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The international arena has witnessed rapid shifts amid grow-
ing strategic competition between world powers resulting in 
heightened conflict and confrontation.  The United States 
found itself obliged to exert all efforts possible to protect its 
hegemony in a unipolar world. This has intensified the US con-
flict with the re-emerging Russia  and ascendant China. This 
competition has pushed Russia and China to revive their old 
ties and establish new ones, providing  room for smaller coun-
tries to enhance  their interests, policies, and partnerships. 
Iran, crippled by US sanctions, has found opportunities within 
the international arena to enhance its interests and challenge 
US hegemony — which according to the Iranian perspective is 
adopting unjust policies toward it. Thus, the study aims to an-
swer a significant question:  to what  extent have the current 
international shifts impacted Iran’s foreign policy? 

To answer this question, the study examines three major 
topics: the conflict between world powers and international 
shifts, the nature of Iran’s foreign policy under the Raisi gov-
ernment, and the impact of growing conflict between world 
powers on Iran’s foreign policy.  

World Powers’ Conflict Amid International Shifts 

The international arena has witnessed furious conflict be-
tween major powers. The prominent features are as follows:      

Military Confrontation and the Expansion of Geopoliti-
cal Competition
Since President Biden assumed office in early 2021, the US ad-
ministration has followed a strategic competition policy in the 
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international arena to counter rising powers and preserve its 
hegemonic status.  This policy is based on four pillars: restor-
ing the strategic balance of power in Europe, directing resourc-
es and forces toward  the Far East, maintaining technological 
supremacy and privileges for the United Sates, and mobiliz-
ing allies to support US values and the rules of the world or-
der.   This US policy  has opposed that of Russia and China, two 
powers that aspire to eliminate US hegemony. This opposition 
has turned their competition into a conflict in hotspots and 
intersections of interests;  evident in the impact of the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war   and the Taiwan crisis in the South China Sea.(1)

Return to Polarization and Coalition-Building 
Amid the growing international competition, the major pow-
ers have allocated more resources to support their allies. The 
United States, for example, has evidently worked to enhance 
its alliances in East Asia, expand NATO, recalibrate its policy 
toward the Middle East, and return to Africa.(2)  China, mean-
while, has been keen to build blocs of supporters or at  least 
of those who oppose the United States. Chinese efforts were 
evident in  the expansion of the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization (SCO) and BRICS (the acronym for the five major 
emerging economies: Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa).  China hopes that these two blocs will be an alliance of 
non-Western great powers.(3)

Chaos Amid the Decline of US Deterrence 
Apparently, the Asian powers are rising amid instability and 
furious competition in variant spheres of influence across the 
world. Chaos is consistently expanding, which undoubtedly 
exacerbates further the current turbulence in the internation-



5Iran’s Foreign Policy Compass Amid International Conflict

al order, leading to a decline in the effectiveness of deterrence 
strategies, especially that of the United States.  Probably, US de-
terrence has declined or even proved futile because the Unit-
ed States is not sufficiently prepared to utilize military pow-
er except when necessary. Washington has often threatened 
to use military power but retreated in Syria and with Iran. In 
the 1990s, the United States was more effective in achieving 
its goals whether in the former Yugoslavia or Iraq.(4)  The fail-
ure of US deterrence is not because US power has eroded. The 
shift was evident when Washington expanded the scope of its 
confrontation and in its extensive use of  sanctions as more 
alliances have emerged to resist the sanctions regime.  

Challenging US Rules and Suggesting Alternatives to 
the Current World Order 

Some world powers refused to show compliance to the sanc-
tions imposed by Washington and its partners on Russia 
against the backdrop of its invasion of Ukraine. The UN role 
has been marginalized in light of the blatant violation of in-
ternational  law by  a UN Security Council permanent member 
as Russia seeks to redraw borders  using  military force. Many 
world powers believe that the current world order does not re-
flect the reality of their status; it is unjust and imbalanced  and 
have frequently expressed their desire for enhancing multi-
lateralism instead of the current unilateralism and have called 
for  the reform of the current system of the UN.   China recent-
ly unveiled a new strategic framework called  the Global Secu-
rity Initiative which reflects China’s perception of the world 
order. The initiative also indicates that China is seeking to un-
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dermine the international trust placed in the United States and 
the West as major guarantors of regional and international sta-
bility.  The main international organizations are based in West-
ern capitals, however, China’s initiative might be welcomed by 
many countries which have lost trust in Washington. 

The Rise of Anti-unilateralism
Apparently, sentiment against US hegemony has been rising. 
Many countries seek liberation  from the shackles of US hege-
mony. These countries have collaborated at the regional and 
international levels to achieve their goal.    They have taken 
measures to amend the structure of the world order and at 
least curb US hegemony or make a drastic change to the world 
order. They have already changed the pattern of distributing 
resources and interests. Amid the current changes, China has 
found opportunities to enhance its relations with the West. 
Therefore, China seizes all opportunities available to deepen 
its ties with anti-US partners through helping them to resist 
US sanctions and build trust.(5) 

Without a doubt, the drastic changes occurring  during this 
period of transformation from competition to conflict have 
affected the structure of the world order and its governance 
standards, the  behavior of states, and  interactions within the 
international system. The most prominent consequences of 
this period are as follows: 
•	Expanding room for maneuver for small and medium 
powers: The more intense the conflict between world powers 
becomes, the greater room small and medium powers have. 
They become liberated from the shackles and levers of a uni-
lateral world order. They can also invest in this conflict to sup-
port their paths toward strategic independence and neutrality 
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while benefiting from the  parties to the conflict.  The positions 
of some states reflect their ability to challenge US policy and 
support their path towards strategic independence from US 
hegemony. The United States has accordingly lost its power to 
control their positions and serve its own interests. Despite the 
blatant Russian aggression in Ukraine, many countries were 
hesitant to condemn Russia’s invasion — even those countries 
which are close to  the United States did not respond to Wash-
ington’s calls to condemn Russian aggression.(6)

•	Limiting international cooperation on major issues; nu-
clear proliferation: No wonder, the diplomatic domino effect 
of furious rivalries has made it difficult for great powers to 
work together to address regional and international challeng-
es, even when it is in their interest to do so.(7) Given the strong 
cooperation between Russia and China, multilateral institu-
tions have become less effective. Beijing and Moscow adopted 
a united position and hindered the UN Security Council from 
issuing many resolutions such as those related to the Yemeni 
and Syrian crises. Russia decided to veto consensus on a final 
document at the conclusion of the Tenth Review Conference 
of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in August 2022.(8) 
The two countries also thwarted the US desire to achieve in-
ternational consensus to  halt global proliferation, including  
vetoing  a UN resolution on North Korea following its nuclear 
test in May 2022.  Their stance has affected the power of the  
UN Security Council, and sent a potential negative message to 
North Korea and other countries ambitious to acquire nuclear 
weapons such as Iran. It is worth noting that this is occurring  
amid a potential gap in the non-proliferation regime and es-
calating international rivalries while the US sanctions regime 
against  what it perceives as rogue proliferators may collapse.(9) 
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•	Enhancing the status of exporters of vital goods: The con-
flict in Ukraine highlighted the significance of vital strategic  
goods. Russia  places pressure on the West through its main 
bargaining chip, gas and oil and other vital goods necessary 
for technological semiconductor industries. China is the 
world’s largest importer of computer chips. Countries such as 
the Gulf states, Iran and Venezuela  have attracted the atten-
tion of major powers  because of their mineral reserves which 
are essential for manufacturing computer chips. The current 
international conflict has paved the way for these countries, 
especially the sanctioned ones, to benefit from rising demand 
for their resources. These countries do not only aim to reap 
economic gains but also aspire to enhance their interests and 
evade sanctions  restrictions. 
•	More collaboration to address US/Western sanctions: Fol-
lowing its excessive use of sanctions, several countries have 
expressed their desire to collaborate against US sanctions. 
They have also criticized the international monetary system 
which grants the United States unilateral power. China, Rus-
sia and Iran are seeking to set up  an alternative financial sys-
tem based on the Chinese national currency for the exchange 
of basic commodities.(10)  This potential system would bring 
about transformative shifts in current world order. However, 
an alternative physical currency for the US dollar is not expect-
ed to materialize in the short run. The looming threat for the 
United States is the development of decentralized digital cur-
rencies including cryptocurrencies and private sector digital 
currencies, which may end the US advantage from the current 
monetary system;  jeopardizing the dollar’s centrality  in en-
forcing sanctions, and accordingly influencing international 
financial transactions over the longer term.(11) 
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Iran’s Foreign Policy Under the Raisi Government 

The international status quo has provided Iranian President 
Raisi with a significant opportunity to adopt two parallel ap-
proaches:

Cautious Diplomacy
Raisi assumed office at a complex time during which Iran has 
been facing an economic crisis and internal strife, jeopardiz-
ing the legitimacy of the ruling system — while being under 
harsh external pressure. Unlike Rouhani, Raisi is not well-ex-
perienced in foreign policy, therefore, he has relied on  state 
institutions and figures that helped him assume office, espe-
cially the Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, who enjoys the final 
say when it comes to the country’s foreign policy; especially 
those related to the nuclear deal,  Iran’s relations with the West, 
and the policy of “Look to the East.”  The Raisi government, 
therefore, did not oppose the Biden administration’s diploma-
cy to revive the nuclear deal. It expressed its desire to expand 
regional dialogue to infuse tensions while adhering to its red 
lines related to it vital interests. Iran’s cautious diplomacy can 
be explained as follows: 
•	Participating in negotiations while affirming enmity 
against the United States: Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khame-
nei underpinned his distrust in the West, laying down red lines 
hindering any efforts to normalize relations with the United 
States. “Holding talks and negotiating with the enemy at a cer-
tain juncture does not mean surrendering to it. We have never 
surrendered so far, and we never will,” Khamenei said.(12)  The 
Raisi government practically and directly translated Khame-
nei’s remarks by avoiding direct talks with the United States to 
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revive the nuclear deal, while ensuring guarantees that Wash-
ington will not withdraw from the deal again and that Iran will 
achieve economic benefits from the deal. 
•	Adopting a strict position on the nuclear talks: Iran has 
expressed its harsh stance on the nuclear negotiations, ex-
ploiting the current international shifts to gain more time and 
reap more benefits to draw closer to  manufacturing a nuclear 
bomb under the guise of diplomacy and applying leverage to 
counter US and Western pressure. This is with the aim to push 
the United States and the West to concede their demands to 
revive the nuclear deal and accept Iran’s demands. 
•	Complete rejection to include the ballistic missile pro-
gram in the talks:  Iran adopts an unyielding stance when it 
comes to including any non-nuclear issues in the nuclear deal, 
which it perceives as  a red line. “Iran’s ballistic missile capa-
bility, popularity, and regional influence associated with the 
Revolutionary Guards — that has been a target for the  unified 
front of Islam’s enemies, especially the terrorist, mafia regime 
of the United States which lives on crises — is a red line for the 
Iranian people.”(13)

•	Talks with regional rivals: To defuse tensions and avoid fur-
ther challenges while enhancing its regional influence, Iran 
resorted to holding talks with regional powers, namely the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Iran aims, here, to mitigate the im-
pact of pressure and sanctions, and halt the Gulf’s approach 
to normalize ties with Israel, which will eventually bring the 
Iran-Israel confrontation to the Gulf, Iran’s neighbor. Tehran 
also seeks to change the position of  regional powers which 
reject the revival of the nuclear deal without including Iran’s 
regional behavior in the talks. The Raisi government sought 
to improve ties with the Gulf countries to curb US influence in 
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the region and strengthen its position in the ongoing nuclear 
talks.  
•	Activating energy diplomacy: Iran presents itself as a prom-
inent player in the world oil market. Iran’s Oil Minister Javad 
Owji said that the global oil market needs Iran’s oil and gas, 
adding that the return of Iran’s oil may stabilize the market. He 
also stressed that Iran is able to swiftly increase oil production 
to the level before the imposition of sanctions. It is worth dis-
cussing his remarks given the unprecedented crisis in gas sup-
plies. Gas has become a powerful lever in the Russia-Ukraine 
war. Iran possesses massive gas reserves exceeding 34 trillion 
cubic meters which account for 17 percent of global gas re-
serves.     Iran is the third largest gas producer after Russia. Iran 
also has oil reserves amounting to nearly 158 billion barrels, 
which represent about 9 percent of global oil reserves. Iran is 
the fourth largest oil producer after  Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, 
and Canada.  There are still enormous undiscovered oil and 
gas fields; it is likely to witness an increase in its oil and gas 
reserves. Its strategic location may lead Iran to become a vital 
energy supplier with reasonable prices — which Iran actually 
aims to achieve in order to reap more economic and strategic 
gains to entrench its influence in the region and the world.(14)  

Resistance, Avoiding the West 
Creating balanced foreign relations through enhancing ties 
with US competitors has been a top priority for Raisi. He also 
works to diversify Iran’s foreign policy, hoping to resolve the 
country’s woes  away from the nuclear deal. This is in addi-
tion to ensuring that sanctions do not affect Iran’s foreign re-
lations, neither the ruling system’s legitimacy at home. Raisi 
directed all ministries and state institutions to evade US sanc-
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tions, devise ways to bypass sanctions in commodities  mar-
kets, and it was decided that the first vice president will take 
responsibility for coordinating government activities to miti-
gate sanctions.(15) In this context, the Raisi government resort-
ed to adopting the following policies: 
•	Look to the East policy: It does not refer to the status quo 
of  the region during the Cold War, but it is about Iran’s per-
spective toward the region and its neighbors.  It also aims to 
strengthen Iran’s national policy given the fact that it relies on 
making the East a counterbalance to the West. The Raisi gov-
ernment, therefore, underpinned the significance of coopera-
tion with key countries: Russia, China, India. 
•	Neighborhood policy: It aims to expand the scope of Iran’s 
relations with its neighbors in order to open perspectives on 
cooperation and commercial exchange so it can overcome US 
sanctions. This includes cooperation on  logistics, finance and 
banking in addition to  the enhancement of international mar-
kets, trade agreements,  trade development structures, and 
cooperation with local banks of the targeted countries in the 
East in their own national currencies.(16) To practically trans-
late this policy,  the Iran Trade Promotion Organization (ITPO) 
concluded bilateral agreements to lift restrictions, establish 
bilateral transaction channels to circumvent sanctions, hold 
conferences to enhance trade and hasten the implementation 
of bilateral programs, enhance the mechanism of  joint com-
mittees; and trade. This is in addition to holding talks to ex-
pand economic relations and trade cooperation, and adopting 
a strategy for paying debts including goods-oil agreements.(17)  
•	Enhance regionalism: This was evident in the first re-
gional tour of President Raisi when attending the summit of 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) — during which 
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Iran was accepted as a member in the organization. Further, 
the Iranian government enhanced its relations with the Eur-
asian Economic Union (EAEU) through practically implement-
ing the  provisions of the free trade agreement concluded with 
the EAEU in 2021. Iran also recently applied to join BRICS.
•	Economic Diplomacy: This came within the framework of 
Raisi’s program to tackle Iran’s problems away from the nu-
clear talks. It aims to make trade a top priority in the govern-
ment’s foreign policy to boost economic revenues. The Irani-
an Parliament issued a bill to increase economic diplomacy to 
enhance Iran’s trade with its neighbors. The government con-
tinued to activate economic and trade partnerships  through 
joint committees with countries such as Uzbekistan, Azerbai-
jan, Armenia, Pakistan, Iraq, Turkey, Qatar, and Oman. Since 
Raisi’s ascent to power,  Iran has engaged in many regional 
and international organizations such as the SCO and BRICS 
and other organizations. Iranian officials paid visits to several 
countries and Tehran also received many foreign officials. The 
situation was suitable for concluding agreements and memo-
randums of understanding whether for politics, the economy, 
society, culture, security and the military. Iran’s policies in this 
regard certainly sent a message to the world that Iran seeks 
to enhance its relations with the governments and peoples of 
neighbors and allies.(18) 

Ramifications of Growing International Conflict on the 
Substance and Outcomes of Iran’s Foreign Policy 
Apparently, international shifts have not drastically changed 
the substance of Raisi’s foreign policy; it still focuses on careful 
diplomacy at both the regional and international levels; Iran’s 



14Iran’s Foreign Policy Compass Amid International Conflict

nuclear talks with world powers and dialogue with regional 
competitors, especially the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Tur-
key. Amid the significant internal woes, Iran still adheres to  
this policy. However, it stresses on its own red lines while con-
tinuously working to overcome international isolation and 
sanctions through cooperating with anti-US powers, especial-
ly Russia and China. By adopting such policies, Iran may man-
age to tackle its internal problems and strengthen its position 
at the negotiating table with the West and the United States. 
Iran continued implementing such policies with the tradi-
tional tools that it has been using to achieve its goals abroad 
without making any crucial changes; all of its tools and tactics 
rely on the notion of “resistance,” which Iran has managed to 
employ since the 1979 revolution.

The international shifts have impacted the order of priorities 
in Raisi’s foreign policy. The Raisi government’s position on re-
viving the nuclear deal and dialogue with regional powers has 
been influenced by  the changes in international powers’ po-
sitions. The strategy of resistance has gained momentum due 
to the desire of both Russia and China to challenge the United 
States and thwart its sanctions regime. As for the outcomes of 
Raisi’s foreign policy: though international changes have gen-
erated gains for Iran, it has also created new challenges. The 
outcomes can be reviewed as follows: 

Gains and Available Opportunities
•	Curbing the US ability for international mobilization and 
launching military strikes against Iran: Tehran believes that 
the current international conflict curbs Washington’s abil-
ity to launch a new war in the Middle East as it is occupied 
with the ongoing war in Ukraine and its top priority now is to 
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curb China’s rise. Any war against Iran will trigger a regional 
conflict. The United States  and the Europeans seek to avoid 
regional conflict at this crucial time  not only because it will 
undermine regional stability but also because it will affect  
energy supplies and lead to further increases in prices amid 
the unexpected, snowballing energy crisis the United States 
and the Europeans have been suffering lately. The energy cri-
sis has helped Iran to challenge US pressure and avoid includ-
ing any thorny issues related to its ballistic missile program 
in the nuclear talks. It conducted more ballistic missile tests 
and delinked its regional behavior in the nuclear talks. Iran 
has managed to confine the nuclear talks only to reviving the 
2015 nuclear deal without making any drastic changes. 
•	Gaining more time while approaching closer to the nu-
clear threshold: Iran has exploited the current international 
conflict to gain more time while using its nuclear program as 
a bargaining chip in the nuclear talks. It denied the UN watch-
dog access to monitor its nuclear activities; increasing en-
riched uranium stockpiles through installing more sophisti-
cated centrifuges, and avoiding providing answers regarding 
the IAEA inquiries about uranium particles found at  three 
undeclared sites near Tehran. By doing so, Iran attempted to 
increase its bargaining chips and gain more privileges at the 
negotiating table. It seems that Iran is exploiting the current 
developments to move forward in its nuclear program and 
approach closer to the nuclear threshold. Then, Iran’s nucle-
ar program serves as a deterrence tool to halt any withdrawal 
from the nuclear deal and prevent Washington from any  ma-
nipulation in the new nuclear deal. When Iran reaches this 
phase, the possibility to control its nuclear program will be 
not be as before.(19)
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•	More strategic cooperation with China: The Raisi govern-
ment took more steps on the ground to implement the strate-
gic partnership with China in January 2022. Ali Shamkhani, 
secretary of the Supreme National Security Council (SNSC) 
tweeted, “The signing of the Partnership Roadmap between 
Iran and China is part of the active resistance policy.”(20) China 
currently imports nearly 650,000 barrels per day from Iran.(21)  
Amid the current international conflict, Iran hopes to be a key 
linking point in the strategic route of the Belt and Road Initia-
tive so it can achieve geo-economic repositioning to overcome 
the isolation and US sanctions and achieve more political and 
strategic independence. 
•	Partnership with Russia: Following the war in Ukraine, Rus-
sia-Iran relations have been growing. They have become more 
prepared to collaborate and defy US sanctions. Iran intends 
to sign a strategic partnership agreement with Russia simi-
lar to that with China, strengthen defense cooperation, and 
implement arms deals; such as the latest drone deal to sup-
port Russia’s military operations in Ukraine. Such deals help 
Iran to overcome the sanctions on arms exports.(22)  Against 
the backdrop of the harsh sanctions imposed by Western 
countries on Russia, the two countries agreed to use Russia’s 
MIR  card payment system (MIR is a Russian card payment 
system used in Russia and established and run by the Central 
Bank of Russia).(23) Evidently, they have taken effective steps to 
undermine the impact of US sanctions. The leaders of the two 
countries have exerted efforts to boost economic cooperation 
and bilateral trade. In the first quarter of 2022, the trade vol-
ume increased by 10 percent and the North-South Corridor, a 
key route for Russia amid its current confrontation with the 
United States, has also been developed.(24) This is in addition to 
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their strong cooperation to support Bashar al-Assad’s survival 
in Syria. Russia is likely to provide more support to Iran in Syr-
ia to challenge the United States and Israel, given their stance 
against the war in Ukraine. 
•	Expanding the anti-US coalition with international pow-
ers: Within the framework of anti-US alliances, Iran contin-
ued to help Venezuela that has been under US sanctions. It has 
revamped Venezuela’s largest oil refinery and supplied Cara-
cas with gasoline. In May 2022, an Iranian-flagged tanker car-
rying about 1 million barrels of crude arrived in Venezuelan 
waters. Such transactions are carried out under the oil swap 
agreement concluded between Caracas and Tehran in 2021 to 
defy US sanctions. Officials in the Oil Ministry said that they 
have increased the export of gas condensate, which was be-
tween 20,000 and 60,000 barrels per day under the Rouhani 
government, by 2.5 to 3 times. The cooperation between Iran 
and Venezuela is not limited to trade and oil contracts. Israe-
li Defense Ministry officials have previously said that Iran 
has delivered guided bombs to Venezuela for use in Moha-
jer drones and other similar models.(25) During the visit of the 
Venezuelan president to Iran in June 2022,   Tehran and Cara-
cas signed a 20-year strategic cooperation agreement which 
includes political and economic cooperation.   Iran reportedly 
sends long-range missiles and drones to Venezuela; this Ira-
nian move aims to threaten the United States in its backyard.(26)

•	Increase in foreign trade and opportunities to overcome 
sanctions: Iran’s foreign trade has increased not only because 
of the lax US implementation of sanctions but also due to the 
current international conflict with Russia and China. The 
United States turned a blind eye to enforcing secondary sanc-
tions on countries cooperating with Iran. According to Wash-
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ington, Iran pumping more oil to international crude markets 
is a positive step.  As a result, Iran’s foreign trade bounced up 
to 38 percent in the first 11 months of the Iranian year — which 
starts in March 2021— and reached its highest level in recent 
months.(27) Iran managed to overcome variant sanctions, in-
cluding those on its petrochemical industry.(28)  According to 
The Wall Street Journal, the Iranian political system runs a co-
vert financial network abroad to resist US sanctions. Through 
this network, the Iranian political system mitigated some of 
the mounting political pressure at home, and strengthened its 
position at the negotiating table to revive the nuclear deal. It 
is not ruled out that this network will be a permanent part of 
Iran’s economic structure to evade future potential sanctions 
or prevent any foreign monitoring. (29)    

Iran’s exports to neighboring countries in the last quarter of 
the Iranian solar year increased to between  70 percent  and 
120 percent,(30) trade with Caspian Sea countries to 39 percent.(31) 
The Iranian government deemed such increases a success for 
its program to thwart the impact of US sanctions through  its  
“neighborhood policy.” According to the statistics of  the Iran-
Oman Joint Chamber of Commerce,   Iran’s exports to Oman 
increased to 63 percent.(32)  Iran-Pakistan financial relations 
have also improved with the two countries signing a barter 
agreement. The Iranian president also concluded a gas agree-
ment with Turkmenistan.(33) Eurostat, the statistical office of 
the EU, revealed that Iran-EU trade witnessed a notable in-
crease in the first three months of 2022; it increased to 40 per-
cent compared to the same period in 2021. Further, EU exports 
to Iran increased to more than 18 percent.(34)

Table 1 illustrates the escalating increase of Iran’s exports 
from 2021. Iran managed to tip the balance of trade in its favor. 
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It is expected that Iran will witness a spike in exports in  2022 
and 2023.  Without a doubt, this notable boost is caused by 
many factors: US foreign policy which has focused on tackling 
its thorny issues with Iran without including Arab countries, 
the United States’ lax implementation of sanctions on Iran or 
it collaborators in the current international conflict. It is worth 
noting that amid the international conflict, many countries 
have become more able to violate international trade law; in-
cluding restrictions. Iran’s policy of “economic resistance” de-
fies international trade law and reinforces protectionism, i.e., 
protects its domestic products against foreign competition. It 
will increase further in light of the current conflict.  

It is worth highlighting that other factors contributed to the 
growth of Iran’s foreign trade including: the increase in oil 
prices, the decrease of national currency value, import restric-
tions, and tipping the balance of trade in its favor.(35) 

Table 1: The Volume of Iran’s Exports, Imports, and Balance of 
Trade (2017-2023) 

2017

2018
(Start 
of US 
sanc-
tions)

2019 2020 2021
2022
(Esti-

mates)

2023
(Fore-
casts)

Exports
96.034 92.651 59.975 49.848 79.470 104.161 101.010

Imports
73.840 61.847 58.090 46.612 63.626 71.503 78.653

 Balance
of Trade

14.915 26.241 1.652- 708- 11.144 26.834 15.736
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Challenges in Light of  the Yet Unchanged Rules of the 
World Order 
Iranian decision-makers still face foreign policy challenges 
despite the gains they have made. These challenges are as fol-
lows: 
•	US hegemony and potential cost of defying the US-estab-
lished rules of the world order:  For a while, debates have been 
ongoing about the current international shifts. Some believe 
that there are drastic changes in the nature of the world order; 
shifting toward pluralism. Iran, as a result,  managed to reap 
some gains, most prominently overcoming sanctions and 
building alliances.  However, strong US efforts to challenge the 
ambitions of China and Russia reflect its insistence on main-
taining its global hegemony.  There is still a gap of compre-
hensive power between the United States and its rivals.  It is 
still the most influential power in the world because it enjoys 
the  dominance of the dollar in the global economy, unrivaled 
military deployment, the most powerful and influential alli-
ances, unrivalled diplomatic status and massive soft power.  
The aforementioned realities constitute challenges to medium 
powers like Iran. Violating the rules of the world order might 
be quite costly for Iran. If Iran is tempted, given the current 
changes in the world order, to move forward with acquiring 
nuclear weapons, the United States and the West will decisive-
ly halt it. Such a move may cost the Iranian political system its 
existence — the system probably realizes this danger. There-
fore, Iran is keen to maintain the diplomatic track. It has ac-
tually given up some of its demands to revive the nuclear deal 
such as the lifting of the terrorist designation of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and other “red lines” which 
Iran adhered to at the beginning of the negations. 
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•	The extent of Russian and Chinese preparedness to sup-
port Iran:  Russia and China are reliable allies for Iran. How-
ever, they do not seem well prepared, neither do they have suf-
ficient abilities and initiatives to change the established rules 
of the world order. They may resort to give up on their allies to 
maintain their privileges and larger stakes in the US-led world 
order — given the fact that curbing Iran’s nuclear ambitions 
is a common interest for the three powers. Thus, they will not 
necessarily continue to support  Iranian defiance of US-estab-
lished red lines. This is in addition to their shared concerns re-
garding Iran’s  influence, i.e. its destabilizing behavior in the 
region from which energy supplies are generated and through 
which massive amounts of international trade are transport-
ed. Despite the current cooperation between Iran and Russia, 
their old enmity and divergent goals may undermine their re-
lations. China and Russia share fears that Iran may tilt toward 
the West as was the case with the 2015 nuclear deal. Russia, 
particularly,  is concerned that Iran’s gas and oil exports may 
replace its own exports.(36)  Iran may face obstacles in join-
ing anti-US alliances such as BRICS and with the SCO and the 
EAEU because some influential members in these organiza-
tions may curb any anti-US efforts such as India, a member in 
the SCO and BRICS.  Iran’s membership in these organizations 
may help in mitigating the pressure and sanctions of the Unit-
ed States and its allies on Iran. 
•	Increased maneuvering space for regional competitors to 
resist Iran’s behavior: The Raisi government’s foreign policy 
has focused heavily on the East while facing massive challeng-
es from West Asia.  The United States returned to adopt a de-
terrence strategy to counter Iran’s danger in the region,  espe-
cially after  Iran’s scheming undermined  security and stability 
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in the region, in addition to the decline in influence  of Iranian 
proxies in the region. This was evident in Lebanon where Hez-
bollah’s status declined in the latest elections; Iraq where in-
tra-Shiite disputes erupted and the popularity of Iran-affiliat-
ed factions  decreased as the Iraqis are longing to reclaim their 
sovereignty and  Arab sense of nationalism; and Syria where 
Iran faces other challenges as its interests intersect with those 
of Turkey and Israel as Russia is preoccupied with its war in 
Ukraine and crisis with the West. Under the current Biden 
policy, as much as Iran can maneuver and seize opportunities 
to expand its ideological influence,  regional powers can resist 
Iran’s policies as well. This resistance was evident in the deep 
disagreement between the Gulf states and Israel from one side 
and the United States regarding the latter’s position on Iran. 
•	  Modest outcomes of Iran’s policy to tackle thorny issues 
apart from the nuclear talks: Raisi aspired to tackle Iran’s 
problems apart from the nuclear deal, yet it has become ap-
parent that it cannot solve its thorny issues without forging 
understandings with the West and resolving disagreements 
on its nuclear agreement. Further, sanctions are still effective 
and consume Iran’s economy amid the  unresolved disagree-
ment on reviving the nuclear deal. Iran’s crippling economy 
hindered its efforts to maneuver away from the West. Though 
it managed to achieve some notable economic gains,   the 
spread of corruption, mismanagement, and the parallel econ-
omy to circumvent sanctions have squandered more resourc-
es and revenues, which are supposed to increase the national 
budget. As the internal situation continues to deteriorate, Rai-
si’s popularity has declined compared to  any Iranian president 
since the 1979 revolution. The protests that erupted over the 
killing of Mahsa Amini expose the level of popular agitation, 
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which goes beyond the killing of Amini by the morality po-
lice. Needless to mention the economic ramifications follow-
ing the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Russian war on 
Ukraine has further exacerbated the difficulties faced by the 
Raisi government.

It is worth noting that Iran’s foreign trade has not yet   reached 
pre-sanctions levels, especially with key partners such as the 
EU; Iran’s most significant partner for technology. Its partner-
ship with the EU positively contributed  to Iran’s vital indus-
tries in aircraft, tourism, and automobiles, etc.  Due to the lax 
US stance against Iran and the current international changes, 
Iran’s oil exports have spiked but have not reached even half 
of the level before the implementation of sanctions; which 
was 2.3 million barrels of oil per day. Iran has not yet benefited 
from high oil prices to make up for its decline in exports. 

Conclusion 
The current international shifts have granted Iran more room 
for maneuver, especially to overcome sanctions and break in-
ternational isolation. It managed to export oil to China and 
expand its military cooperation with Russia. Further, it joined 
Russia’s payment network system to evade sanctions imposed 
on financial transfers. It also availed of  opportunities to place 
further pressure on the United States and the West and to ex-
pand the scope of its maneuvers through joining influential 
international blocs.

It can be said that Iran’s successes in the current internation-
al environment may  trigger it to move forward and continue to 
challenge world powers to revive the nuclear deal while  mov-
ing on with acquiring nuclear weapons and testing its abili-
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ty to evade the ramifications of US sanctions. This scenario is 
possible as the “hardline” elites in Iran believe that it is just 
the right opportunity to achieve the nuclear threshold as the 
United States, its Western allies and Israel are not prepared to 
launch a war against Iran or even launch strikes targeting its 
nuclear facilities. They think China and Russia, to antagonize 
Washington,  will support and protect Iran against any aggres-
sion.

However, others argue that Iran’s thorny issues will not be 
resolved without settling  its disagreements with the West and 
the United States. All the economic achievements still cannot 
ensure stability at home, neither can they support the deterio-
rating legitimacy of the ruling system. 

Thus, Iran may reconsider its policy of resolving its issues 
apart from the West and will continue on the diplomatic track 
to revive the nuclear deal. This scenario is likely because the 
United States is still the most influential power in the world 
and would not allow Iran nor any other country to violate its 
established rules of the world order established at the end of 
War World II without facing consequences —  or any other 
country that helps Iran to acquire nuclear weapons or change 
the balance of power in the region. If this happens, the Unit-
ed States may resort to another plan, which it seems prepared 
for. Washington will receive infinite support from regional 
powers, which are in line with the United States in this goal; 
curbing Iran’s nuclear power and regional influence. Further, 
Raisi is in dire need of enhancing  his deteriorating legitimacy 
through boosting the government’s economic performance, 
seizing the opportunity presented by the heightened global 
demand for energy resources. The Iranian government is fully 
aware that Russia and China are not quite reliable. 
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It is likely that Iran will continue to operate on two sides; 
i.e., to engage in the international conflict at a minimum level 
to reap the maximum benefits  but without confronting the 
United States. Then, it can reach an agreement to revive the 
nuclear deal while ensuring its interests are safeguarded but 
without normalizing relations with the United States. Iran will 
also continue to maintain good ties with the two great powers; 
China and Russia and undermine  the backlash from region-
al powers through opening up dialogue to ease tensions and 
lift the international isolation imposed on Iran. The Iranian 
established has extensive experience in achieving its own in-
terests while addressing challenges. This scenario is likely be-
cause the top priority for the elites in Iran’s ruling system is the 
survival of  the “Islamic Republic.” Further, the elites are fully 
aware that Iran cannot challenge the well-established rules of 
the world order amid the current international shifts without 
facing dire consequences. 
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