International Quarterly of Foreign Relations Center for Strategic Research & ‘;1
https://frgjournal.csr.ir E-ISSN: 2588-6541
Vol. 17, Issue. 4, No. 68, 2026 Received: 2025/05/07 Revised: 2025/10/11 Accepted: 2025/11/10

Research paper

An Analysis of the Islamic Republic of
Iran’s East-Oriented Foreign Policy:
The Role of Russia in Nuclear
Balancing against Western Powers

Saeed Kaviyannejad * Mostafa Abtahi 2

1.PhD Candidate in Political Thought, Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad
University, Tehran, Iran Email: s_kaviyannejad@azad.ac.ir
2.Associate Professor of Political Sociology, Science and Research Branch, Islamic
Azad University, Tehran, Iran. (Corresponding Author)
Email: m.abtahil00@gmail.com

Abstract

This study examines the Islamic Republic of Iran’s East-oriented policy and the role
of Russia in nuclear balancing against Western powers. The central research question
is how the Eastward orientation has been reflected in Iran’s foreign policy,
particularly in the nuclear domain, and what position Russia has occupied within this
process. To address this question, the study employs a qualitative methodology and
a descriptive—analytical approach to elucidate the various dimensions of Iran—Russia
interactions in the fields of foreign policy and the nuclear issue. The study
hypothesizes that Iran’s rapprochement with Russia has been predominantly tactical
in nature, driven by situational interests, international pressures, and political-
discursive perceptions rather than by a long-term strategic alliance. Furthermore,
Russia has acted as a pragmatic actor at critical diplomatic junctures, prioritizing its
own national interests and strategic calculations. The findings indicate that Iran’s
nuclear policy has been shaped by considerations of security, identity, and resistance
to Western hegemony. Within this framework, Russia has become established as a
significant and potentially influential partner in Iran’s strategic outlook. The study
concludes that the success of Iran’s East-oriented policy depends on the dynamic
redefinition of power, the construction and reproduction of meaning, and the
effective management of multilayered diplomacy. Consequently, the realization of
this policy requires more than reliance on temporary alignments and tactical
partnerships, demanding instead a flexible and comprehensive strategic approach.
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Extended Abstract

This study offers a comprehensive and theory-driven analysis of the Islamic Republic of
Iran’s east-oriented foreign policy, with a particular emphasis on the evolving role of the
Russian Federation in nuclear balancing against Western powers. Situated within the
framework of structural realism, the research explores how Iran’s strategic pivot toward
Eastern powers—especially Russia—reflects a recalibration of its foreign policy doctrine
in response to systemic pressures, shifting alliances, and intensifying geopolitical rivalries.
The inquiry is guided by the central question: How has Iran’s eastward orientation
manifested in its nuclear strategy, and what role does Russia play in shaping this trajectory?
To address this question, the study employs a qualitative methodology grounded in
descriptive-analytical techniques. This approach enables a nuanced exploration of the
multifaceted dimensions of Iran-Russia interactions, encompassing diplomatic
engagements, military cooperation, energy partnerships, and strategic signaling within the
broader framework of nuclear diplomacy. The analysis draws on primary sources, official
statements, and recent developments—including the January 2025 strategic partnership
agreement signed in Moscow—to illuminate the structural logic and tactical fluidity
underpinning Iran’s eastward turn.

Historically, Iran’s foreign policy has oscillated between ideological posturing and
pragmatic adaptation. Following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran adopted a posture of
non-alignment, encapsulated in the slogan “Neither East nor West.” However, over the past
two decades, this principle has eroded in practice, giving way to a more interest-driven
orientation toward Eastern powers. The intensification of Western sanctions—particularly
after the U.S. withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2018—
has accelerated Iran’s strategic outreach to Russia and China. This pivot reflects both a
response to external constraints and an internal recalibration of Iran’s geopolitical priorities.
Russia’s role in Iran’s nuclear trajectory is particularly salient. As a signatory to the JCPOA
and a member of the P5+1 negotiating bloc, Russia has historically positioned itself as a
mediator and technical facilitator in Iran’s nuclear program. It has provided nuclear fuel for
Iran’s Bushehr reactor, managed surplus enriched uranium, and offered diplomatic cover in
multilateral forums. However, Russia’s engagement with Iran is not merely transactional;
it is embedded within a broader strategic framework aimed at counterbalancing U.S.
influence in the Middle East and leveraging Iran as a partner in its own contest with the
West.

The hypothesis underpinning this study posits that Iran’s rapprochement with Russia is
primarily tactical rather than strategic. It is driven by situational interests, international
isolation, and politico-semantic interpretations of sovereignty and resistance. Iran views
Russia as a useful counterweight to Western hegemony, particularly in the nuclear domain,
but remains cautious about overdependence. Conversely, Russia’s behavior reflects a
pragmatic actor that prioritizes its national interests and maintains flexibility in its alliances.
Moscow’s engagement with Iran is shaped by its desire to expand influence in the Middle
East, secure energy and defense partnerships, and navigate its own isolation following the
invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

The findings of this study reveal that Iran’s nuclear policy is deeply intertwined with its
broader security doctrine, which emphasizes deterrence, resistance, and strategic autonomy.
The nuclear file is not merely a technical issue but a symbolic arena where Iran asserts its
identity and challenges Western norms. Within this framework, Russia emerges as a
potentially influential partner, offering diplomatic support, technological cooperation, and
strategic depth. However, this partnership is fraught with asymmetries and contradictions.
Russia’s simultaneous engagement with Iran’s regional rivals, such as Israel and Saudi
Arabia, underscores its balancing act and limits the depth of the Iran-Russia alliance.
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Recent developments have further complicated this dynamic. In January 2025, Iranian
President Masoud Pezeshkian visited Moscow to sign a comprehensive strategic
partnership agreement with Russian President VIadimir Putin. The accord, which outlines
cooperation in defense, nuclear energy, finance, and cybersecurity, marks a new phase in
bilateral relations. It reflects a shared desire to counter NATO influence and solidify
authoritarian power structures. However, the absence of a mutual defense clause and the
lack of transparency surrounding the agreement raise questions about its long-term viability
and strategic depth2.

Simultaneously, the reactivation of the JCPOA’s snapback mechanism by European
powers and the United States—triggered by Iran’s alleged violations of enrichment
thresholds—has reignited tensions. The return of UN sanctions, coupled with targeted
strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities during the 12-day conflict with Israel in mid-2025, has
exposed the fragility of Iran’s deterrence posture and the limits of Russian support. While
Moscow condemned the strikes and reaffirmed its commitment to peaceful nuclear
cooperation, it refrained from direct intervention, underscoring the transactional nature of
its alliance with Tehran.

The study also explores the domestic drivers of Iran’s east-oriented policy. The growing
influence of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), the securitization of foreign
policy, and the consolidation of authoritarian governance have reinforced a preference for
Eastern partnerships. These dynamics are particularly evident under the Raisi
administration and its successor, which have prioritized strategic ties with Russia and China
while downplaying engagement with the West. The “Look East” policy, while offering
short-term relief from sanctions and diplomatic isolation, has also constrained Iran’s foreign
policy options and exposed it to new dependencies.

In examining the nuclear dimension, the study highlights the evolution of Iran-Russia
cooperation from technical facilitation to strategic alignment. Russia’s shifting stance on
the JCPOA—from a stabilizing presence to a geopolitical actor leveraging its role for
sanctions relief—illustrates the fluidity of its engagement. The strategic partnership
agreement signed in 2025 includes provisions for expanded nuclear collaboration, joint
energy infrastructure, and coordinated diplomatic efforts in international forums. However,
the asymmetry of power and interests between the two states remains a persistent challenge.
Moreover, the study situates Iran’s east-oriented policy within the broader context of global
power transitions. The decline of U.S. hegemony, the rise of multipolarity, and the
resurgence of regional powers have created new opportunities and challenges for Iran. By
aligning with Russia, Iran seeks to navigate this shifting landscape and assert its role as a
regional power. However, the success of this strategy depends on Iran’s ability to manage
multi-layered diplomacy, redefine power relations, and produce meaning in a contested
international order.

The research concludes that Iran’s east-oriented foreign policy is a dynamic and evolving
strategy that reflects both structural constraints and agency. While Russia plays a critical
role in nuclear balancing, the partnership remains tactical and contingent. Iran must move
beyond reliance on temporary alliances and develop a more sophisticated approach to
diplomacy that integrates security, identity, and strategic pragmatism. This requires a
redefinition of power that transcends traditional binaries and embraces complexity,
adaptability, and resilience.

In sum, this study contributes to the understanding of Iran’s foreign policy by illuminating
the strategic logic of its eastward orientation and the role of Russia in nuclear diplomacy.
It underscores the importance of context, agency, and pragmatism in shaping international
relations and offers insights into the future trajectory of Iran-Russia cooperation in a rapidly
changing world.
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