ties with Russia through a lens of national interest
defined by sovereignty, security, and development. The findings affirm that while domestic ideologies
and leadership perceptions matter, they are consistently tempered by the exigencies of survival in a
competitive and often hostile international system.

In the Pahlavi period, Iran’s alignment with the Western bloc reflected both a security imperative and an
identity project rooted in secular nationalism and modernization. The USSR, with its history of
intervention and ideological infiltration, was viewed as antithetical to Iran’s vision of national progress.
The cautious engagement with the USSR, limited to economic infrastructure projects, never translated
into broader strategic alignment. Instead, Iran leveraged the bipolar world to maximize aid and security
guarantees from the U.S., using the Soviet threat as a bargaining chip.

The Islamic Republic, while ideologically distinct, demonstrated similar strategic behavior when faced
with isolation and external threats. Although Russia was initially seen as part of the same imperialistic
order as the U.S., the need to counterbalance Western sanctions and military threats gradually shifted
Iran’s foreign policy calculus. Cooperation with Russia, especially in Syria, illustrates the Islamic
Republic’s capacity for realpolitik, wherein ideological rigidity gives way to tactical alignment when
core interests are at stake.

Despite this convergence in behavior, the nature of Iran-Russia relations remains fundamentally cautious
and transactional. Russia has consistently prioritized its own geopolitical interests, often engaging with
Iran to extract concessions or pressure Western powers. Similarly, Iran has used its relationship with
Russia to resist Western coercion, but without entrusting Moscow with its long-term strategic future.
The lack of mutual trust, asymmetry in power, and differing regional visions prevent the formation of a
stable alliance.

This comparative study illustrates that Iran’s foreign policy toward Russia, while shaped by distinct
regimes and ideologies, adheres to a pattern of pragmatic adaptation to external constraints. Both the
Pahlavi and Islamic Republic governments demonstrate an understanding of the balance of power and
act accordingly, reinforcing the central premise of realism that survival and interest-maximization
remain the fundamental drivers of state behavior.

Ultimately, Iran’s relationship with Russia serves as a case study in the limitations of alliance politics in
asymmetric settings. It reveals the challenges faced by middle powers in crafting autonomous foreign
policies while managing relations with larger powers. The historical trajectory from adversarial rivalry
to pragmatic partnership suggests that Iranian foreign policy, though influenced by domestic revolutions
and ideological shifts, remains anchored in structural realities and a persistent quest for strategic
autonomy.
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