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IRAN’S EVOLVING FOREIGN POLICY STRUCTURE:

IMPLICATIONS ON FOREIGN RELATIONS

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Strategic Shift Towards Centralization, Milita-
rization, and Authoritarianism

Under President Ebrahim Raisi, Iran saw a significant
transformation in its foreign policy, highlighting increased
centralization, anti-Westernism, militarization, and a
stronger authoritarian grip within its ruling elite. These
trends are expected to continue shaping Iran’s foreign

policy after Raisi's death.

Elevation of Non-Diplomatic Entities in For-
eign Policy

The diminishing role of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and the enhanced influence of the Supreme National
Security Council (SNSC) and the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC) reflect a shift from traditional
diplomatic channels to more militarized and security-
driven strategies.

Reorientation Towards Eastern Partnerships
Iran’s foreign policy is increasingly geared towards
strengthening ties with Eastern powers, notably Russia
and China, moving away from diplomatic engagement
with the West to a strategy of ideological defiance and
strategic pragmatism.

Potential for Regional Cooperation Amidst
Confrontational Posture

While Iran’s foreign policy shifts offer opportunities for
enhanced regional cooperation, particularly with Arab
neighbors, they also pose risks of diplomatic isolation
and strain Iran’s international relations due to its con-
frontational and insular approach.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of Ebrahim Raisi's presiden-
cy in August 2021, until his sudden death in May
2024, Iran's foreign policy significantly shifted,
impacting Tehran's relations with both regional
and global powers. Diminishing hopes for reviving
the 2015 nuclear deal, The Joint Comprehensive
Plan of Action (JCPOA), and rising tensions with
the United States have pushed Iran to strengthen
ties with Russia and China to offset Western es-
trangement and economic pressures from U.S.
sanctions. Meanwhile, improved relations with
Saudi Arabia and other Arab neighbors, driven by
continued dialogue and confidence-building mea-
sures, have been bolstered by a unified stance on
the war on Gaza, presenting opportunities for re-
gional cooperation.

Analyses of Iranian foreign policy often focus on
regional and international dynamics but tend to
overlook the internal evolution of Iran's foreign
policymaking structure. Key internal develop-
ments, such as increased centralization of power,
the securitization of the political system, and the
increased authoritarian control of the ruling elite,
profoundly shape Iran's foreign policy and inter-
national relations. Moreover, there's a lack of em-
phasis on the institutional and structural changes
within the bodies that formulate foreign policy.
Understanding these institutional shifts is vital
for a comprehensive view of how they affect Iran’s
foreign policy. These underlying trends can also
explain why, despite the death of Raisi and his for-
eign minister, Hossein Amirabdollahian, the coun-
try's foreign policy is not expected to undergo any
significant changes.
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Thisissue briefaims to explore the transformation
of Iran’s foreign policy decision-making process
and structure in the past three years, highlighting
the impact of growing power centralization, anti-
Westernism, militarization, and authoritarianism
in Iran. The main argument is that there is a direct
correlation between Iran’s internal political shifts
and its evolving foreign policy. Key to this analysis
is the accelerated shift from formal constitutional
mechanisms to informal processes. There has
also been an increase in the autonomy of paral-
lel state institutions, which has eroded the role of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA). The analysis
will also discuss the consequences of these shifts
on Iran’s international relations and regional ties.

Foreign Policymaking in the Islamic Re-
public: Formal Structures Versus Informal
Procedures

Iran’s constitution defines the key legal bodies
involved in foreign policymaking, including the
Supreme Leader, the President, the Cabinet, the
Parliament, and the Supreme National Security
Council (SNSC). Yet, the actual foreign policy-
making process in Iran is often opaque and in-
formal, marked by ambiguity in the operations of
its agents and structures. This complexity stems
from institutional developments that exceed for-
mal constitutional limits and the difficulty in ob-
taining reliable insider information, complicating
the analysis of decision-making patterns.*

At the core of Iran’s foreign policymaking is the
supreme leader, who holds significant author-
ity over the country’s strategic direction, includ-
ing nuclear policy and relations with the United
States. Despite his extensive power, Ayatollah
Seyyed Ali Khamenei, the current holder of this
position, often seeks to distance himself from the
fallout of any policy failures. He typically credits
successes to his vision and guidance, while attrib-
uting failures to the administrative bodies and the
foreign ministry, which implement policies. For
example, Khamenei supported Iran’s nuclear ne-
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gotiation team from 2013 to 2015, but after the
United States withdrew from the JCPOA in 2018,
and sanctions were reimposed, he criticized the
deal as a “pure loss."?

The supreme leader also appoints various former
military or diplomatic figures as his foreign policy
advisors, whose perspectives and views may not
always align with those of the foreign ministry.
A prime example is the creation of the Strategic
Council on Foreign Relations in 2006 as an advi-
sory body to the supreme leader.?* The council’s
current chief, Kamal Kharrazi, a former foreign
minister, actively engages in foreign affairs, in-
cluding meetings with foreign officials. His level of
involvement exceeds what is typically observed in
international think tank and advisory activities.*

Though not envisaged in the constitution, the
IRGC also plays a pivotal role in Iran's foreign poli-
cy. The IRGC has grown to influence not just mili-
tary capabilities, but also economic, political, and,
notably, foreign policy decisions.® Responsible
only to the supreme leader, the IRGC, particularly
through its elite Quds Force, engages in extrater-
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ritorial operations to support allies and various
groups across the region.

By both enabling and influencing the supreme
leader, the IRGC plays a considerable role in guid-
ing the Islamic Republic’'s ideology, security, and
economy towards hardline policies. It often com-
petes or clashes with other institutions and actors
in the foreign policymaking process.

The president, who leads the executive branch,
serves as the public face of Iran’s foreign policy.
Tasked with overseeing the cabinet and repre-
senting Iran internationally, the president's role
is limited by the supreme leader’s overarching
authority. Yet, the president’s formal authority
remains significant in managing day-to-day dip-
lomatic activities and articulating policy. Through
the foreign ministry, the presidency engages in
negotiations, diplomatic relations, and interna-
tional cooperation.

Central to implementing these strategies is the
foreign ministry, the diplomatic arm of the Iranian
government. Led by the foreign minister, a presi-

2 & lIran's Evolving Foreign Policy Structure: Implications on Foreign Relations



3

dential appointee approved by the parliament, the
ministry is charged with formulating and commu-
nicating Iran’s foreign policy, managing interna-
tional relations, and negotiating treaties, albeit
within a broader policy framework defined by the
supreme leader.

The SNSC serves as a vital nexus for coordinat-
ing among various government branches and se-
curity forces in formulating national security and
foreign policy. Chaired by the president, the SNSC
includes representatives from the military, judi-
ciary, and legislative branches, facilitating con-
sensus-building and strategic planning. However,
the supreme leader also exercises decisive influ-
ence over the SNSC, notably through the informal
approval of the council's secretary.®

The Parliament (Majles), the Guardian Council,
and the Expediency Council further shape Iran’'s
foreign policy framework. The Parliament influ-
ences foreign affairs through the ratification of in-
ternational treaties and legislation. The Guardian
Council ensures the compatibility of legislation
with Islamic law and the constitution, while the
Expediency Council advises the supreme leader
and mediates between the Majles and the Guard-
ian Council, contributing to the oversight and
strategic direction of Iran’s foreign policies.

In the broader context of Iran's foreign policy-
making, informal networks and factions within
the political elite have traditionally wielded sig-
nificant influence. These networks, often asso-
ciated with conservative or reformist factions,
contribute to the interplay of power and policy
within the Islamic Republic.” However, the dimin-
ishing influence of moderate/reformist factions
in formal policy structures has gradually limited
their informal sway as well. Yet, even in the cur-
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rent conservative-dominated system, informal

processes, characterized by behind-the-scenes
negotiations, factional alliances (e.g., within the
parliament), and the personal influence of key fig-
ures, complement the formal structures in guiding
the trajectory of Iran’s foreign policy.

A Foreign Policy Structure in Transition

Iran’s foreign policy structure and process, as de-
scribed above, have undergone significant chang-
es in the last three years. These changes can be
categorized into four main types: legal, institu-
tional, functional, and personal changes.

Thefirst type of change, legal, refers to the formal
modification of the legal frameworks and institu-
tional arrangements of Iran's foreign policymak-
ing. The clearest example of this trendisIran’s new
“"development plan,” ratified by the parliament in
January 2024.%2 The draft bill exempted several
state institutions, including the armed forces, the
Ministry of Intelligence, and the Atomic Energy
Organization of Iran (AEOI), from coordinating
with the MFA on their foreign activities. Following
backlash from experts, former diplomats, and the
foreign ministry’s lobbying, the Guardian Council
asked parliament to modify the law so that the in-
telligence ministry and the AEOI are still required
to coordinate with the foreign ministry. However,
the armed forces remain exempt.®

The new development plan effectively under-
mines the authority and role of the MFA. The law
also increased fragmentation and confusion in
Iran’s foreign policymaking, as different institu-
tions pursue their own agendas and interests
without proper oversight and coordination. As
Mohammad Javad Zarif, Iran’s former foreign min-
ister, under Hassan Rouhani's administration, puts
it, “every ministry [in Iran] has its own ministry
of foreign affairs.”'® He also contended that “the
country has two foreign policies: one that belongs
to the foreign ministry and another that belongs
to the armed forces."*!



The second type of change, institutional, refers to

the alteration of institutional roles and procedures
in Iran's foreign policymaking and implementa-
tion. The evolving role of the SNSC exemplifies
this change. Historically a consensus-builder in
security and foreign policymaking, the SNSC has
increasingly taken direct control of crucial stra-
tegic files, including relations with neighboring
countries and Russia. After nearly a decade, the
SNSC has also reassumed its position as the pri-
mary actor in nuclear diplomacy. Initially, during
the nuclear negotiations with the West between
2003 and 2013, the secretary of the SNSC was
Iran’'s chief nuclear negotiator.’? However, under
former President Hassan Rouhani, the nuclear
portfolio was transferred to the administration,
with Zarif leading efforts.®

The SNSC's overall role in the foreign policymak-
ing process was enhanced once again during Rou-
hani's last two years in office, between 2020 and
2021, i.e., after the U.S.' 2018 withdrawal from the
JCPOA. Informal reports suggested that the for-
eign ministry was sidelined in the negotiations to
revive the JCPOA that started after Joe Biden's
election as U.S. president. During the negotia-
tions, Iran's team reported directly to the SNSC,
bypassing the foreign ministry. The SNSC's role
continued under President Raisi, with former
SNSC secretary Ali Shamkhani playing a key role in
the March 2023 Iran-Saudi détente agreement.™
Shamkhani was later replaced by Ali Akbar Ah-
madian, a former top-ranking IRGC commander,
but the SNSC remained equally active in various
foreign policy files, from relations with Russia to
Iran's regional policy.’ Since his appointment,
Ahmadian frequently visits Russia to engage in
bilateral talks with Russian officials, as well as
to participate in security discussions within the
frameworks of the Shanghai Cooperation Orga-
nization (SCO) and the BRICS.'® Through these

interactions, the SNSC appears to be shaping and
implementing the security pillar of Iran’s revital-
ized Look East strategy. The SNSC's proactive en-
gagement is also evident in its security dialogues
with Armenia and Iraq.”

The third type of change, functional, refers to the
modification of norms and practices in Iran’s for-
eign policymaking that affect the role and function
of various state institutions. One example of this
change, often referred to in the past three years
as the dichotomy of “battlefield vs. diplomacy,”
effectively means transforming the foreign policy
apparatus into a mere agent of the IRGC and its
regional strategy.’® Prior to the formal introduc-
tion of this concept, Zarif voiced concern over the
IRGC's increasing influence on shaping foreign
policy. In a leaked audio, Zarif expressed that the
battlefield, i.e., the IRGC, often intervened and
sabotaged his diplomatic efforts.?® However, the
shift became more pronounced and institutional-
ized under the Raisi administration.

The late foreign minister, Hossein Amirabdolla-
hian, was closely connected to the IRGC's Quds
Force.?° He publicly praised what he described as
harmony between diplomacy and the battlefield
and vowed to continue the IRGC-favored regional
policy of supporting the Axis of Resistance and
countering the United States and Israel.? How-
ever, what Amirabdollahian, and other members
of Raisi's cabinet, described as harmony and co-
ordination effectively signaled that diplomacy,
represented by the MFA, became subordinate to
the IRGC. This shift was starkly evident follow-
ing Iran’s retaliatory missile and drone attack on
Israel on April 13, 2024. In a breach of diplomatic
protocol, the Swiss ambassador to Tehran was
summoned by the IRGC, not the MFA, to convey a
message to the United States.?*

The fourth type of change, personal, refers to the
dismissal or replacement of influential individuals
and key figures in Iran’s foreign policy. One exam-
ple of this change is the dismissal of Ali Shamkhani
and Ali Larijani, two prominent figures who played
important roles in Iran’s foreign relations under
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previous administrations.?®> Shamkhani was the
secretary of the SNSC, between 2013 and 2023,
serving under Rouhani, and Raisi's first two years,

and was instrumental to facilitating JCPOA nego-
tiations and Tehran's dialogue with Saudi Arabia.
Larijani was the speaker of the parliament for 12
years, between 2008 and 2020, under both Ahma-
dinejad and Rouhani and, as a special envoy of the
supreme leader, had a crucial role in concluding
the strategic 25 year cooperation agreement with
China in 2021.%* This change is specifically influ-
enced by a political system preparing for a loom-
ing post-Khamenei transition, necessitating the
removal of independent figures who could disrupt
the IRGC's long-term plans.? It also reflects the
marginalization of pragmatic and moderate voic-
esinthe system and the centralization of power in
the hands of the conservative/hardline factions.

Implications for Iran’s Foreign Relations

The changes in Iran’s foreign policy structure and
process have significant implications for Iran’'s
foreign relations on both the global and regional
levels. These implications can be analyzed in rela-
tion to four main trends that have dominated Ira-
nian politics in the past three years.

The first trend, the centralization of power, sig-
nifies the increasing dominance of hardline/con-
servative factions across all branches and institu-
tions of government. Critics in Iran have labeled
this process "purification,” indicating its goal to
remove opposing voices from the scene.?® This
trend has made foreign policy decisions more
consensual and less contested within the system.
Though individual and institutional viewpoints
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may vary, they do not sabotage one another's
work, as they are united by a common ideological
and strategic vision. This was notably evident in
the case of the rapprochement with Saudi Arabia.
During his presidency, Rouhani exerted consider-
able efforts to enhance relations with Saudi Ara-
bia and other Arab neighbors. However, his initia-
tives failed to gain traction, largely due to internal
opposition from hardline rivals.?” Conversely, the
Raisi administration’s diplomatic endeavors in the
region received support from both the supreme
leader and the IRGC, leading to more meaningful
changes inlran’s relations with its neighbors.

The second trend, growing anti-Westernism,
characterizes an ideological approach that is
overtly anti-American and views the West, par-
ticularly the United States, as declining powers,
thus negating the need to improve relations with
Western states.?® Instead, priority is placed on
bolstering relations with Eastern powers, notably
Russia and China. The Rouhani administration fa-
vored maintaining ties with the West and aimed
to preserve and revive the JCPOA as a gateway to
economic and political normalization with Europe
and, potentially, the United States. However, for-
eign policy has since pivoted eastward, with Iran
abandoning hope in the JCPOA and adopting a
more defiant stance towards the West.?

This shift, influenced by events like the U.S. with-
drawal from the JCPOA and the “maximum pres-
sure” campaign, also reflects a strategic recali-
bration within Iran’s foreign policy establishment.
Rouhani and Zarif favored engaging with the West
to alleviate pressures while simultaneously seek-
ing alternatives in the East. However, the current
consensus in the Iranian government champions
resistance as the optimal response to Western
pressures. It now focuses on strengthening ties
with non-state allies and engages with regional
and global powers aligned with Tehran's revision-
ist ambitions.*°

The third trend, militarization, is a consequence
of the IRGC's growing influence on Iran’s politics,
leading to increasingly radical regional and global



policies. Examples include using missile strikes for

diplomatic messaging, as seen in strikes against
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq and Pakistan in Janu-
ary 2024, and intensifying support for partners
under the Axis of Resistance.’’ While aimed at
enhancing deterrence and developing leverage
against rivals, these actions risk escalating ten-
sions and conflicts, potentially resulting in further
sanctions, isolation, and retaliation from the in-
ternational community.

The fourth trend, authoritarianism, partly relates
to the centralization of power, but it also encom-
passes increased repression of civil society and
restriction of social and political activism. This
trend has facilitated closer relations with similar
states, notably Russia and China, which support
Iran's efforts to control cyberspace and engage
in intelligence and cyber cooperation.*® These
relationships are strategic, not only for geopo-
litical reasons, but also because they enable Iran
to shield itself from internal and external threats
facilitated by the internet and social media. Unlike
Western powers, human rights and democracy
do not factor into Russian and Chinese policies
towards Iran, allowing Tehran to withstand inter-
national pressure over its human rights record,
especially following the suppression of public pro-
testsin 2022.

Conclusion

The presidency of Ebrahim Raisi marked a signifi-
cant shift in the structures governing foreign poli-
cy formulation and execution, featuring a complex
mix of internal and external dynamics, strategic
reorientations, and a potential transformation.

At the heart of these changes is a strategic re-

calibration towards increased centralization,
anti-Westernism, militarization, and a more pro-
nounced authoritarian grip within Iran's ruling
elite. This recalibration has manifested through
four main types of changes: legal, institutional,
functional, and personal, each contributing to
a redefined foreign policy approach that is less
about diplomatic engagement with the West and
more oriented towards strengthening ties with
Eastern powers and regional actors through a
blend of ideological defiance and strategic prag-

matism.

The diminishing influence of the MFA and the el-
evated role of the SNSC and IRGC signify a de-
parture from conventional diplomatic channels
to more militarized and security-driven foreign
policy strategies. This shift is not merely an inter-
nal adjustment but reflects a broader ideological
and strategic stance that prioritizes resistance
over engagement, sovereignty over compromise,
andregionalinfluence over global integration. The
new development plan, the marginalization of
moderate voices, and the entrenchment of hard-
line stances underscore a foreign policy that is be-
coming increasingly insular, confrontational, and
aligned with non-Western powers. At the same
time, these developments indicate that a change
in the president and administration will not lead
to any significant shift or reorientation in foreign
policy. The supreme leader’s role in determining
the country’s strategic priorities remains intact,
supported by the IRGC's strong influence over
Iran’s foreign and domestic politics. Furthermore,
the significance of the upcoming post-Khamenei
transition suggests that the next president af-
ter Raisi will likely be another insider who will not
challenge or alter the established procedures of
recent years.

As a result, Iran's foreign policy is likely to con-
tinue its current trajectory, with an emphasis on
strengthening alliances with Eastern powers and
asserting its regional influence through a combi-
nation of military presence and diplomatic initia-
tives aimed at forging a counter-bloc to Western

6 & Iran's Evolving Foreign Policy Structure: Implications on Foreign Relations



influence. This approach, while potentially offer-

ing short-term gains in terms of strategic posi-
tioning and diplomatic openings vis-a-vis neigh-
bors, may pose long-term challenges to Iran’'s
international standing and relations with the in-
ternational community.

In any case, the implications of the recent shifts
will undoubtedly shape Iran’'s foreign relations
in the years to come. On one hand, the recon-
figuration of Iran’'s foreign policy structure offers
opportunities for augmented cooperation with
regional actors, rooted in a more unified and con-
sensual approach to foreign relations that tran-
scends previous factional divides. This newfound
consensus within the ruling elite could pave the
way for more coherent and strategic regional re-
lationships, contingent on the evolving dynamics
of both global and regional arenas. Nonetheless,
these opportunities are contrasted with signifi-
cant challenges arising from the potential reac-
tions to Iran’s increasingly militarized and diplo-
matically unbalanced foreign policy. As such, this
direction may even risk reversing the achieve-
ments of Iran’s regional diplomacy and its improv-
ing relations with Arab neighbors.
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