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The geopolitical rivalry between the United States and Russia over
energy pipelines has intensified, particularly following Russia's
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. This conflict has significant
implications for global energy security and presents both challenges
and opportunities for Iran's energy policy. This study employs the
neoclassical realist framework to analyze how the U.S.—Russia energy
competition influences Iran's potential role as an alternative energy
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supplier to Europe. While Iran possesses substantial natural gas
reserves and a strategic geographic position, internal political
dynamics and external pressures, including sanctions and alliances,
complicate its ability to capitalize on emerging opportunities. The
study concludes that Iran's effective engagement in the evolving
energy landscape requires strategic recalibration of its foreign policy
and energy diplomacy.

Keywords: Energy Security; Natural Gas Pipelines; U.S.—Russia
Rivalry; Iran; Neoclassical Realism; Energy Diplomacy; European
Energy Policy.

Introduction

Energy security remains a pivotal concern in international relations,
particularly in the context of great power rivalries. The United States
and Russia have long competed over energy influence in Europe, with
natural gas pipelines serving as both economic tools and geopolitical
instruments. Russia's extensive pipeline network, including projects
like Nord Stream and Turk Stream, has historically supplied a
significant portion of Europe's energy needs. However, geopolitical
tensions, especially following Russia's 2022 invasion of Ukraine, have
prompted the U.S. and European nations to seek alternatives to
Russian energy sources. This shift opens potential avenues for other
energy-rich nations, notably Iran, to play a more prominent role in
European energy markets. Iran, endowed with the world's second-
largest natural gas reserves and a strategic location bridging the
Middle East and Europe, appears well-positioned to serve as an
alternative energy supplier. Nonetheless, Iran's complex political
landscape, strained relations with Western powers, and existing
sanctions pose significant challenges to realizing this potential. This
study explores how the U.S.—Russia energy rivalry impacts Iran's
energy policy and assesses the conditions under which Iran could
enhance its role in the global energy arena.

Materials & Methods

This research adopts a qualitative methodology grounded in the
neoclassical realist theory of international relations. Neoclassical
realism posits that a state's foreign policy is influenced by both
systemic pressures and domestic factors, including leadership
perceptions, national identity, and internal political structures. By
applying this framework, the study examines how external
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geopolitical dynamics and internal political considerations shape Iran's
energy policy decisions. Data sources include policy documents,
official statements, academic literature, and reports from international
energy agencies. The analysis focuses on key events and
developments from 2006 to 2025, encompassing the Russia—Ukraine
gas disputes, the implementation of U.S. and EU sanctions on Russia
and Iran, and the evolution of European energy diversification
strategies.

Discussion & Results

The U.S.—Russia competition over energy pipelines has significantly
influenced global energy markets and geopolitical alignments.
Russia's use of energy exports as a foreign policy tool has prompted
the U.S. to counteract by promoting energy diversification in Europe,
including support for alternative pipeline projects and liquefied natural
gas (LNG) imports. These efforts aim to reduce Europe's dependency
on Russian energy and diminish Moscow's leverage over European
affairs.

In this context, Iran emerges as a potential alternative energy
supplier. Its vast natural gas reserves and geographic proximity to
Europe make it a viable candidate for contributing to European energy
security. However, Iran's ability to capitalize on this opportunity is
hindered by several factors:

-Sanctions and International Isolation: Iran faces extensive U.S.
and EU sanctions targeting its energy sector, limiting its capacity to
engage in international energy projects and access necessary
technologies and investments.

-Domestic Political Dynamics: Iran's internal political structure,
characterized by competing power centers and ideological divisions,
complicates the formulation and implementation of coherent energy
policies aligned with international opportunities.

-Strategic Alliances: Iran's alignment with Russia, particularly in
opposing U.S. influence, creates a paradox wherein collaboration with
Russia may undermine Iran's prospects of serving as an alternative to
Russian energy in Europe.

Despite these challenges, there are indications that Iran recognizes
the strategic importance of energy diplomacy. Engagements with
neighboring countries and participation in regional energy initiatives
suggest a willingness to explore avenues for integrating into the global
energy market. However, without significant shifts in both domestic
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policy and international relations, Iran's potential remains largely
untapped.

Conclusion

The intensifying U.S.—Russia rivalry over energy pipelines presents
both challenges and opportunities for Iran's energy policy. While
systemic factors create a conducive environment for Iran to enhance
its role in European energy security, domestic constraints and strategic
alignments limit its capacity to do so. To navigate this complex
landscape, Iran must undertake a strategic recalibration of its foreign
policy and energy diplomacy. This includes addressing internal
political divisions, seeking avenues for sanction relief, and balancing
its relationships with major powers to position itself as a credible and
reliable energy partner for Europe. By aligning its domestic policies
with international opportunities and adopting a pragmatic approach to
foreign relations, Iran can potentially transform its energy sector into a
cornerstone of economic development and international engagement.
Such a transformation requires not only policy shifts but also a
reimagining of Iran's role in the global energy order, moving from
isolation to integration.
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