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Abstract

Introduction

Analytical approaches and development-oriented research in
International Relations (IR), particularly when grounded in a coherent
logic and convergence of prevailing perceptions of the surrounding
world, can help identify indicators that clarify scientific outcomes.
The author’s research reveals discernible patterns within Iranian IR
scholarship that point to a consistent alignment of perspectives. When
articulated systematically, this alignment can function as a conceptual
lens for understanding the contemporary international system.
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Accordingly, the central research question of this study is as follows:
Is there a visible convergence and alignment in Iranian IR perspectives
on the current international system that can be formulated into a
single, generalizable theory?

Literature Review

In recent years, a number of politicians and analysts have raised the
prospect of a Neo—Cold War. Following the collapse of the Berlin
Wall, the Kremlin has repeatedly found itself on the threshold of such
a confrontation, particularly in contexts where Moscow has perceived
itself as disadvantaged vis-a-vis rival alliances. Importantly,
discussions of a Neo—Cold War are not confined to Russia’s territorial
ambitions; similar debates have also emerged in analyses of U.S.—
China relations.

A review of the academic literature on Iranian IR perspectives
regarding the Neo—Cold War indicates a limited body of work. Most
existing analyses concentrate on Russian foreign policy or regional
tensions in Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Syria. None, however,
advances a hypothesis aimed at constructing a comprehensive theory
of the Neo-Cold War. Likewise, English-language scholarship
generally incorporates developments related to Russia and China but
does not offer innovative theoretical frameworks. Instead,
contemporary tensions are frequently treated as analogues of the
twentieth-century Cold War, implying the possible emergence of a
Neo—Cold War within the international system.
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Methodology

This study employs Constructive Grounded Theory as its primary
research method, as it is well suited to generating a context-sensitive
theoretical framework grounded in empirical data. The research
corpus consists of 1,500 Persian-language articles relevant to Iranian
perspectives on international relations.

The articles were analyzed using Categorical Content Analysis,
guided by predefined theoretical keywords. The analytical process
was conducted in two stages:

2. Human expert coding — an initial qualitative assessment carried out
by subject-matter experts.

3. Computer-assisted coding — verification and refinement of the
coding process using specialized software.

The coding followed the three-stage grounded theory procedure:

e Open coding, aimed at identifying key concepts and emerging
categories;

e Axial coding, focused on examining relationships among
categories and subcategories;

o Selective coding, through which categories were integrated into a
coherent theoretical model.

This methodological approach enabled the systematic extraction of
recurring assumptions, patterns, and principles underlying Iranian IR
thought.

Research Findings

Analysis of the reviewed corpus indicates that Iranian perspectives on
the contemporary international system (IS) are characterized by
several core assumptions:
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e Primacy of the state: States are regarded as the principal actors in
the current IS.

e Recognition of anarchy: The international environment is
understood as inherently anarchic.

e Adherence to a realist paradigm, interpreted through a locally
grounded understanding of IR concepts, including:

o Self-help, pursued through economic interdependence and, when
necessary, recourse to unconventional means;

o Deterrence, exercised through soft power threats targeting vital
interests and/or through hard power capabilities;

o Security dilemma, whereby any increase in the power or
capabilities of an actor or bloc—even absent aggressive intent—elicits
counterreactions from others.

In this perspective, great powers primarily seek to secure national
interests and preserve the status quo, often exerting negative
influences on international developments. Hegemony is viewed with
skepticism, with particular emphasis placed on the decline of
dominant powers. International organizations are considered
minimally effective, largely functioning to sustain the existing order.
International law is perceived as selectively applied and largely
ineffective, serving the interests of status quo actors.

Collectively, these findings demonstrate a coherent alignment within
Iranian IR thought, grounded in realist principles while incorporating
culturally and contextually informed interpretations of international
relations.

Results

Synthesizing the research findings leads to the formulation of an

“Iranian theory of balance of power arising from the Neo—Cold War.”
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According to this theory, the dynamics of the current international
system can be understood through a balance-of-power framework
operating in the post—Cold War era. This framework is shaped by
competition between two principal groups of actors:

o Status quo actors: A relatively unified bloc benefiting from the
existing system and acting as protectors and supporters of the status
quo.

e Reuvisionist actors: States dissatisfied with the current system that
seek either partial reform or fundamental transformation of the status
quo.

In practice, the balance-of-power mechanism operates as follows:
revisionist actors undertake individual or coordinated actions to
generate disorder and challenge existing arrangements. Status quo
actors respond by attempting to contain or mitigate such disorder in
order to preserve systemic stability. These interactions often result in
temporary concessions by status quo actors, after which the system
returns to a state of relative equilibrium.

Given the anarchic structure of the international system, revisionist
actors tend to form temporary coalitions and strategic alignments with
one another, guided by pragmatic, realism-oriented calculations.
Should revisionist actors overcome the constraints of temporary
alliances and achieve sustained unity, the international system may
evolve toward a new bipolar configuration resembling a Neo—Cold
War order. Such a transformation would signify the definitive end of
the post—Cold War era.

Within this framework, Iran’s pragmatic “Look East” policy and its
efforts to join strategic groupings such as BRICS and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization position the country among actors
dissatisfied with the status quo. These initiatives reflect a deliberate
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attempt to reform or partially transform the international system,
situating Iran as a revisionist actor within emerging balance-of-power
dynamics.

Keywords: International Relations; International System; Iranian
International Relations; Iranian Theory of International Relations;
Neo—Cold War.
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