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Abstract

Since the mid-2010s, and accelerated by the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine
and renewed tensions between Tehran and Washington, Iran and Russia have
deepened strategic ties across military, energy, political, and economic domains.
What looks increasingly like a “new Cold War” in parts of the Middle East pits a
Moscow—Tehran axis (tactical, transactional, and growingly institutionalized)
against persistent but recalibrating U.S. interests in regional stability,
containment of adversaries, and support for partners. This paper examines
drivers of Iran—Russia alignment, key arenas of cooperation (Syria, energy,
military-technical exchange), limits to the partnership, and the strategic
dilemmas this presents for U.S. policy. The paper concludes with actionable U.S.
policy recommendations that mix deterrence, targeted engagement, alliance
building, and resilience measures for regional partners.

Keywords: Iran, Russia, Middle East, U.S. policy, strategic alignment, energy,
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Introduction
The Middle East has historically served as a focal point of Great Power

competition, and in the contemporary era, it has once again emerged as a central
arena of geopolitical rivalry. The concept of a "New Cold War" captures the
intensifying strategic competition between global and regional powers,
particularly the United States, Russia, and Iran. The Iran—Russia partnership
has gained new momentum in recent years, shaped by shared opposition to U.S.
influence, mutual security concerns, and converging economic interests,
particularly in energy and defense cooperation (Katz, 2022). Unlike the rigid

bipolarity of the original Cold War, this new alignment is characterized by
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flexible partnerships, regional interventions, and hybrid strategies that blend
hard and soft power instruments (Trenin, 2021).

Iran’s strategic importance derives not only from its vast energy resources and
geographic location but also from its role as a political and ideological
counterweight to U.S. allies in the region, particularly Israel and Saudi Arabia
(Ehteshami & Horesh, 2023). Russia, on the other hand, has sought to reassert
itself as a decisive actor in Middle Eastern affairs, most prominently through its
military intervention in Syria in 2015, which signaled Moscow’s determination to
challenge U.S. dominance in the region (Borshchevskaya, 2021). The Iran—
Russia strategic alignment reflects a convergence of interests in resisting
Western sanctions, countering NATO expansionism, and shaping an alternative
world order that undermines U.S. unilateralism (Kozhanov, 2020).

For the United States, this evolving partnership presents significant policy
challenges. Washington has long relied on its network of alliances in the Middle
East to maintain security and energy stability; however, the growing influence of
Russia and Iran threatens to erode American hegemony (Miller, 2019). U.S.
policymakers face the dual task of containing adversaries while simultaneously
addressing regional instability, including conflicts in Syria, Yemen, and Iraq,
which have provided fertile ground for Iran—Russia cooperation. This strategic
contest is not merely about territorial control but also about competing visions of
international order—one rooted in U.S.-led liberal norms, and the other in a
multipolar framework advanced by Russia and Iran (Allison, 2022).

Thus, the “New Cold War” in the Middle East underscores a profound shift in
global politics, where great power rivalry intersects with regional conflicts,
producing new alignments and policy dilemmas. Understanding the dynamics of
the Iran—Russia partnership and the resulting U.S. challenges is essential for
analyzing the future trajectory of Middle Eastern geopolitics.

Methodology

This is a qualitative policy analysis drawing on secondary sources (policy
institutes, news reports, and think-tank analyses), official statements when
available, and recent event chronologies (2023—2025). The paper adopts an
international-relations perspective emphasizing balance-of-threat, transactional
alliance theory, and regional security complex theory: states form partnerships
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when mutual threats or opportunities outweigh incentives to defect, but
partnerships are often constrained by diverging long-term objectives. The
analysis therefore distinguishes between tactical cooperation (short-term,
transactional) and strategic alignment (long-term institutional ties), and pays
attention to both capabilities and intent.

Iran—Russia Strategic Alignment
The strategic partnership between Iran and Russia has deepened significantly in

the post-Cold War era, evolving into one of the most consequential alignments in
Middle Eastern geopolitics. While historically marked by periods of rivalry and
mistrust, particularly during the Soviet era, the two states have increasingly
converged around shared interests since the early 2000s (Katz, 2022). Both
countries perceive the United States and its allies as threats to their sovereignty
and regional ambitions, which has provided a strong incentive for closer
cooperation. At the political and security level, Iran and Russia are aligned in
their opposition to Western intervention in the Middle East. Russia’s military
intervention in Syria in 2015, supported by Iranian forces and proxies, illustrates
their capacity for operational collaboration to preserve regional allies and
counter U.S.-backed actors (Borshchevskaya, 2021). For Moscow, this
intervention reinforced its status as a decisive power broker, while for Tehran; it
secured a strategic ally in Damascus and bolstered its regional “Axis of
Resistance” (Ehteshami & Horesh, 2023).

Economically, the partnership has strengthened in response to Western
sanctions. Both states have turned toward each other to mitigate the effects of
economic isolation, with cooperation in energy, arms trade, and infrastructure
projects becoming central components of their strategic relationship (Kozhanov,
2020). Iran’s participation in multilateral institutions such as the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO), where Russia plays a leading role, also
underscores their shared interest in promoting a multipolar world order that
limits U.S. dominance (Allison, 2022). The Ideologically, the alignment is framed
less by shared values than by converging geopolitical calculations. Both states
seek to undermine Western liberal hegemony and promote regional spheres of
influence that prioritize sovereignty and non-interference (Trenin, 2021). While

asymmetries remain—Russia holds superior military and diplomatic advantage,
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while Iran provides regional networks and ideological influence—their strategic
alignment has proven resilient, adapting to changing circumstances and external
pressures.

Generally, the Iran—Russia partnership represents a pragmatic convergence of
interests rather than a formal alliance. It is built on mutual opposition to U.S.
policies, shared involvement in conflict zones, and the pursuit of alternative
geopolitical structures, making it a central feature of the “New Cold War”

dynamics in the Middle East.

Iran-Russia Strategic Alignment (Hypothetical Dimen—— Iran
nergy & Trade = Russia

Political Coopf
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Regional Canflicts

lons Evasion

The graphical representation (radar chart) of Iran—Russia strategic alignment
across key dimensions like military cooperation, energy, political coordination,
regional conflicts, and sanctions evasion.

U.S. Policy Challenges in Middle East
The deepening Iran—Russia alignment poses significant challenges for U.S.

policy in the Middle East. For decades, Washington has relied on a network of
alliances with Israel, Saudi Arabia, and other Gulf States to maintain security,
ensure energy flows, and contain adversarial powers. However, the growing
partnership between Tehran and Moscow threatens to undercut these strategic
objectives by creating new centers of resistance to U.S. influence (Miller, 2019).

A central challenge lies in the military domain. Russia’s intervention in Syria,
coordinated with Iranian forces and proxies, not only salvaged the Assad regime
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but also diminished American advantage in shaping post-conflict outcomes
(Borshchevskaya, 2021). This operational partnership has given Iran greater
freedom of action in projecting power across Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen,
complicating U.S. efforts to counter non-state militias and maintain regional
stability (Katz, 2022). The economically, the partnership undermines the
effectiveness of U.S.-led sanctions. Both Iran and Russia, facing Western
economic isolation, have developed mechanisms for sanctions evasion, including
energy swaps, financial cooperation outside the U.S.-dominated SWIFT system,
and parallel trading arrangements (Kozhanov, 2020). These practices reduce
Washington’s ability to employ sanctions as a tool of coercive diplomacy,
weakening its long-standing policy of economic pressure.

The Diplomatically, U.S. policymakers confront a shifting landscape in which
Russia positions itself as a credible mediator in regional disputes, while Iran
leverages its ties with Moscow to expand its international legitimacy (Trenin,
2021). The resulting geopolitical dynamic challenges the U.S. vision of a liberal
international order by promoting alternative frameworks rooted in multipolarity
and sovereignty. Furthermore, the Ukraine war has strengthened this
partnership, as Iran supplies drones and military equipment to Russia,
deepening their strategic interdependence and linking Middle Eastern security
directly to global conflicts (Ehteshami & Horesh, 2023). The ultimately, the
Iran—Russia alignment exacerbates the erosion of U.S. hegemony in the Middle
East. Washington must now balance between containing adversaries, reassuring
allies, and adapting to an increasingly multipolar order, where the costs of
unilateral engagement are rising and the effectiveness of traditional policy tools
is diminishing (Allison, 2022).

The Iran—Russia strategic alignment presents multifaceted challenges for the
United States, extending across military, economic, diplomatic, and strategic
dimensions. Unlike the Cold War era, where the U.S. confronted a monolithic
adversary in the Soviet Union, today’s geopolitical environment is characterized
by fluid alignments and hybrid strategies. This complexity forces Washington to
reconsider its traditional toolkit of power projection and influence in the Middle
East.

The military partnership between Iran and Russia has directly undermined U.S.
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strategic interests. Russia’s 2015 intervention in Syria, in coordination with Iran
and its proxy networks, decisively shifted the balance of power in favor of the
Assad regime (Borshchevskaya, 2021). For the United States, this meant not only
the erosion of its advantage in Syrian peace negotiations but also the
emboldening of Iranian influence across Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen (Katz, 2022).
The operational synergy between Russian airpower and Iranian-backed ground
forces highlights a challenge to U.S. dominance in conflict theaters, limiting
Washington’s ability to dictate security outcomes.

Sanctions have traditionally been Washington’s primary instrument of coercive
diplomacy against both Iran and Russia. However, their deepening cooperation
has allowed them to partially circumvent these restrictions. Bilateral agreements
in energy trade, financial transactions outside the U.S.-dominated SWIFT system,
and barter arrangements dilute the effectiveness of sanctions regimes (Kasyanov,
2020). The Ukraine conflict has accelerated this trend: Iran provides Russia with
drones and weapons, while Russia, in turn, assists Iran in evading sanctions
through clandestine oil trade routes (Ehteshami & Horesh, 2023).
Diplomatically, the Iran—Russia partnership undermines U.S. influence by
promoting alternative power structures. Russia increasingly positions itself as a
mediator in Middle Eastern disputes, including between Iran and Gulf states,
while Iran leverages Russian support to bolster its legitimacy in international
forums (Trenin, 2021). Moreover, the U.S. policy of “maximum pressure” on Iran
has pushed Tehran closer to Moscow, creating a counterbalance that complicates
Washington’s  coalition building in the region (Miller, 2019).
The alignment also embodies a challenge to U.S. global strategy. By advocating
multipolarity and rejecting Western liberal norms, Russia and Iran advance an
alternative vision of international order that appeals to states disillusioned with
U.S. unilateralism (Allison, 2022). This ideological contest extends beyond the
Middle East, linking the Iran—Russia partnership to broader geopolitical rivalries
involving China and other emerging powers. As such, U.S. policymakers face not
only a regional dilemma but also a systemic challenge to American hegemony.
The U.S. policy is further complicated by domestic divisions and strained
alliances. Regional partners such as Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Turkey are
increasingly hedging their bets by engaging with both Washington and Moscow,
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while questioning the reliability of U.S. security guarantees (Miller, 2019).
Domestically, political polarization in Washington has hindered the development
of a coherent long-term Middle East strategy, leaving the U.S. reactive rather

than proactive in responding to Iran—Russia initiatives.

U.S. Policy Challenges in Middle East

MNuclear Non-Proliferation

Conflict Reseclution (Syria, Yemen, Iraq)

Maintaining Alliances {Israel & Guif States)

1 Iran-Russia Alliance

Counterterrarism

Friermw Securite

The pie chart illustrating the major U.S. policy challenges in the Middle East,
with focus areas like countering the Iran—Russia alliance, energy security,
terrorism, alliances, nuclear issues, and conflict resolution.

Policy Recommendations
Recalibrate U.S. Engagement in the Middle East

The United States should adopt a balanced strategy that reduces its overreliance
on military presence and emphasizes diplomacy, economic cooperation, and
conflict-resolution initiatives. This would counteract the growing appeal of
Russia and Iran by offering regional states alternative forms of partnership
beyond security dependence.

Strengthen Regional Alliances and Multilateral Cooperation
Washington should deepen collaboration with traditional partners—such as
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Israel—while also engaging emerging players like
Turkey and Qatar. Building multilateral platforms for dialogue on security,

energy, and trade can diminish the space for Russia—Iran influence.
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Enhance Sanctions and Economic Pressure Mechanisms
To weaken the Iran—Russia partnership, the U.S. and its allies must coordinate
more effectively on sanctions enforcement, particularly against energy, arms
transfers, and financial networks that underpin Tehran—Moscow cooperation.
However, sanctions should be coupled with targeted incentives for compliance to
avoid driving states closer to Russia and China.

Prioritize Conflict De-escalation in Regional Hotspots
The U.S. should invest in diplomatic efforts to reduce tensions in Syria, Iraq, and
Yemen—conflict zones where Iran and Russia have consolidated influence.
Conflict de-escalation can weaken the operational scope of their partnership and
create openings for U.S.-backed peacebuilding initiatives.

Integrate Middle East Policy with Broader Global Strategy
U.S. policymakers must recognize that the Iran—Russia alignment is part of a
wider multipolar challenge, reinforced by China’s rise. A more holistic foreign
policy that links Middle Eastern dynamics with U.S. strategies in Europe and
Asia will ensure consistency and resilience in addressing the “New Cold War.”

Conclusion
The evolving strategic alignment between Iran and Russia underscores a critical

transformation in the geopolitics of the Middle East. Rooted in shared interests
of countering U.S. influence, resisting Western sanctions, and expanding
regional leverage, this partnership represents more than a tactical convenience;
it is a manifestation of the broader shift toward multipolarity in international
relations. By consolidating their cooperation in energy, military, and political
arenas, Tehran and Moscow have redefined the regional power balance,
complicating U.S. efforts to maintain its longstanding dominance.

For Washington, these developments pose significant challenges. The United
States can no longer rely solely on traditional tools of military power and
unilateral sanctions to secure its objectives. Instead, it must navigate an
increasingly contested environment where rival powers and regional actors are
both shaping outcomes. The Iran—Russia partnership also highlights the
interconnectedness of regional and global dynamics, linking Middle Eastern
conflicts with great power rivalries involving China, Europe, and the broader

international system.
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Ultimately, the New Cold War in the Middle East is not a return to the bipolar
standoff of the 20th century but rather a more complex and fluid contest in
which multiple actors seek influence. The U.S. response must therefore be
adaptive, strategic, and multidimensional—combining diplomacy, alliances, and
economic innovation with calibrated deterrence. Only through such an approach
can Washington address the policy challenges posed by the Iran—Russia
alignment while safeguarding its strategic interests in the region.

The deepening partnership between Iran and Russia signifies a major inflection
point in Middle Eastern geopolitics. Unlike the pragmatic and short-lived
collaborations of the past, their present alignment is built upon structural
convergences: shared resistance to U.S. hegemony, a desire to circumvent
Western sanctions, and the pursuit of regional influence through both military
and economic cooperation. From the Syrian conflict to the energy markets,
Tehran and Moscow have demonstrated that their partnership is not only
resilient but also adaptable to changing international circumstances. This
dynamic has created a new layer of complexity in the Middle East, where
alliances are increasingly fluid, and external powers compete for legitimacy and
leverage.

For the United States, this evolving reality presents formidable challenges.
Washington’s post-Cold War dominance is eroding, and the tools that once
secured its primacy—military intervention, unilateral sanctions, and reliance on
traditional allies—are proving insufficient in countering coordinated rival
strategies. Iran’s integration into Russia’s broader foreign policy calculus has
given Tehran strategic depth, while Moscow has gained a foothold to contest
Western influence in one of the world’s most volatile yet resource-rich regions.
Together, they are reshaping the balance of power in ways that directly
undermine U.S. strategic objectives, including safeguarding Israel’s security,
ensuring free energy flows, and preventing nuclear proliferation.

Moreover, the Iran—Russia partnership cannot be viewed in isolation. It is
interlinked with the rise of China and the gradual emergence of a multipolar
order, in which U.S. dominance is increasingly contested across multiple theaters.
The Middle East is thus not only a battleground of regional rivalries but also a

front line of great power competition. For the U.S., the challenge is not merely to
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counter Iran and Russia in tactical arenas but to craft a long-term strategy that
integrates Middle Eastern policy within its broader global posture.

In this context, the New Cold War in the Middle East is less about ideological
confrontation and more about strategic adaptation. It is a contest for influence,
resources, and legitimacy in a world where U.S. primacy is no longer uncontested.
As such, Washington’s path forward requires recalibration—shifting from
reactive containment to proactive engagement, from unilateral approaches to
multilateral cooperation, and from military-heavy strategies to a broader mix of
diplomacy, economic tools, and conflict resolution. The future of Middle Eastern
stability, as well as the credibility of U.S. global leadership, will depend on its
ability to rise to this challenge.
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