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Relations between Belarus and Iran have stirred up controversies concerning 
their alleged anti-American character. Yet, the Belarusian leadership has avoid-
ed making serious anti-American gestures with Tehran doing its best to alleviate 
Western concerns in this regard. The chosen course of relations has demonstrat-
HG� WKH� OLPLWV� RI� GH¿�DQFH� WR� WKH� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� V\VWHP��%RWK�0LQVN� DQG�7HKUDQ�
cannot ignore the counteractions of their opponents, especially the United 
States, to this cooperation. With the emergence of a unipolar world, changes 
LQ�JOREDO� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�WKH�ULVLQJ� LQÀ�XHQFH�RI� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�
KDYH� DOO� GH¿�QHG� WKH� JHQHUDO� G\QDPLFV� RI�%HODUXV�,UDQLDQ� UHODWLRQV��'RPHVWLF�
factors, such as the state’s own general capacities, have shaped this relationship 
considerably less.

Both Belarusian and foreign media for nearly two past decades have regularly 
discussed Belarusian relations with Iran. The issue, however, remains almost 
entirely in the realm of the mass media and political polemics. Students of 
Belarusian foreign policy have so far failed to seriously analyse the countries links 
ZLWK�,UDQ��0RVW�VWDWH�DI¿�OLDWHG�DQDO\VWV�DQG�PHGLD�LQ�%HODUXV�RIWHQ�DUWLFXODWH�LVVXHV�
related to relations with Iran, pointing out the need to diversify Belarus’ foreign 
partners.

Analysts and media critical of the government’s policy mostly argue that 
the Belarusian leadership follows a set of ideological preferences (left and/or 
anti-American) in dealing with developing countries in general and with Iran 
in particular. Arguing in this vein they essentially follow liberal theories of in-
ternational relations. These prefer domestic factors (for example, the political 
regime of a country) in explaining the foreign policy behaviour of the govern-
ment.

* Siarhei Bohdan is a Senior Analyst with the Ostrogorski Centre and a PhD candidate at Freie 
Universität Berlin.
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This article aims to propose a contrary, neorealist model to explain Belarus’ 
relationship with Iran. Neorealism (or structural realism) and theoretical schools 
closely related to it emphasise external factors, like the structure of the international 
system in their analysis of international relations. Several reasons implicitly point 
to (neo)realism serving as a promising model to analyse Belarusian foreign policy 
towards Iran, solidifying it as a case study of Belarusian foreign policy towards 
other developing nations.

First, liberal theories fail to explain the essential feature of Belarusian foreign 
policy in the developing world, namely its opportunism. Belarus shifted its 
priorities in the Middle East from Iraq to its opponents Iran and Syria already 
back in early the 2000s. The Belarusian government shifted its focus further to 
Iran’s foes, such as the Arab monarchies of the Persian Gulf in the late 2000s and 
early 2010s. Moreover, Minsk has managed to maintain relations with nations that 
are in confrontation with each other (like Iran and Israel) at the same time. With 
only formal contacts involving left-wing Belarusian leadership has demonstrated 
no ideological sympathy toward many left-wing anti-Western governments. Thus, 
contact with radical regimes in Bolivia and Ecuador has remained at a minimal 
level for years.  There were only formal contacts with left-wing governments 
in Argentina and Brazil. Minsk had even less interest in the construction of 
ideologically-motivated blocs effectively ignoring a tripartite union with Venezuela 
and Syria, as proposed by the late Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez in 2010.

6HFRQG��%HODUXVLDQ�RI¿�FLDOV�WKHPVHOYHV�GLVFXVV�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�UHODWLRQV�LQ�WHUPV�
that approximate with (neo)realist concepts, although in cruder forms. The then 
head of the Presidential Administration and current Foreign Minister Uladzimir 
Makiej proclaimed ‘the Law of the Jungle – everybody for themselves – is 
effectively prevailing in the world...the rule of strongest...the stronger has the right 
to rule and imposes his will’ (Belapan 2011). Statements like these suggest that 
the Belarusian ruling elite are employing a logic that is close to the (neo)realist 
approach, as they analyse foreign policy choices and make decisions on them.

In the same vein, Belarusian leader Aliaksandr Lukašenka said: 

military force unfortunately remains in the armoury of means used 
WR�VROYH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�>���@�SUREOHPV��>���@�7KHVH�GLI¿�FXOW�FLUFXPVWDQF�
es oblige us to look after our security, sovereignty and independence 
E\�UHO\LQJ��¿�UVW�RI�DOO��RQ�RXU�RZQ�IRUFHV��%HODUXV�KDV�QR�JHRSROLWLFDO�
ambitions, but we will defend our national interests by all available 
means (Web site of President of Republic of Belarus 2013a). 

Thus when the regime seeks alliances internationally, the government should 
follow the logic of survival rather than ideological preferences. 
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On another occasion, Lukašenka pronounced with more clarity the postulates 
of (neo)realism, ‘The USSR was a counterbalance, it provided multipolarity in the 
ZRUOG��1RZ��ZH�DUH�ORRNLQJ�IRU�WKLV�PXOWLSRODULW\��%XW�LW�LV�YHU\�GLI¿�FXOW�WR�DFKLHYH�
it nowadays. Hence [we see] tensions...’ (Web site of President of Republic of 
Belarus 2013b). As these statements show, in fact realism became a paradigm that 
is shaping Belarusian foreign policy.

Still, neorealist theory requires further examination against the facts of the 
relationship between Belarus and Iran. To afford this relationship the critical 
H[DPLQDWLRQ�LW�UHTXLUHV��WKLV�DUWLFOH�FRQVLVWV�RI�WKUHH�SDUWV��7KH�¿�UVW�SDUW�UHYLHZV�
neorealism as a theory and sorts through its basic assumptions and concepts, 
determining which are the most relevant in regards to Belarus-Iranian relations. 
The second part reviews in detail the course of relations between Belarus and Iran 
from a neorealist perspective, identifying stages of cooperation and the content of 
these interactions. The third part discusses what the neorealist approach explains 
about the relationship between Belarus and Iran. The primary concern of this article 
LV�ZK\�WKHVH�UHODWLRQV�VWDUWHG��GHYHORSHG��À�RXULVKHG�DQG�GHFOLQHG��7KH�FRQFOXVLRQ�
summarises the answers uncovered, attempting to place them in the general context 
of Belarusian foreign policy.

,��7KHRUHWLFDO�)RXQGDWLRQ��,V�7KHUH�D�3ODFH�IRU�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&RRSHUDWLRQ��
in Neorealism?

Neorealist View of International Cooperation

1HRUHDOLVP�HPSKDVLVHV� WKDW� WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�SROLWLFV�GH¿�QHV� WKH�
general contours of international politics and the foreign policies of individual 
states. After the end of the Cold War and the end of a bipolar world, the conditions 
of international politics have fundamentally changed. In the Cold War all relatively 
important political events were positioned in relation to global the American-
Soviet confrontation. This confrontation created some additional chances for 
minor players. The two superpowers could not put too much pressure on them 
for fear they could desert to the other superpower. The smooth changing of sides 
demonstrated by countries like Iraq or Egypt illustrates this point.

After the Cold War minor international players had effectively no serious 
GHIHQGHU�WR�JR�WR�LI�WKH\�KDG�FRQÀ�LFW�ZLWK�WKH�VROH�VXSHUSRZHU��$PHULFD���2I�FRXUVH��
the transformation of the bipolar world took years, and Saddam’s Iraq until the 
early 2000s tried the old tactics of counterbalancing Western pressure by turning to 
Russia. Yet Russia could not deliver and it ended badly for Saddam whose regime’s 
IDOO�FODUL¿�HG�WR�WKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�WKH�ELSRODU�ZRUOG�RUGHU�KDG�GLVDSSHDUHG�



40Belarusian Foreign Policy in the Middle East

The circumstances of a unipolar world radically limited opportunities to 
FKDOOHQJH�WKH�GRPLQDQW�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�SRZHU��<HW�GH¿�DQFH�DQG�FKDOOHQJH�VWLOO�RFFXUV��
JLYLQJ�ULVH�WR�VSHFL¿�F�NLQGV�RI�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRRSHUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�RSSRQHQWV�RI�WKH�
West in a hostile international environment. Structural realism is sceptical about 
the prospects of international cooperation. However, its concept of relative gains, 
VSHFL¿�HG�EHORZ�H[SODLQV�WKH�FRRSHUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�%HODUXV�DQG�,UDQ�VLQFH�WKH�����V��
Next, we shall consider conditions, results and consequences of cooperation in the 
wider international context.

Initial discussions in academic literature on the subject of relative gains, 
analysed the distribution of gains between cooperating partners. If a state sees its 
absolute gains as larger than the gain acquired by its partner(s), it considers the 
balance of power as shifting in its favour and so embarks on a course of cooperation 
(Waltz 1979, 105). As Grieco argues:

�µUHDOLVWV�¿�QG�WKDW�VWDWHV�DUH�SRVLWLRQDO��QRW�DWRPLVWLF��LQ�FKDUDFWHU��DQG�
therefore realists argue that, in addition to concerns about cheating, 
states in cooperative arrangements also worry that their partners 
might gain more from cooperation than they do’ (1988, 497).

However, as Niklas Schörnig notes: 

Waltz and Grieco fail to consider that every absolute gain also means 
a relative gain vis-a-vis the states not involved in cooperation, so 
WKDW�LW�LV�RQO\�YHU\�GLI¿�FXOW�WR�DVVHVV�WKH�QHW�HIIHFW�RI�D�JDLQ�UHVXOWLQJ�
from the cooperation (2006, 88). 

This means that cooperation is an interaction, which involves not only immediate 
cooperative partners, but also the broader international state environment, which 
might be affected by results of said cooperation and its consequences. 

In sum, for countries vulnerable to outside pressure (like Belarus), an 
international constellation, balance of forces, probability of punishments for 
GH¿�DQFH�WR�QRUPV�DQG�VDQFWLRQV�VHW�E\�GRPLQDQW�ZRUOG�SRZHUV��SOD\�D�FUXFLDO�UROH�LQ�
GH¿�QLQJ�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�SRVVLELOLW\�LQ�%HODUXV¶�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\��7KH�JRYHUQPHQW�KDV�WR�
weigh relative gains against attendant potential risks and cannot compartmentalise 
relations with different nations.

The concept of relative gains, however, contains some inconsistencies. As 
Grieco argues: 

according to realists, states worry that today’s friend may be 
tomorrow’s enemy in war, and fear that achievements of joint 
gains that advantage a friend in the present might produce a more 
dangerous potential foe in the future (1988, 487). 



The Journal of Belarusian Studies 41

But, what if there are no reasonable grounds to conceive the existence of such 
a potential danger stemming from another state, even in the foreseeable future?

Grieco also says:

 driven by an intense interest in survival, states are acutely sensitive 
to any erosion of their relative capabilities, which are the ultimate 
basis for their security and independence in an anarchical, self-help 
international context (1988, 498). 

+HUH� WKH� LPSRUWDQW�RPLVVLRQ� LV� WKH�XQGH¿�QHG�PHDQLQJ�RI� µUHODWLYH¶��QDPHO\��
relative to whom?

An even more nuanced solution to the problem that some states have an unequal 
importance in national security calculations of a particular state is provided by 
WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�SRVLWLRQDOLW\��:DOW]� VXJJHVWV� µWKH�¿�UVW� FRQFHUQ�RI� VWDWHV� LV�QRW� WR�
maximize power but to maintain their position in the system’ (1979, 126). Of 
course, this statement contains ambiguities as well. He fails to specify which 
system he means and this system is likely not singular in nature, but rather one 
made up of many different components (regional subsystems).

The assumption that the international system has its own structure has been 
(in general terms) discussed by Schweller (1998). He insists that the neorealist 
GLYLVLRQ� EHWZHHQ� ELSRODU� DQG� PXOWLSRODU� V\VWHPV� RIWHQ� SURYHV� LQHI¿�FLHQW�� DV�
analytical approaches taking a careful look at the distribution of power, may 
unveil foreign policy effects that the systemic structure can predictably produce. 
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�KLP��UHODWLYH�SRZHU�LQÀ�XHQFHV�QDWLRQDO�SROLFLHV��7KH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�WKH�
international system (the distribution of material power capabilities) has critical 
impact on alliance formation and foreign policies.

5H¿�QHPHQW�RI�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�UHODWLYH�JDLQV�HQDEOHV�XV�WR�PRUH�HI¿�FLHQWO\�DQDO\VH�
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRRSHUDWLRQ�IURP�D�QHRUHDOLVW�SHUVSHFWLYH��7KLV� UH¿�QHPHQW� WKURXJK�
considering relative gains in a wider context integrates the notion of international 
cooperation within the structure of the international system. International 
cooperation in a given political circumstance may lead to so called balancing 
alliances.

Balancing Alliances: Neutralising Russian/Western Hegemony?

Neorealism insists on the absence of hierarchy among states. However, it does 
not mean that for every country all others are equally relevant in terms of their 
national security interests. Both the geographical location and the geopolitical 
constellation make various nations more or less relevant in national security terms 
for any given state. Countries cooperate and ally themselves with other states that 
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do not possess serious offensive potential in relation to them. The resulting alliance 

is a major tool to improve one state’s standing in global politics. 

Mearsheimer1 discusses the possibility of balancing alliances aimed at 

‘containing an aspiring regional hegemon’ (2011, 31). Essentially, that concept is 

also a particular case of international cooperation. Such an alliance is an interaction 

aimed at getting relative gains in relation to a third country or countries. Although 

KH�GLVFXVVHV� WKLV�VSHFL¿�FDOO\�UHJDUGLQJ�SRVVLEOH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DOOLDQFH�ZLWK�$VLDQ�
nations to contain Chinese regional hegemony, there is no reason to restrict such 

SRVVLELOLWLHV�WR�D�VSHFL¿�F�FDVH��

Moreover, it is entirely logical to assume that the emergence of balancing 

alliances may take place not only to prevent or contain regional hegemons, but also 

to counteract global hegemony in general, or attempts by a nation to attain global 

hegemony by subduing and taking control of certain regions.

*URZLQJ�3RZHU�*HQHUDWLQJ�%LJJHU�$PELWLRQV

The bilateral relations between Belarus and Iran developed, inter alia, depending 

on the capacities of Belarusian and Iranian states. Gilpin explains that states are 

continually: 

tempted to try to increase [their] control over the environment. … A 

more wealthy and more powerful state … will select a larger bundle 

of security and welfare goals than a less wealthy and less powerful 

state (1981, 22–23 and 94–95).

Growing power per se is an important phenomenon affecting corresponding 
FKDQJHV� LQ� D� VWDWH¶V� QDWLRQDO� VHFXULW\� DQG� IRUHLJQ�SROLF\��/HIÀ�HU� VWXGLHG�8QLWHG�
States foreign policy in the initial stages of the Cold War, as the relative power of 
the state was increasing. He argued that a change in one’s capabilities played a role 
in shaping policymakers’ perceptions of threats, interests and opportunities (1992). 
$FFRUGLQJ� WR� /HIÀ�HU�� WKH� SROLFLHV� LPSOHPHQWHG� E\� WKH� 7UXPDQ�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ��
although shaped by concern about the Soviet threat, were shaped by rising American 
might as well (1992). Moreover, he noted that United States policymakers worried 
primarily not about an immediate military threat, but rather potential future 
challenges to the broader international environment of the country. This idea was 
clearly set out by Fareed Zakaria, who exclaimed ‘why, as states grow increasingly 
wealthy, do they build large armies, entangle themselves in politics beyond their 

1� $OWKRXJK� -RKQ�0HDUVKHLPHU� LV� XVXDOO\� FODVVL¿�HG� DV� WKH� IRXQGHU� RI� RIIHQVLYH� UHDOLVP� VFKRRO� LQ�
international relations, his ideas used in this article essentially do not contradict main tenets of 
structural realism. Therefore, this article avoids discussion of distinctions between essentially 
neorealistic theoreticians and schools. The same is valid for Fareed Zakaria.
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ERUGHUV�� DQG� VHHN� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� LQÀ�XHQFH¶� ����������2 He argued that this stance 
follows the aspiration of states to control their environment. Wohlforth formulated 
it more rigidly saying that ‘state behaviour [is an] adaptation to external constraints 
conditioned by changes in relative power’(1995, 8).

The Black Box of the State: Domestic Factors in Neorealist Approach

$DURQ� )ULHGEHUJ� ������� DQG� 0HOY\Q� /HIÀ�HU� ������� GHYHORSHG� VR�FDOOHG�
neoclassical realism by including domestic political factors in their studies. 
Friedberg emphasises, ‘even if one acknowledges that structures […] are 
important, there is still the question of how statesmen grasp their contours from 
WKH�LQVLGH��VR�WR�VSHDN¶������������+H�GLVFRYHUHG�WKDW�%ULWLVK�RI¿�FLDOV�GXULQJ�WKH�
period of the British Empire’s decline ‘simply ignored or papered over serious 
underlying weaknesses in Britain’s position or, in solving certain problems, created 
new and perhaps more dangerous ones’. Friedberg argues that to understand such 
behaviour there should not only be shifts in relative power, but also organisational, 
intellectual and internal political conditions (1988, 290–91 and 295). Assessments 
of relative power by policymakers ‘are related to, but not directly determined by, 
reality’ and ‘in turn, related to, but not fully determinative of, policy.’ 

Fareed Zakaria introduced a new variable related to domestic politics: ‘strength 
of a country’s state apparatus and its relation to the surrounding society’ (1998, 
11–12). This is a reference to the resources the national government can mobilise 
DQG�GLVSRVH�RI��2QH�RI�WKH�IDFWRUV�LQÀ�XHQFLQJ�WKH�DPRXQW�RI�UHVRXUFHV�ZKLFK�FDQ�
be mobilised is the existence of a state apparatus. Another is the level of resources 
used to defend against vital threats.

When talking about domestic factors in foreign policy-making, one cannot 
LJQRUH� LGHRORJ\�� ,GHRORJLHV�� VHHPLQJO\�� LQÀ�XHQFH� ERWK� SHUFHSWLRQV� DQG� SROLWLFDO�
decision-making and hence can contribute to shaping foreign policy priorities. 
Even committed proponents of political realism, like Carr pointed out the role 
of ideology (2001, 87 and 104–05). Although he proclaimed that states have a 
permanent appetite for power and ‘the exercise of power always appears to beget 
the appetite for more power’, he also emphasises that international politics is 
something more than just the pursuit of power ‘pure realism can offer nothing but 
a naked struggle for power’. 

Carr also argued that politicians and intellectuals follow not only power, but 
also ideals: ‘utopia and reality [are] the two facets of political science; and therefore 
any sound political thought must be based on elements of both utopia and reality’ 
(2001, 10 and 87). He concludes that ‘this constant interaction of irreconcilable 

2 Ibid.
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forces is the stuff of politics (2001, 88). Every political situation contains mutually 
incompatible elements of utopia and reality, of morality and power’. 

Yet, Mearsheimer believes that: 

&DUU�RYHUVWDWHV�WKH�FRQÀ�LFW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SXUVXLW�RI�SRZHU�DQG�LGHDOV��
After all, states sometimes can pursue these two goals simultaneous-
ly. […] In both cases [US vs. Germany in 1940s and United States 
against SU in early Cold War times], the United States was engaged 
LQ�D�MXVW�FRQÀ�LFW�WKDW�DOVR�PDGH�HPLQHQWO\�JRRG�VWUDWHJLF�VHQVH��DQG�
so it did not have to choose between its ideals and its concerns about 
power (2005, 142).

In sum, the proposed neorealist model of Belarus-Iranian relations essentially 
relies on a vision of interaction between the two states in a broader context, 
determined by relative gains both countries hope to get (and got) at different stages 
of interaction. Both countries cooperate in order to compensate (at least partly) 
for their problems in relations with other countries. The balance of power in the 
international system makes them seek such cooperation while the growth of their 
power enables them to strive for new larger foreign policy and national security 
aims. The promotion of each state’s foreign policy and national security interests, 
however, also depends on their internal capacities.

II. Belarusian Relations with Iran - From Rise to Decline

State of the Art: What Scholars Write about Belarus - Iranian Cooperation

Researchers have analysed Belarusian foreign policy towards developing 
countries only through its general traits (for instance, Ulakhovich 2009). Certainly 
some scholarly and analytical publications on Belarusian foreign policy towards 
,UDQ�H[LVW��\HW�WKH�DQDO\WLFDO�SXEOLFDWLRQV�LGHQWL¿�HG�WKXV�IDU�DUH�HLWKHU�GHVFULSWLYH�
(Bohdan 2012), or very short comprising of a compilation of information 
(Bojarczyk 2009; Czachor 2011, 208–11).

Even less is written on Iranian foreign policy towards Belarus. Scholars usually 
disregard it (an example is Arjomand 2009). This is true even for specialised 
monographs on Iranian foreign policy published in the West (Takeyh 2009) 
and Iran (Azghandi 1388; Dehghani Firouzabadi 1389). Shireen Hunter, in her 
monograph on Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy, dedicated only a few sentences to 
Belarus-Iran relations (2010).

The scarcity in volume of analytical and scholarly publications corresponds 
WR�WKH�VXSHU¿�FLDOLW\�RI�WKHLU�LQVLJKWV��6R�IDU��VFKRODUV�KDYH�IDLOHG�WR�SXW�IRUWK�HYHQ�
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minimally sophisticated political science models to explain these policies and 
Belarus-Iranian relations in the 1990s and 2010s.

Origins, 1993-1996

Belarusian relations with Iran started in 1993 and were apparently initiated by 
7HKUDQ��,Q�WKRVH�\HDUV��,UDQ�DFKLHYHG�LWV�¿�UVW�VXFFHVV�LQ�RYHUFRPLQJ�WKH�QHJDWLYH�
consequences from its war with Iraq, a war which ended in open military clashes 
with the United States. Under President Rafsanjani (1989-1997), Iran entered 
the so called Epoch of Reconstruction and expanded its economic and security 
interests (paying special attention to the latter due to the unstable situation on the 
borders and in some provinces of the country). The Iranian government tried both 
to tap opportunities generated by the collapse of the Soviet Union and to open up to 
some Western countries. Tehran, however, did not want to antagonise Moscow and 
acted with remarkable caution in the post-Soviet space. Iranian politics preserved 
the idea of post-Soviet nations as a domain of Russia even in the 2000s. The 
statements made in 2005 by the Iranian Chairman of Parliament Haddad-Adel and 
by the Iranian ambassador (2008-2012) to Belarus Abdollah Hosseini in 2010 are 
cases in point (FARS 2005). According to Hosseini, ‘its [Belarus’] interests have 
become so intertwined with Russia that it cannot easily divide its political structure 
from Russia’s’ (Otagh Bazargani 1388).

The Belarusian leadership in the early 1990s was interested in contacts in the 
Middle East, even involving military matters. Visits to the Arab monarchies in 
WKH� 3HUVLDQ�*XOI� E\� 3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�9LDþDVODǎ�.LHELþ� GHPRQVWUDWH� WKLV� �.HELFK�
2008). The Belarusian establishment, however, had to deal with other vital issues 
until 1997, like the adoption of a new constitution, election of a new president and 
parliament and the ensuing confrontation between the two. Therefore, Belarusian 
IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�UHPDLQHG�LQHUW��FRQ¿�QHG�LQ� WZR�GLUHFWLRQV��D�VWURQJHU�SRVW�6RYLHW�
one (primarily, Russia) and an increasingly weaker Western one. Moreover, the 
establishment of the Foreign Ministry of Belarus still continued. It did not have 
the material, human, or organisational capacity to deal with new partners, such as 
Iran, effectively.

7KH�YLVLW�RI�%HODUXVLDQ�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�0LFKDLO�ý\KLU� WR�,UDQ�LQ�0DUFK������
and the reciprocal visit by Iranian Vice President Hassan Habibi to Belarus in July 
�����EHFDPH�WKH�¿�UVW�KLJK�OHYHO�RI¿�FLDO�FRQWDFW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV��+DELEL�
signed (in Minsk) a series of agreements on investment, trade and economic 
relations, culture, transportation, but also on military cooperation and the sale of 
ZHDSRQV� WR� ,UDQ�� ,Q� DGGLWLRQ��%HODUXVLDQ� DQG� ,UDQLDQ� RI¿�FLDOV� KHOG� WDONV� RQ� WKH�
possibility of shipping Iranian oil to Belarus. Habibi’s visit took place just after 
Moscow (under United States pressure) committed not to sign new arms contracts 
with Iran and halt other military technical cooperation with Tehran.
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Some experts (like Colonel Ivan Safronov of Russian Kommersant daily) spoke 
about the possibility of selling Russian weapons through Belarus. It was opined that 
Russia would muddy the path of sending weapons to Iran, making it impossible 
to identify where the arms acquired by Iranians came from (Kommersant 1995). 
1HYHUWKHOHVV�� QR� HYLGHQFH� H[LVWV� WKDW� %HODUXV� HYHU� JDLQHG� SUR¿�W� IURP� VHOOLQJ�
Russian weapons for Moscow. Two published Belarusian contracts on the sale of 
military parts to Iran showed no clear signs of Moscow’s involvement (Feduta 
2005, 410).

Stagnation, 1997-2004

Still, there was a fair way to go to stabilise relations between Belarus and Iran. In 
August 1996 Iranian Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati paid a visit to Minsk and 
LQ�2FWREHU������%HODUXVLDQ�)RUHLJQ�0LQLVWHU�,YDQ�$QWDQRYLþ��UHWXUQHG�WKH�YLVLW��%\�
1997-98, the situation in Belarus had radically changed after president Lukašenka 
consolidated his power. Concurrently, the government ran into diplomatic trouble 
with the West. The Belarusian government set new priorities with a ‘multi-vector’ 
foreign policy. President Lukašenka proclaimed the ‘multi-vector’ principle of 
foreign policy at the All-Belarusian People’s Congress in October 1996 ‘given our 
JHRSROLWLFDO�VLWXDWLRQ�RQO\�D�PXOWL�YHFWRU�EDODQFHG�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�FDQ�EH�HI¿�FLHQW¶�
(Brazovskaya 1996, 28).

/XNDãHQND� KLPVHOI� DFWLYHO\� YLVLWHG� GHYHORSLQJ�QDWLRQV� WR�¿�QG� QHZ�SDUWQHUV��
going to Iran in March 1998, too. The Belarusian government by that time could 
SXUVXH� FRRSHUDWLRQ� ZLWK� ,UDQ� LQ� D� PRUH� HI¿�FLHQW� DQG� V\VWHPDWLF� ZD\�� DIWHU� LW�
reorganised its Foreign Ministry in accordance with actual needs of the state. In 
1998 the Belarusian government merged the Foreign Ministry with the Ministry 
of the Commonwealth of Independent States and Ministry of Foreign Economic 
5HODWLRQV�� ,Q� DGGLWLRQ�� %HODUXV� RSHQHG� D� VLJQL¿�FDQW� QXPEHU� RI� HPEDVVLHV� DQG�
consulates in the developing world. Among these was an embassy in Tehran 
(established in 1997).

Iran, for its part, faced a new reality as well. The United States remained 
unconvinced by the pragmatic deals proposed by successive Iranian governments 
and continued a policy of dual containment, envisioning the isolation of both Iraq 
and Iran. In April 1995, President Clinton banned all United States economic 
relations with Iran (Litwak 2000, 67). Tehran faced setbacks in relations with 
European countries, in particular after the so-called Mykonos crisis. A severe 
blow was dealt to Tehran by the Russian government, who in 1995 signed a 
memorandum with the United States on the halting of all military cooperation with 
Iran, including the implementation of signed and launched projects. 
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Tehran found a solution to this problem by turning to other post-Soviet nations 
who badly needed money. Ukraine was prized the most as it possessed a more or 
less complete technological basis for production of the goods that Iran wanted (e.g., 
aircrafts and engines). Iran especially sought military or dual-use products and saw 
Ukraine as a viable partner for these. Belarus mainly produced components of 
military equipment or some equipment installed on Russian, or Ukrainian-made 
platforms. It still had some spare equipment from the Soviet army, which was not 
needed by its own armed forces. In an attempt to have a channel to former Soviet 
states independent of Moscow, the Iranian embassy in Kyiv dealt with relations 
with Belarus until an Iranian embassy opened in Minsk in 2000.

7KH�¿�UVW� WDQJLEOH� SURMHFWV�ZHUH� DJUHHG�RQ� LQ� WKH� ODWH� ����V�ZKLFK� LQYROYHG�
military sales. In the 2000s, Belarus sold Iran three parties of tanks (eight T-72M1 
LQ�������IRXUWHHQ�7���0��LQ������DQG�¿�IWHHQ�7���0�LQ��������81��������7HKUDQ�
still demonstrated limited activity with Belarus in the late 1990s. The Iranian 
government hoped that the Iranian reformist movement led by the new president 
�0RKDPPDG�.KDWDPL�������������FRXOG�¿�QG�DQ�RSHQLQJ�WR�WKH�:HVW��0RUHRYHU��LQ�
2001 Putin declared that Moscow would not adhere to agreements with the United 
States on halting military contracts with Iran. This gave new hope to Tehran, 
especially after Putin signed a series of new contracts with Iran. 

After Iranian Defence Minister Admiral Shamkhani visited Moscow to sign 
QHZ� FRQWUDFWV� LQ� ������ KH� EULHÀ�\� ZHQW� WR� 0LQVN� DV� ZHOO�� <HW� 7HKUDQ� KDUGO\�
displayed much interest in Belarus. A visit from the Belarusian president to Iran 
ZHQW�XQUHWXUQHG�IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�¿�YH�\HDUV��.KDWDPL�GHFOLQHG�WR�YLVLW�0LQVN�HYHQ�DV�
he visited neighbouring states.

Rise, 2005-2009

The situation in the mid-2000s changed once more, as Iranian attempts at 
rapprochement with the West again failed. Quarrels with the West over the Iranian 
nuclear program followed. The reformist parliament and president in Iran were 
replaced with a more radical parliament and president.

Since 2002 Belarus has faced ever harsher treatment by the Russian government. 
Minsk sought actively to diversify its foreign relations, especially after its regional 
manoeuvrability diminished as Central and Eastern European countries, including 
the Baltic States and Poland joined NATO and the EU. Thus ideas of regional 
security and cooperation mechanisms between Belarus and its neighbours were 
GLVFDUGHG��$V� D� UHVXOW�� %HODUXVLDQ� UHODWLRQV� ZLWK� ,UDQ� À�RXULVKHG� LQ� WKH� PLG�WR�
late 2000s. In 2006, the leading Iranian car manufacturer, Iran Khodro, started 
assembly production of Iranian Samand cars in Belarus. The following year the 
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Belarusian national oil company Belorusneft launched an oil extraction project in 
Iran. In 2010, MAZ started assembly production in Iran.

However, intensive contacts and political relations did not provide a 
corresponding increase in bilateral trade (see Table 1). In 1993 trade reached only 
$89,000, in 2000 it improved to $25.9 million, and in 2001 it jumped to $38.7 
million (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2002). The Belarusian and Iranian presidents 
set a goal to achieve $100 million in trade turnover by 2004. However, this 
remained unaccomplished until 2010.

Table 1. Belarusian Trade with Iran, USD mln

Year Trade Turnover Export Import Saldo

2003 21.4 20.5 0.9 19.6
2004 36.7 33.3 3.4 29.9
2005 38.4 35.6 2.8 32.8
2006 35.6 31.7 3.9 27.8
2007 75.9 66.5 9.4 57.1
2008 93.8 83.6 10.2 73.4
2009 71.6 63.2 8.4 54.8
2010 104.8 97.2 7.6 89.6
2011 138.7 129.8  8.9 120.9
2012 120.6 111.5 9.1 102.4
2013 59 49.4 9.6 39.8

6RXUFH��2I¿�FLDO�VWDWLVWLFV�SXEOLVKHG�E\�WKH�%HODUXVLDQ�(PEDVV\�WR�7HKUDQ�DQG�1DWLRQDO��
Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus.

Trade volumes remained loosely linked to political cooperation, particularly 
with Iranian exports to Belarus taking time to reach a reasonably large volume. 
This demonstrates not only differences in the level of industrial development of the 
countries, but also underscores the differences in national economic management. 
The Belarusian government could order its state-owned or state-controlled 
LQGXVWULDO� ¿�UPV� WR� ODXQFK� EXVLQHVV� DFWLYLWLHV� LQ� ,UDQ�� 7KH� ,UDQLDQ� JRYHUQPHQW�
lacks the ability to directly bring national business to cooperate with Belarus. The 
Iranian state, with its factions of elites, lacked a consistent policy of economic 
cooperation with Belarus. In addition, Iran and Belarus are new partners and it 
takes time before trade links can become well-developed.

Bilateral relations in this period included some episodes of military and military-
technical cooperation, although the evidence is scarce. Sometimes experts merely 
speculate on dubious information. In January 2007 Belarusian Defence Minister 
0DOFDǎ� SDLG� D� WZR�GD\� YLVLW� WR� ,UDQ�� VLJQLQJ� D�PHPRUDQGXP� RI� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
on defence issues (RIA Novosti 2007). In July 2007, Iranian Defence Minister 
Mustafa Muhammad Najar visited Belarus (Press TV 2007). 
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By the late 2000s Belarus already switched from selling Soviet arms to more 
sophisticated forms of international defence cooperation. 

In particular, in 2010, the Iranian military Malek Ashtar University signed 
an agreement on joint command-and-control PhD courses with an unnamed 
Belarusian university (FARS 2010). In 2008, the Iranian Communication 
and Information Technology Minister Muhammad Suleimani negotiated with 
%HODUXVLDQ�RI¿�FLDOV�WR�HVWDEOLVK�FRRSHUDWLRQ�LQ�VSDFH�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�ZKLFK�PLJKW�
have a military application (FARS 2008). Moreover, in 2013 Iranian state TV 
broadcast a documentary convincingly claiming that Tehran had acquired new 
Belarusian electronic warfare equipment, without specifying when and under 
which circumstances (YouTube 2013).

Decline, 2009-2013

5HODWLRQV�GHFOLQHG�DEUXSWO\�DW� WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�������2I¿�FLDO�YLVLWV�EHFDPH�
YHU\�UDUH��,I�LQ�����������%HODUXV�DQG�,UDQ�H[FKDQJHG�XS�WR�WHQ�RI¿�FLDO�YLVLWV�RI��DW�
OHDVW�VRPH��VLJQL¿�FDQW�YDOXH��WKHQ�LQ�����������WKHUH�ZHUH�RQO\�WKUHH�LPSRUWDQW�
visits (yearly) (Bohdan 2012). The largest projects launched under the Ahmadinejad 
presidency (Iranian car production in Belarus and Belarusian oil extraction in Iran) 
had failed by that time. In the former case, the Belarusian government apparently 
did not care about sales of Iranian cars and the Iranian side did not care to replace 
Iranian components in cars with Belarus-manufactured ones.

In the latter case, the reasons for halting the project were not so clear. In 
August 2011, the Belarusian oil company, Belorusneft, declared that it had stopped 
working in Iran. The Iranian side accused the Belarusians of failing to achieve the 
agreed upon extraction levels. Some Belarusian non-governmental media said that 
Belorusneft had given up cooperating with Tehran because of sanctions placed on 
the company by the United States in March 2011. Irrespective of which version 
is right, the Belarusian government evidently was not willing to invest much into 
a project which was becoming a liability and attracting the unwanted attention of 
Washington.

The only partially successful large-scale project between Belarus and Iran 
is related to building the logistical centre ‘Pryliessie’ near Minsk. The Iranian 
private company ‘Kayson’ (connected with factions of the Iranian ruling 
HVWDEOLVKPHQW�DI¿�OLDWHG� WR�$KPDGLQHMDG�� LPSOHPHQWHG� WKLV�SURMHFW��0RUHRYHU��
WKH� SURMHFW� ZDV� GHOD\HG� IRU� \HDUV� DQG� LV� VWLOO� IDU� IURP� FRPSOHWLRQ�� 7KH� ¿�UVW�
FRPSRQHQW�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�VKRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�¿�QLVKHG�E\�������DQG�WKH�VHFRQG�E\�
2013 (TUT.by 2013).
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The collapse of Belarus-Iranian relations did not attract much attention with-
in the Belarusian government, elites or media. Both internal and external factors 
led to the disruption of bilateral relations between the two nations. Thus, the 
Iranian government under Ahmadinejad became increasingly weak after large 
segments of the Iranian political establishment became estranged from his rad-
ical programs. The election of a new parliament critical of Ahmadinejad and 
mass protests after the 2009 presidential elections in Iran did not allow him to 
act freely abroad, depriving him of structural conditions for successful interna-
tional cooperation.

But, similar problems had also undermined the foreign policy of Ahmadinejad’s 
predecessor (President Khatami). However, this had failed to disrupt Belarus-
Iranian relations during his presidency. Therefore, the main reason for the collapse 
of Belarus-Iranian relations in the early 2010s is related to new changes in the 
global international structure and the place of both countries within this structure. 
Iran faced more and more sanctions which (in contrast to 1990s) were not only 
American businesses, but were supported by European nations too. Moreover, 
since 2009 the prospect of an American military strike became a real possibility.

This potential Western (primarily with the United States and Israeli) military 
confrontation with Tehran that may occur has made cooperation with Iran an even 
more risky undertaking. Belarus can count on Russian covering their backs far less 
now. Russia had to renounce in 2009 and 2010 deals with some regimes opposing 
WKH�:HVW��,UDQ�DQG�/LE\D��UHVSHFWLYHO\��LQ�WKH�PLOLWDU\�¿�HOG�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�:HVWHUQ�
wishes. Minsk had to begin contemplating the possibility of being on the wrong end 
RI�D�SRWHQWLDO�FRQÀ�LFW�DQG�LQFXUULQJ�JUDYH�SROLWLFDO�FRQVHTXHQFHV�IRU�LWV�FRQWLQXHG�
challenges to Western countries, primarily the United States and Israel. Belarus’ 
foreign policy in the Middle East has always been cautious, especially when 
working with Middle Eastern governments who engage in open confrontation with 
the West. The only exception remains Saddam’s Iraq, but in that case Minsk could 
count on Russia defending Belarus from possible Western criticism.

Minsk was promised rewards for renouncing its cooperation with Iran, as 
well as inducements for Belarus to change its relationship with Syria. Belarusian 
cooperation with both countries has been targeted in parallel by both Western and 
Middle Eastern opponents of Tehran and Damascus. It was these very tactics that 
opponents of the Iranian regime used in dissuading Moscow from continuing much 
RI�LWV�ZRUN�ZLWK�7HKUDQ�DQG�'DPDVFXV��7KH�FDEOHV�UHYHDOHG�E\�:LNLOHDNV�FRQ¿�UP�
that Israel and rich Arab monarchies worked steadily to turn Moscow away from 
Iran. In one cable, United States diplomats openly state that in order to get Russian 
support on sharper actions against Iran, a coordinated strategy by United States 
allies (including Israel and Saudi Arabia) was required (Der Spiegel 2010). This 
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was achieved not only by putting pressure on the Kremlin, but through an approach 
WKDW� ZRXOG� DOVR� EHQH¿�W� 0RVFRZ�� )RU� LQVWDQFH�� WKH� 6DXGLV� QHJRWLDWHG� ZLWK� WKH�
.UHPOLQ�RQ�EX\LQJ�VLJQL¿�FDQW�TXDQWLWLHV�RI�5XVVLDQ�ZHDSRQV�

In order to turn Minsk away from Tehran, the Arab monarchies’ and Israel 
worked effectively if not together then concurrently. Since the late 2000s, Belarus 
KDV�VHFXUHG�VRPH�PLQRU�FRQWUDFWV�ZLWK�WKH�3HUVLDQ�*XOI�$UDE�PRQDUFKLHV��¿�UVW�RI�
all with Qatar, then Oman and the United Arab Emirates. They have all since the 
late 2000s been supportive of Western pressure and even military action against 
Iran. Respective Arab nations and Belarus have exchanged a series of visits since 
2009. Arab monarchies and the Belarusian government apparently discussed wide-
scale projects (like ‘Qatari Island in Europe’). Lukašenka publicly boasted of 
Minsk’s plans. Yet in the course of time very little has materialised.

Belarus maintains good relations with Israel. Israeli Deputy Prime Minister 
and Foreign Minister Avigdor Liberman raised the issue of Belarusian cooperation 
with Iran at negotiations in Minsk stating that ‘Iran is threatening stability in the 
world. Militants operating in our country are trained in Iran. It is our position and I 
believe that we can reach a mutual understanding on this issue as well’. This forced 
the Iranian ambassador in Belarus to protest (Naviny.by 2009). According to the 
Belarusian Foreign Ministry (2009): 

the head of the Belarusian foreign ministry informed his Israeli 
counterpart that our country is developing fruitful relations with 
Iran. (...) He emphasised that Belarus-Iranian cooperation has a 
peaceful character and is not aimed against third countries.

Turkey has also got involved with Belarus (although much later from others 
in its region). Previously minimal Turkish-Belarusian contacts considerably 
increased in the early 2010s. In 2013, Turkey made an unprecedented move. It sent 
LWV�)RUHLJQ�0LQLVWHU��$KPHW�'DYXWR÷OX���WKH�DUFKLWHFW�RI�D�SURDFWLYH�7XUNLVK�SROLF\�
in the Middle East, to Minsk – under the pretext of signing an ordinary agreement 
– to discuss the situation in the Middle East. That took place amidst the crisis 
surrounding Syria as Iran openly involved itself in shoring up the acting Syrian 
government and Belarus was repeatedly accused of providing Syrian government 
forces with military equipment.

The Belarusian policy of reducing the frequency and level of contacts with Iran 
is not an isolated case of one country distancing itself from Tehran under a series 
RI�VSHFL¿�F�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��%HODUXV�KDV�PHUHO\�IROORZHG�D�JOREDO�WUHQG��FRQ¿�UPLQJ�
structural realist assumptions) perpetuated by countries that follow the foreign 
policy of the United States. These countries have increasingly reduced contact with 
Iran in the course of the global shift from a bipolar, to post-bipolar and unipolar 
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world.

If in the 1990s the United States failed to convince or compel other countries to 
join in on its sanctions (including European states close to Washington), then in the 
2000s American sanctions effectively became multilateral. More and more nations 
joined America in isolating Iran. By the late 2000s, even Moscow effectively 
supported these sanctions. However, Russia veiled this support of Washington’s 
policy by reinterpreting UN resolutions very broadly, in contrast to American 
understanding of UN restrictions on trade with Iran.3

Belarusian policy towards states opposing the West was possible due to 
Russian cover for Belarusian foreign activities. This cover, however, was gradually 
weakened as Russia lost the remnants of its power. Russian diplomats still tell 
Western countries not to encroach on post-Soviet nations ‘you have already woken 
up the Belarusian wisent, now you are going to wake up the Russian bear, as well’, 
warned the Russian representative in the OSCE (1DãD�1LYD 2011) explaining that 
Russians would defend ‘our Byelorussia, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan as they are 
our allies’ from Western criticism (1DãD�1LYD 2011). 

But, this concerns Russia’s immediate neighbourhood. Elsewhere, Moscow’s 
LQÀ�XHQFH�KDV�GLPLQLVKHG��5XVVLD�E\�WKH�ODWH�����V�GLG�QRW�GDUH�GHYHORS�FRRSHUDWLRQ�
ZLWK�,UDQ�LWVHOI�DV�� IRU�H[DPSOH�� LW�KDG�GRQH�ZLWK�DQRWKHU�¿�HUFH�RSSRQHQW�RI� WKH�
United States – Iraq only a decade prior. Moreover, Minsk had by the late 2000s 
become more interested in gaining more independence from Moscow by working 
with the EU, China and developing countries. The Russian government, however, 
ZDV�GLVVDWLV¿�HG�ZLWK�%HODUXV¶� DVSLUDWLRQV��7KH�.UHPOLQ� DWWHPSWHG� WR� FRXQWHUDFW�
Belarusian attempts to develop relations with developing nations. A case in point 
is Russia’s active political and publicity campaigns launched to disrupt Belarus-
Venezuelan cooperation in the oil sector. 

This means that Minsk has little choice but to gradually accept the United 
States’ demands on all countries in the world to minimise contacts with Tehran. 
This change was essentially driven by the emergence of a unipolar world, although 
LW�ZDV�QHYHUWKHOHVV�GHOD\HG�IRU�\HDUV�DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�PRGL¿�HG�E\�WKH�SHFXOLDU�FLU�
cumstances that surround Belarusian foreign relations.

Relative Losses: Belarusian Relations with the West

Working with Iran, Belarus has not only achieved relative gains in relations with 
other countries, but has suffered relative losses with America due to its relationship 

3 The most illustrative case of this is the ban put by Russian president Medvedev on the selling 
surface-to-air missile systems S-300 to Iran. The ban referred to UN Security Council Resolution 
1929 which, however, can only implicitly be interpreted as including such weapons.
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with Iran. American sanctions against Belarusian companies reduced the attractive-
ness of cooperation with Iran for the Belarusian government. As early as September 
2004, the United States sanctioned the Belarusian company Belzneshpramservis for 
allegedly selling equipment and technologies that could help construct cruise and 
ballistic missiles (Belapan 2004). In July 2010, American sanctions occurred against 
Beltekheksport for its alleged cooperation with Iran, Sy ria and North Korea. In May 
2011 sanctions were commenced against BelOMO too. 

In January 2012, American sanctions were introduced against the Belarusian 
bank Torgovyj Kapital, forcing Belarus’ National Bank to recall the licence of the 
bank for some operations (Nacyjonalnyj Bank 2012). In February 2013, the United 
States State Department introduced sanctions against two Belarusian enterprises, 
70�6HUYLFHV�/LPLWHG�DQG�5HSXEOLFDQ�6FLHQWL¿�F�,QGXVWULDO�8QLWDU\�(QWHUSULVH�'%�
Radar (Eastbook 2013). Just before that date, Iranian TV demonstrated using a 
Belarusian radar used to down an American drone (Belarus Digest 2013). 

%HODUXVLDQ�RI¿�FLDOV�VWDWHG�WKDW�$PHULFDQ�VDQFWLRQV�ZHUH�HI¿�FLHQW�LQ�VWRSSLQJ�
some important deals between Minsk and Tehran. Thus, in October 2011, Nadzieja 
Jermakova (chairwoman of the Belarusian National Bank) said that negotiations 
over a $400 million loan, which Belarus hoped to get from Tehran, was suspended, 
because of United States sanctions against the Iranian Central Bank (AEB.by 2013; 
Euroradio 2012). As Belarus had minimised cooperation with Iran, in May 2013, 
the United States removed sanctions against Beltekheksport and BelOMO (1DãD�
Niva 2013). However, given the timing (before presidential elections in Iran) and 
the fact that Washington also removed sanctions against other Iranian and foreign 
enterprises, removal of these sanctions might be more a gesture towards factions of 
the Iranian establishment who supported rapprochement with the US.

The negative consequences of cooperation for Belarus with Iran were, however, 
QRW�OLPLWHG�WR�VDQFWLRQV��7KH�%HODUXVLDQ�VWDWH�LWVHOI�ULVNHG�EHFRPLQJ�FODVVL¿�HG�DV�
a threat to international security. The Jerusalem Post in 2008 and 2009 accused 
Belarus of selling S-300 surface-to-air missile systems to Iran, and in July 2010 
a similar accusation was articulated already by the Associated Press (1DãD�1LYD�
2010). In reality a deal of this nature would not violate UN sanctions, as the weapon 
system was not on the list of equipment banned for sale to Iran. Still, this detail was 
not mentioned. However, even some Belarusian experts claimed that such a deal 
would violate of UN sanctions (Fyodorov 2009).

The Belarusian opposition has widely discussed possible deals between Minsk 
and Tehran. Such deals would, of course, attract more Western attention to the cause 
of regime change in Belarus, especially if the West were to conclude that Minsk 
was an international security threat. So far, few Western analysts and scholars 
pay attention to Belarus-Iranian relations at all and only some minor publications 
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mention in passim their defence-related aspects (for example, Katzman 2010, 16).

III. Discussion: What Neorealism Says about Belarus-Iranian Relations 

and the Timing of Cooperation

Before the end of the Cold War Belarus – then a Soviet Union republic –
effectively did not exist as an independent nation while Iran opposed both the 
United States and Soviet Union. Still, the logic of the bipolar world, when every 
major international interaction was considered in terms of confrontation between 
two superpowers, allowed Tehran to avoid harsher treatment from Washington, 
after Iran launched its large-scale revisionist foreign policy in 1980s. The United 
States had to restrain itself from punishing the Iranian government out of fear they 
could push Iran towards the Soviet Union. This fear was somewhat exaggerated. 
Iran followed an ideologically-driven foreign policy, approaching in a rather 
limited manner (in comparison to, say, Soviet ties with Iraq or Syria) the Soviet 
Union only in 1989 when Soviet-US relations were at their best.

The unipolar world that emerged in the early 1990s created a completely new 
situation for Belarus and Iran. Belarus suddenly found itself independent, yet the 
West increasingly lost interest in it after Minsk gave up its nuclear arms (Kravchenko 
����D���(DVWHUQ�(XURSH�WUDQVIRUPHG�IURP�D�PDMRU�SRWHQWLDO�EDWWOH¿�HOG�RI�WKH�&ROG�
War into a socially and politically problematic, strategically marginal buffer zone 
between two partners, the West and Russia.

Belarus became marginalised in geopolitical terms. Its government was poorly 
prepared for running an independent country, having problems with attracting 
any viable western partners. A case in point was Belarus’ relations with America. 
According to Alexander Tikhomirov, in the early 1990s, ‘political dialogue was 
primarily on the issue of nuclear arms removal from Belarusian territory...United 
States politicians [...] tended to consider Belarusian issues in the context of ... US-
Russian relations’ (2012, 70). Although Minsk eventually turned to Moscow for 
survival, from its very inception the Belarusian state looked for contacts in the 
developing world.

Since the early 1990s, Iran has not been able to exploit American fears of the 
Soviets potentially strengthening their ties and had to deal with ever more proactive 
policy from the United States as the world’s sole superpower. Discussing the notion 
of great power, Waltz (1964, 888), contends that it cannot ‘exert a positive control 
everywhere in the world’ but ‘has global interests which it can care for unaided’.4 
Thus, there were places in the world that were not under American control (in 

4 Certainly, this text of Waltz refers to bipolar world, but there are no plausible grounds to suppose it 
being otherwise in post-bipolar or unipolar world order. 
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particular in post-Soviet space). The former Soviet Union presented the Iranian 
government with numerous opportunities for economic cooperation. Even more 
important to Iran was its own military’s modernisation and the United States had 
(especially in the early 1990s) more pressing issues in the post-Soviet space to 
worry about than Iran’s procurement of conventional weapons.

By the mid-1990s this, however, had all changed. Washington paid ever more 
attention to Iran’s activities in the former Soviet Union. In 1995 the Americans got 
Moscow to sign the Gore-Chernomyrdin memorandum (1995), on the complete 
halt of all Russian arms transfers to Iran. This was a serious blow to the Iranian 
national security apparatus. At this time the Iranian government faced troubles 
with its Western-made weapons and equipment, which could not be maintained 
after its break with the West. Of course, before the 1995 memorandum was 
signed Tehran had time to get considerable quantities of (post)Soviet weapons 
DQG�HTXLSPHQW�WR�UHDUP�DIWHU�SURORQJHG�¿�JKWLQJ�ZLWK�,UDT��<HW�,UDQLDQ�PLOLWDU\�
modernisation was still far from complete.

The end of the Cold War for Iran actually meant the beginning of a new round 
of isolation of Iran by the United States and its inclusion into the ‘Axis of Evil’. 
Its contacts with other countries were often interpreted by Western analysts, es-
SHFLDOO\�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�RI¿�FLDOV�DQG�WKH�PHGLD��DV�D�SRWHQWLDOO\�GDQJHURXV�DWWHPSW�
to break out of its isolation. It was assumed that the Iranian regime would try 
to acquire defence-related goods and technologies. The comments made by the 
West about Lukašenka’s visit to Tehran in 1998 are just one example (Gertz 
1998).

Rationale for Cooperation

Hence, one must gauge the importance of considering the whole international 
constellation and not only cooperating states for every instance of cooperation. It 
is this constellation which explains the motives for any kind of cooperation. As 
long as Belarus and Iran consider one another capable of promoting each other’s 
shared interests, their governments will support cooperation. For Iran, cooperation 
with Belarus has been an additional source of equipment and technologies in 
Iran’s confrontation with adversaries, especially Iraq (in the 1990s) and the USA 
(throughout this period of time, i.e., in 1990s-2010s).

For Belarus, the situation was more dynamic. Neorealist logic does not pre-
FOXGH�XV� IURP� WDNLQJ� LQWR�DFFRXQW� VSHFL¿�F�QRWLRQV�RI�YLWDO�QDWLRQDO� LQWHUHVWV� DQG�
factors endangering national security held by the Belarusian leadership. Despite 
its loud rhetoric, the Belarusian government has hardly contemplated the possi-
bility of a serious and direct military threat to its existence (as evidenced by low 
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levels of defence spending). On the contrary, its notions of what the vital interests 
of the state constitute and what threatens the state’s existence stem from late Soviet 
WLPHV��)DFLQJ�¿�QDQFLDO�GLI¿�FXOWLHV��WKH�6RYLHW�OHDGHUVKLS�DGRSWHG�D�GRFWULQH�RI�µ1HZ�
Political Thinking’. This, to a considerable degree, dismissed the main military 
components in its security policy in favour of internal stability. In circumstances of 
socioeconomic crisis, the government has to ensure stability by seeking internation-
DO�FRRSHUDWLRQ�WR�¿�QG�PRQH\�DQG�PDWHULDO�JRRGV�QHHGHG�E\�FLWL]HQV�

Therefore, during certain periods Minsk has considered Iran as a potential 
source of money enabling it to reinvigorate the state and the economy (in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s). At other times Minsk believed that Tehran would 
help the Belarusian regime diversify its political and economic relations and 
strategically strengthen Belarus’ position, for instance, by providing Belarus 
with a new source of oil or investments and markets needed by Belarusian 
industry.

There were, nevertheless, times when Minsk believed that relative losses were 
heavier than gains from its relationship with Tehran. It even at times renounced 
cooperative projects. The effective renouncement of military contacts and military-
related projects since the late 2000s and a general absence of contact with Iran 
since 2010 illustrate this thinking. Back then, after the sanctions against Belarusian 
GHIHQFH� LQGXVWU\� ¿�UPV� IRU� DOOHJHG� GHDOV� ZLWK� ,UDQ�� WKH� %HODUXVLDQ� OHDGHUVKLS�
faced the prospect of being regarded by Western nations (especially the United 
States and Israel), as a threat to international security because of Minsk’s Iranian 
connection. Moreover, some part of the Belarusian political establishment might 
KDYH�GHPRQVWUDWHG�WKHLU�ZLVK�WR�¿�QG�PRUH�SUDJPDWLF�DUUDQJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�:HVW�E\�
changing political line on Iran.

The volatile international environment for Belarus pushed the Belarusian 
government into minimising its contact with Iran. This was due to growing Western 
sensitivity on contacts with Iran after the Iranian nuclear crisis became an issue in 
the late 2000s and Russia’s increasingly antagonistic position on Iran. In March 
2009, United States Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov pushed a symbolical ‘reset’ button. President Dmitry Medvedev 
and President Barack Obama at the 2009 G20 summit in London released a joint 
statement proclaiming a ‘fresh start’ in bilateral relations. Within the statement 
both Russia and America urged Iran to abandon its nuclear program and permit 
international inspectors into the country (Cooper 2009). On 22 September 2010, 
Russian President Medvedev banned the sale of S-300 long range surface-to-air 
missile systems and other weapons to Iran.

In those circumstances, Minsk’s policies of cooperation with Tehran ran 
counter to the political stance of not only of the West but also of its closest ally, 
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Russia. On the one hand, the risk of international repercussions became very clear. 
On the other hand, Belarus only had some vague opportunities for cooperation 
with Tehran. Such an international constellation left no choice for the Belarusian 
government but to restrict contacts with Iran unless Belarus was willing to openly 
challenge the global system. It was not willing to do so, especially given its 2008-
2010 attempts to improve relations with the West. 

Thus, the ruling establishment in Belarus hardly considered the Iranian regime 
a threat, and vice versa. The Iranian ruling elite did not regard Belarus as a danger. 
The opposition in both countries has sometimes articulated other visions, yet in 
both cases they have remained marginal as far as foreign policy decision-making 
is concerned.

Threats differ. For Belarus the most acute problem is its vulnerability to 
Western and Russian pressure, resulting in the necessity to balance these pressures 
DQG� SOD\� ERWK� VLGHV� DJDLQVW� HDFK� RWKHU�ZKLOH� WU\LQJ� WR�¿�QG� D� µWKLUG� IRUFH¶��7KH�
Belarusian government cares about this much more than about the theoretical 
possibility of an Iranian threat to international community which (according 
to some interpretations) can in the very distant future threaten Belarus as well. 
Moreover, Gilpin emphasised that the international system ‘stimulates, and may 
compel, a state to increase its power; at the least it necessitates that the prudent 
state prevents relative increases in the power of competitor states’ (1981, 87–88). 
This means that a state does not need to compare its own capacities with friendly 
states. Instead, it should compare itself to rivals. For Iran this means that it has 
to compare its potential power and capabilities with those of the United States, 
as well as those of some other countries (especially Arab nations). Belarus has to 
VWULYH�IRU�VRPHWKLQJ�OHVV��VXFK�DV�¿�QGLQJ�PHDQV�WR�IHQG�RII�:HVWHUQ�DQG�5XVVLDQ�
pressure. Iran and Belarus have no reason, then, to compare their own capabilities, 
as no competition exists between Minsk and Tehran.

A state must be concerned with its own position not only in the entire international 
system, but also in one or more of its various components (subsystems). For 
instance, Belarus has to care about its own standing in (and towards) the three, 
(partly overlapping regions, or subsystems) of vital importance to it individually; 
Eastern Europe, the EU and the former Soviet Union. On the other hand, Iran has 
to care about its global stature, and the Islamic world, the Middle East, the Persian 
Gulf, Central Asia and the Caucasus. 

Was There an Alliance between Belarus and Iran?

In the period under consideration (1990s-2010s), one example of factors leading 
to the establishment of balancing alliances is America’s global ambitions. These 
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ambitions have severely threatened Iran’s regional ambitions, changing (mostly 
in a restrictive manner), international options for Belarus. For Belarus, another 
example of regional domination requiring counterbalancing involves Russian 
dominance in Eastern Europe. Minsk tries to resist it, resorting to rapprochement 
with the EU and China and conducting an active foreign policy in the developing 
world, in particular with Iran. 

Meanwhile, Belarusian foreign policy includes more aspects than merely 
counterbalancing Western and Russian pressure. It is feasible to imagine Belarus 
seeking alliances with developing nations (like Venezuela) and/or China against 
the West and Russia. Despite the evident inequality of these options, Venezuelan, 
Chinese or Iranian connections can indeed provide Minsk with some leverage in 
dealing with its two major international partners – the EU and Russia. 

It means that cooperation between Belarus and Iran aimed at obtaining relative 
gains in relation to third countries is a kind of balancing alliance. The model of the 
balancing alliance itself explains the fruitfulness or futility of cooperation initiatives. 
Thus, when both states in bilateral relations aspire to balance third countries through 
this bilateral cooperation, only then can the cooperation lead to tangible results.

Balancing alliances are therefore a second concept by which cooperation 
between Belarus and Iran can be analysed. Tehran in the 1990s-2010s was interested 
LQ�HYHU\��DQG�DQ\��DOOLDQFH��ZKLFK�HQDEOHG�LW�WR�FRXQWHUEDODQFH�$PHULFDQ�LQÀ�XHQFH�
in its own neighbourhood (the Persian Gulf, the Caucasus and Central Asia). The 
same is true for Belarus, which attempted to resist pressure from the EU and Russia. 

This strategy had little chance for success. Belarus limited its confrontation 
with America to rhetoric and symbolic gestures without taking serious political 
measures that would damage its relationship with Washington. Iran, on the 
other hand, did not embark on working against Russian interests even in regions 
where Iran had advantages, such as common cultural and historical heritage or 
geographical proximity, or when the states in question had an objectively higher 
VWUDWHJLF� YDOXH� IRU�7HKUDQ��$PLU�0RKDPPDG�+DML�<RXVH¿�� DQDO\VHV� WKH� IRUHLJQ�
policy of Iran using neorealist concepts:

The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran in Central Asia 
and the Caucasus has been shaped by the perception of...necessity to 
strategically cooperate with Russia, in confrontation with America... 
it resorted to the conventional policy of alliance and resulting partial 
balancing..., i.e., cooperation with Russia in order to confront Amer-
ica. It was because of this necessity that the policy of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran in Central Asia and the Caucasus – contrary to its 
policy in Persian Gulf in 1980s – was based on pragmatism [‘amal-
garo] and a conservative course (1381, 1025–26).
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In Belarus, Tehran worked in an unknown country and restrained its policies. 
2I�FRXUVH��VRPH�,UDQLDQ�RI¿�FLDOV�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�LQIRUPDOO\�GHVFULEHG�%HODUXV�
as one of ‘Iran’s windows to the world’ which should be kept open in case 
sanctions were strengthened. They stated that Belarus was one of the few pillars 
on which Iran could rely (alongside Cuba, Venezuela and Syria) (Hosseini 2008). 
However, this position has remained marginal in the Iranian regime, even under 
the presidency of Ahmadinejad. Tehran has strived to build a balancing alliance 
with Moscow, not Minsk.

,I�WKH�UH¿�QHG�FRQFHSW�RI�UHODWLYH�JDLQV�LQ�D�QHRUHDOLVW�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRRSHUDWLRQ�
model explains why Minsk and Tehran cooperated at all, the concept of the 
balancing alliance explains further why this cooperation remained limited and 
unstable. The alliance between Belarus and Iran never gained solid ground and 
both nations developed their relations on a more ad hoc basis. 

Troublemakers Growing Stronger?

Foreign policy expands as the state grows stronger and more ambitious. That 
was true for Belarus and Tehran as well. Despite the apparent internal and external 
problems for both nations in the 1990s and 2000s the capacities of both states 
increased and the ruling elites set new targets to achieve. 

The initiative to establish relations between the two countries belonged to Iran. 
Its activity towards the former Soviet republic came on the heels of the new status 
of Iran in the early 1990s. For Iran, the end of the war with Iraq, political changes 
and renewal of the leadership in the late 1980s gave rise to a new age (known as the 
‘Reconstruction Epoch’) when under President Rafsanjani the country accelerated 
its economic development. Thus, the Iranian regime could afford to pursue larger 
security and welfare goals abroad especially since the early 1990s.

The dual processes of economic development and military modernisation since 
the late 1980s led to a certain revisionism on the part of the Iranian government 
ZKLFK�ZDV�UHODWLYHO\�VXFFHVVIXO� LQ� LQFUHDVLQJ�LWV�UHJLRQDO� LQÀ�XHQFH�LQ�WKH�����V�
and 2000s.

According to Friedberg: 

fast-rising powers are almost invariably troublemakers... Emerging 
powers seek to change, and in some cases to overthrow, the status 
TXR�DQG�WR�HVWDEOLVK�QHZ�DUUDQJHPHQWV�WKDW�PRUH�DFFXUDWHO\�UHÀ�HFW�
their own conception of their place in the world (1996, 13). 

So many Western commentators (like Vali Nasr) perceived shifts in the 
neighbourhood of Iran in the 2000s, like the establishment of a Shiite-dominated 
government in Iraq and the successes of Hezbollah and Hamas in the 2000s (Berman 
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2005). Iran has had in the last couple of decades an inherent aspiration to change 
its security environment in accordance with its own strengthened position. These 
aspirations shape many aspects of Iranian foreign policy and did not emerge under 
the Islamic Republic. Rather they already existed under the pre-1979 monarchy, 
which also aimed to review the existing constellation of world powers. 

Similar developments occurred in Belarus. The Belarusian state surmounted the 
HFRQRPLF�DQG�SROLWLFDO�GLI¿�FXOWLHV�RI�WKH�HDUO\�����V��HQWHULQJ�DQ�DXWKRULWDULDQ�SKDVH�
of political evolution by the end of the decade. Using enormous Russian subsidies 
and its resources while consolidating its state apparatus, Lukašenka’s government 
could afford to give more attention to creating a favourable environment for itself 
E\�ODXQFKLQJ�D�GLYHUVL¿�HG�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\��2SSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�LPSURYLQJ�LWV�SRVLWLRQ�
increased further in the 2000s.

Role of Domestic Factors

'RPHVWLF�IDFWRUV�FOHDUO\�KDYH�UHQGHUHG�VRPH�LQÀ�XHQFH�RQ�FRRSHUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
Iran and (post)Soviet nations. As Tehran gained a growing understanding of the 
post-Soviet through developing networks of Iranian diplomatic and trade missions 
and business contacts (mediated in Belarus by reconciled Iranian Communist 
political refugees from the 1980s), Belarus-Iranian relations advanced. 

The end of the war with Iraq and revival of the Iranian economy under 
Rafsanjani and Khatami led to increases in the amount of resources available to 
the Iranian government. This resulted in bigger security ambitions and aims and 
achievements facilitated by some other factors, like the collapse of the Soviet 
Union on its northern borders.

For its part, the Belarusian government could better pursue cooperation with 
Iran after it built up its own system of political research and intelligence in the form 
of analytical centres and diplomatic missions in Iran and its neighbourhood. For 
Belarus, the 1990s was a time when both state institutions and Belarusian national 
identity were formed. Therefore, its relations with the developing world (existent 
on an ad hoc basis since 1992) became relatively stable and consistent only in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s. This general pattern can be assigned to Belarus-Iranian 
relations too. 

In the case of Iran, post-Soviet Belarus and the United States, there are 
many distinctive ideologies used by the respective governments to justify their 
actions. Iranian foreign policy in the 1990s-2010s articulated Islamic, Shia and 
Thirdworldism rhetoric. However, it widely displayed pragmatic traits through 
effective cooperation with the United States in the Gulf War (1990-1991) and 
the American invasion of Iraq (2003), as well as the United States invasion of 
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Afghanistan in 2001.

The Islamic ideology of Iran and conservative statist ideology of Belarus display 
some similarities in their views on the state and its relation to society. Yet, they 
radically differ in their fundamental world view. Belarus-Iranian cooperation was 
restrained by the United States policy towards Iran buoyed by America’s promotion 
of the ideals of liberal democracy and human rights. Carr, however, warns that ‘in 
the international order, the role of power is greater and that of morality less’ (2001, 
151). Indeed, the dynamics of Belarus-Iranian relations displays no clear link to 
the ideological preference of any of the three states. The Iranian and American 
ideological position remained essentially unchanged throughout these years and 
Belarus changed its vague ideology in a minimal way.

IV. Conclusion

The neorealist approach within international relations and international politics 
explains Belarusian foreign policy towards Iran, which has constituted an important 
direction of Belarusian foreign policy since the late 1990s. It also explains Iranian 
policy towards Belarus, which was never of much importance for Tehran, where 
the regime pursued limited goals in dealing with Minsk.

Since relations between Belarus and Iran formally began in 1993 there have 
been a series of quantitative and qualitative changes. The general contours of 
development were shaped by the gradual establishment of unipolar world, with 
the United States as the sole superpower trying to isolate the Iranian regime. 
However, this process lasted many years for all the world’s countries. Belarus won 
even more time to enhance its deals with Iran despite Western opposition thanks 
to its alliance with Russia, which supported Belarusian foreign policy in many 
directions, including in the Middle Eastern one.

By the late 2000s, Russia had ever less opportunities to provide this cover. 
Moreover, it was far less motivated to do that as Minsk strove for more independence 
from Moscow. In these circumstances, political contacts between Belarus and Iran 
rapidly decreased. 

The Belarusian opposition has always criticised contacts with Iran, frequently 
implying that rapprochement between Minsk and Tehran stemmed from the 
LGHRORJLFDO�DQWL�$PHULFDQ�DI¿�QLW\�RI� WKH�UHJLPHV��7KH�0LGGOH�(DVWHUQ�SROLF\�RI�
the Belarusian regime, however, provides just one more illustration of the regime’s 
generally opportunistic nature. This may explain the rapid decline of relations 
between Belarus and Iran, once relative gains from cooperation disappeared.

7KH�SDWWHUQ�RI�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�,UDQ�VKRZV�WKH�À�H[LELOLW\�RI�WKH�FXUUHQW�%HODUXVLDQ�
OHDGHUVKLS� ZKLFK� VHHNV� WR� EHQH¿�W� LWVHOI�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� FKDOOHQJH� WKH� H[LVWLQJ�
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international order in any serious way. Moreover, in the long run it tried to avoid 
trouble with America and the West in general. Despite all its efforts to do the 
contrary, Minsk has followed global trends, accepting American dominance in this 
sphere and probably not only in its Iranian policy (another obvious example is 
Belarusian silent cooperation with NATO). 

Neorealist theory has proven to be successful in explaining Belarusian relations 
with Iran. Given the lack of any well-founded ideology displayed by the current 
%HODUXVLDQ�OHDGHUVKLS��LW�LV�ORJLFDO�WR�WKLQN�WKDW�LWV�DFWLRQV�DUH�GULYHQ��¿�UVW�RI�DOO��E\�
an opportunistic/pragmatic drive for power. The neorealist paradigm can provide 
a new, more profound understanding of Belarusian external relations with other 
regions and countries as well.
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