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Peace, Power, and Paradoxes:

Trump’s Iran Gamble and Its

Regional Reverberations

he greatness of a President is mea-
sured by the wars he has avoided -
Donald Trump once declared. As his
attempts to impose peace in Ukraine
stall and dreams of “peace in 24 hours” or “in a few
weeks” evaporate, the Iranian nuclear issue may
well offer the American president another oppor-
tunity to claim greatness and, incidentally, peace
in the eyes of the American voters. The latter are
far more important to him than the opinion of any

of the U.S. allies, even the oldest and most loyal.

The Trump administration is now attempting to
revive the idea of a nuclear deal with Iran, some-
thing the West painstakingly and laboriously
achieved in 2015 in Vienna, an agreement known
as the JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Ac-

tion), which Trump walked away from in 2018, call-
ing it a catastrophe. Trump was not the only one

to look askance at the JCPOA. Israel made no se-

cret of its dissatisfaction at the time (just as it is
doing now about this new wave of negotiations),
Gulf states were not happy, and even French di-
plomacy signed it reluctantly under pressure from
the Obama administration. The key point was the
lack of confidence in the Iranian leadership and
the fear that the agreements and the consequent
easing of sanctions would allow the Tehran “mol-

larchy” to prolong its life.

For this reason and because of the memory of Gen-
eral Qasem Soleimani’s elimination by an Ameri-
can missile in January 2020 (he was known to be
the true architect of Iran’s regional influence and
the right-hand man of the Supreme leader), Don-
ald Trump’s return to power for many was synon-
ymous with an imminent increase in pressure on
Teheran, even with the dramatic rise of the risk of
war against Iran. The first steps of the Trump 2.0

administration did indeed point in this direction.
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In January, the White House reinstated the “max-
imum pressure” policy, aiming to reduce Iran’s oil
exports to zero. The administration imposed new
sanctions targeting entities involved in Iran’s oil
trade, particularly those facilitating sales to China.
The U.S. expanded its sanctions a few weeks lat-
er, targeting Iran’s drone and ballistic missile pro-
grams and the entities in Iran and abroad involved
in procuring components for these programs. Ad-
ditionally, the U.S. sanctioned networks for facili-
tating the sale of Iranian liquefied petroleum gas

(LPG) in violation of U.S. sanctions.

But on 7 March, President Trump made yet anoth-
er breaking announcement that he had sent a let-
ter to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, proposing new nuclear negotiations. The
letter reportedly demanded the full dismantling
of Iran’s nuclear program, the cessation of urani-
um enrichment, and an end to support for proxy
groups like Hezbollah and the Houthis. Initially,
Khamenei rejected the overture, accusing the U.S.
of seeking dominance rather than genuine nego-
tiation. However, by the end of March, Iran ex-
pressed readiness to engage in talks, leading to the
initiation of negotiations in April. The peace doves
Trump is sending to Tehran, however, are folded
from dollar-bill origami—a not-so-subtle promise
of sanctions relief and investment in exchange for
submission. To this end, three rounds of negotia-
tions have already taken place in Masqat, Oman,
between Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi
and Donald Trump’s special envoy for the Middle
East, Steve Witkoff, and two rounds were orga-

nized in Rome.

The Logic Behind Iran’s Interest
in Negotiations

Iran in 2025 is much more vulnerable
than it was ten years ago when the nu-

clear deal was signed in Vienna.
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Iran in 2025 is much more vulnerable than it was
ten years ago when the nuclear deal was signed
in Vienna. The regime is at bay, economically ex-
hausted, internally contested, and now deprived of
its regional proxies. Economic ties only with China
and Russia did not help Iran to develop and grow,
and the country needs to ease sanctions to attract

Western investments.

Since the U.S. withdrawal from the Iran nuclear
deal (JCPOA) in 2018, Tehran has significantly ex-
panded its uranium enrichment activities. As of
May 2025, the International Atomic Energy Agen-
cy (IAEA) reports that Iran has accumulated ap-
proximately 408.6 kilograms of uranium enriched
to 60% purity—a level just below weapons-grade.
While Iran’s total stockpile of enriched uranium
across all levels has reached around 9,247 kilo-
grams, only a small portion of that is enriched to
the highly sensitive 60% level. This accumulation
remains a serious concern, as no other non-nu-
clear-weapon state is known to enrich uranium to

this degree.

Since 2018, Iran has also accelerated the devel-
opment of its ballistic missile program—a devel-
opment that must be assessed in tandem with its
advancing nuclear capabilities. In parallel, Tehran
has reinforced its so-called “axis of resistance,” a
network of militant and armed proxies including
Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Palestine, the
Houthis in Yemen, Bashar al-Assad’s regime in
Syria, and numerous Shia militias in Iraq. Through
their military activities, these proxies have formed
a strategic security buffer for the Iranian regime,
allowing Tehran to project power across a broad
arc stretching from the Persian Gulf to the Med-
iterranean  (Tehran-Baghdad-Damascus-Beirut)

and the Red Sea via Sana’a.

And last but not least, the end of the JCPOA pushed
Iran to reinforce strategic relations with Russia,
which appeared in the coordinated action and alli-

ance of the two countries in Syria and the massive


https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/02/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-restores-maximum-pressure-on-iran/#:~:text=RESTORING%20MAXIMUM%20PRESSURE%20ON%20IRAN,countering%20Iran's%20malign%20influence%20abroad.
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-54233756
https://apnews.com/article/iran-us-trump-letter-khamenei-f78aeb869d146978b6d377184e236ef9
https://www.voanews.com/a/iran-s-top-leader-rejects-talks-with-us-after-trump-makes-overture/8003752.html
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/iran-update-march-27-2025
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/iran-update-march-27-2025
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2025/05/21/fifth-round-of-us-iran-nuclear-deal-talks-to-take-place-on-friday-in-rome-oman-says
https://apnews.com/article/iran-nuclear-iaea-uranium-7f6c9962c1e4199e951559096bcf5cc0
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delivery of Iranian military equipment, including
Shahed drones, to Russia, after its all-out invasion

of Ukraine in February 2022.

Paradoxically, despite Iran’s assertive and seem-
ingly successful regional posture, the regime’s
domestic stability has significantly eroded during
this period. The country has been shaken by recur-
ring waves of unrest, driven by mass protests, eco-
nomic hardship, and mounting anti-regime senti-
ment. The Islamic Republic now faces a profound
legitimacy challenge, rooted in widespread public
discontent. This unrest stems not only from severe
inflation and economic deterioration, exacerbated
by international sanctions, but also from systemic
repression, entrenched corruption among the rul-
ing elites, and a pervasive sense of injustice across

Iranian society.

Currently, Iran can barely export 600,000 bar-
rels of oil daily, compared to more than two mil-
lion barrels exported before 2018. The recent U.S.
sanctions targeting Chinese companies importing
Iranian oil, if the Chinese comply, will drastically
reduce even these amounts. Inflation is devour-
ing people’s revenues, reaching an annual rate of
around 40%. The anger of the population was all
the greater as the regime, despite the hardships of
its citizens, continued to spend billions on main-
taining proxies throughout the Middle East.

Among the most significant anti-regime upris-
ings in recent years were the nationwide protests
of November 2019, sparked by a sudden increase
in gasoline prices. Spreading across more than
a hundred cities, these demonstrations—later
dubbed “Bloody Aban” (Aban being the Iranian cal-
endar month)—were met with brutal repression,
resulting in the deaths of hundreds of civilians at
the hands of security forces. Even more prominent
were the protests that erupted in September 2022
following the killing of Mahsa Amini, a young Kurd-
ish woman, by Iran’s so-called “morality police.

Known by the rallying cry “Women, Life, Freedom,’
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these protests became the largest and most sus-
tained popular movement since the founding of
the Islamic Republic in 1979, united by a singular,

unequivocal demand: the end of the regime.

Some observers now argue that the Is-
lamic Republic has shifted from a theo-
cratic dictatorship to a military-securi-

ty state.

As a consequence, the regime is grappling with a
profound erosion of popular legitimacy, marked by
what appears to be a deep—and possibly irrepa-
rable—rift between society and the state. This has
led to an increasingly militarized approach to in-
ternal security, with growing reliance on the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and the
Basij militia. Some observers now argue that the
Islamic Republic has shifted from a theocratic dic-
tatorship to a military-security state. Its ongoing
struggle to suppress dissent, despite sustained
repression, signals a long-term breakdown in its

authority and capacity to govern through consent.

Iran has also faced significant strategic setbacks.
The so-called “Axis of Resistance” it painstakingly
built, once appeared robust and assertive across
multiple fronts. However, the Hamas terrorist at-
tack on Israel on October 7, 2023, and Israel’s un-
precedented military response drastically altered
the regional balance of power. Israel has severely
and enduringly weakened the military capabili-
ties of both Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Leb-
anon, leaving them in a state of near-collapse. In
a domino effect, the Assad regime in Damascus
succumbed to the offensive by Sunni militias of
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), leading to the cut-
ting of Hezbollah’s logistical support. Iran had long
armed, funded, and sustained these proxies to cre-
ate a protective buffer around its borders, but that
buffer is now fractured. This erosion of regional
leverage is prompting Tehran to adopt greater

flexibility as it seeks to safeguard its own survival.
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Faced with mounting internal and external pres-
sures, Iran’s leadership—led by Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei—opted to replace hardlin-
er President Ebrahim Raisi, who conveniently per-
ished in a helicopter crash, with the more mod-
erate Masoud Pezeshkian in July 2024. The move
appeared aimed at restoring a degree of public
trust and signaling a less confrontational approach
in foreign and regional policy. However, given the
limited influence that previous so-called moderate
presidents—Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005) and
Hassan Rouhani (2013-2021)—had on the core pol-
icies of the Islamic Republic, neither the Iranian
public nor Western governments harbor serious
expectations about Pezeshkian’s ability to bring
meaningful change. His appointment and subse-
quent election, marked by very low voter turnout,
are widely seen as a tactical maneuver by the re-
gime to project a fagade of flexibility and stave off

further instability.

The Revived Interest
of the Regional Powers

Beyond the United States’ determination to secure
a deal and Iran’s limited capacity to resist one, a
notable shift has occurred among many of the Is-
lamic Republic’s traditional rivals—most now favor
a diplomatic approach toward Tehran, with the ex-
ception of Israel. The Gulf monarchies, especially
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
once firmly aligned with U.S. efforts to contain
Iran’s nuclear ambitions, have reassessed their
stance. In 2018, both Riyadh and Abu Dhabi backed
President Trump’s withdrawal from the JCPOA,
citing Tehran’s ballistic missile development and
destabilizing actions across the region. Yet by
spring 2023, this posture had significantly soft-
ened. In alandmark agreement brokered by China,
Saudi Arabia and Iran agreed to restore diplomatic
ties, marking a major step toward regional de-es-

calation. By 2025, Saudi Arabia has gone a step
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further, offering to mediate between Washington
and Tehran to help revive a nuclear accord. During
a historic visit to Tehran, Saudi Defense Minister
Prince Khalid bin Salman encouraged Iran to con-
sider President Trump’s proposal as a means to

prevent a potential confrontation with Israel.

The Saudis and other Gulf states are strongly op-
posed to another war in the region. They recognize
that any military strike on Iran—whether by Isra-
el, the United States, or both—could escalate into
a prolonged and destabilizing conflict, drawing in
multiple countries and non-state actors. With am-
bitious development agendas underway, including
Saudi Arabia’s plans to host the 2034 FIFA World
Cup, regional stability is seen as essential. Anoth-
er key factor is their privileged relationship with
Washington: following Donald Trump’s high-pro-
file Middle East tour and the signing of massive
arms and investment deals worth hundreds of
billions of dollars, Saudi and Emirati leaders have
become the most favored regional actors in the
White House—receiving far more attention and
deference than traditional European allies or even

Israel.

Still, even if a new nuclear agreement is reached,
a full normalization of relations with Iran remains
unlikely. While Iran’s nuclear ambitions are the
most urgent concern, they are far from the only
one. Tehran'’s aggressive regional policies, hostili-
ty toward Israel, and ongoing missile development
present persistent challenges. Most fundamen-
tally, the Islamic Republic’s ideology is built on
enmity toward the United States and Israel. The
regime relies on its confrontation with the “Great
Satan” and the “Zionist entity” as a cornerstone of
its legitimacy. A reopened U.S. embassy in Tehran,
with massive crowds of Iranians lining up for visas,
would represent not just a political embarrass-
ment but a devastating blow to the regime’s core

narrative.


https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/moderate-pezeshkian-wins-iran-presidential-election-urges-people-stick-with-him-2024-07-06/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/saudi-arabia-gulf-allies-welcome-trump-pullout-from-iran-deal/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/3/10/iran-and-saudi-agree-to-restore-relations
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-warned-iran-reach-nuclear-deal-with-trump-or-risk-israeli-strike-2025-05-30/
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An Unexpected Gift for Moscow?

Expert discussions on Iran rarely highlight the
fact that this country borders the South Cauca-
sus. Even if it does not play a leading role there,
developments in and around Iran can have signif-
icant consequences for the region. Today, howev-
er, the most influential factor shaping the geopol-
itics of the entire post-Soviet space—and indeed
of the European continent as a whole—is the war
in Ukraine, in which Iran also plays a notable role.
This role consists of supporting Vladimir Putin’s
war machine through the supply of weapons man-
ufactured in Iran and the joint production of mili-
tary equipment. Iran and Russia also rely on covert
mechanisms, such as gold transfers and the use
of intermediary countries, to bypass international

sanctions.

Since the start of Russia’s full-scale in-
vasion of Ukraine, Tehran and Moscow
have considerably deepened their mili-
tary cooperation, engaging in joint arms

production and technology transfers.

Since the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, Tehran and Moscow have considerably
deepened their military cooperation, engaging in
joint arms production and technology transfers.
For instance, Russia has set up a drone factory in
the Elabuga Special Economic Zone in Tatarstan,
where it produces Iranian-designed Shahed
drones, rebranded as Geran-2. Iran has report-
edly also delivered ballistic missiles, such as the
Fath-360, which have been used against Ukraine.
In May 2025, the Iranian parliament ratified a 20-
year strategic partnership agreement with Russia,

formalizing their defense ties.

What impact could a potential U.S.-Iran deal have
on the war in Ukraine? Most likely, the Ameri-
can negotiators avoided addressing the issue of

Iran’s military cooperation with Russia. The talks
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with Tehran’s envoys in Muscat and Rome appear
to have focused solely on nuclear matters. Unlike
the JCPOA negotiations, the Europeans (France,
the United Kingdom, and Germany) are no longer
involved—neither the Americans nor the Irani-
ans want them at the table. Yet Russia and Iran’s
deepening military ties are a serious concern for
Europe, which backs Ukraine’s independence and
views Moscow as the principal threat to the conti-

nent’s security.

Russia and Iran’s deepening military
ties are a serious concern for Europe,
which backs Ukraine’s independence

and views Moscow as the principal

threat to the continent’s security.

Thus, if Washington and Tehran reach an agree-
ment on uranium enrichment levels, stockpile
limits, the import of nuclear materials from third
countries, and conditions for permanent inspec-
tions, U.S. sanctions—at least a significant portion
of them—will be lifted. This would inject new life
into the Iranian economy and strengthen a regime
that will likely continue its military cooperation
with Russia with even greater energy. In other
words, we might see more Shaheds and Iranian

missiles against Ukraine.

The nature of Europe’s relationship with Iran has
changed drastically in recent years. During the
JCPOA era, European governments largely sup-
ported normalization with Tehran, the lifting of
sanctions, and even rushed to invest in the Iranian
market. Today, however, Europe’s stance on the Is-
lamic Republic is far tougher than Washington’s.
Beyond the nuclear file, what makes normalization
nearly impossible are the brutal crackdowns fol-
lowing the “Women, Life, Freedom” uprising and
Iran’s appalling human rights record and demo-

cratic regression.

The Trump administration views the situation very

GEOPOLITICS 6


https://edition.cnn.com/2024/12/27/europe/russia-ukraine-war-drones-alabuga-factory-intl-invs
https://www.reuters.com/world/iran-send-russia-launchers-short-range-missiles-sources-say-2025-05-09/
https://www.reuters.com/world/iran-send-russia-launchers-short-range-missiles-sources-say-2025-05-09/
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/iran-parliament-approves-strategic-pact-with-russia-2025-05-21/

l BY THORNIKE GORDADZE

differently. It shows little concern for Iran’s do-
mestic repression or its military alliance with Rus-
sia. On the contrary, Trump hopes to leverage the
close ties between Moscow and Tehran to reach a
deal with Russia serving as the intermediary. Both
Trump and his envoy Richard Goldberg openly ac-
knowledge that Iran is a topic of discussion in their
contacts with the Kremlin and they count on Pu-
tin’s assistance. There is little reason to believe the
Russian leader would refuse—on the contrary, he

is likely to help, and at Ukraine’s expense.

It is worth recalling that this idea of using Russia
to broker a deal with Iran is not new. President
Obama also made this strategic misstep during
his term, although at that time, Russia, while al-
ready the aggressor in Georgia and the occupier
of Crimea, had not yet launched its full-scale inva-

sion of Ukraine.

If, in a deal with Moscow, the West fails
to demand an end to Russian-Iranian
military cooperation while Russia, for
example, insists on halting NATO en-
largement, then that cooperation will
only intensify. Sanctions relief would

embolden both regimes.

What holds true for Trump’s approach to Iran also
applies to his posture toward Russia: if, in a deal
with Moscow, the West fails to demand an end to
Russian-Iranian military cooperation while Russia,
for example, insists on halting NATO enlargement,
then that cooperation will only intensify. Sanc-
tions relief would embolden both regimes. The
fundamental error lies in Washington’s attempt to
treat negotiations with these two adversarial re-
gimes separately when, in reality, they are deeply

aligned and mutually reinforcing.
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New Opportunities for
the Caucasus-Black Sea Region

Beyond its implications for the Russia-Ukraine
war, a potential U.S.-Iran agreement could also
have a direct impact on the three South Caucasus

countries.

Azerbaijan is likely to be the most affected. Nota-
bly, it was the only country in the region visited by
Steve Witkoff, the chief U.S. negotiator with Iran,
in March, shortly after Trump’s letter to Ayatollah
Khamenei became public. Azerbaijan maintains an
ambivalent relationship with Tehran, historically
marked by tensions over national identity, con-
flicting historical narratives, Iran’s stance during
the First Nagorno-Karabakh War (1988-1994), and
the status of the sizable Azerbaijani population in
Iran. While these tensions have eased somewhat

in recent years, they persist beneath the surface.

Despite these complex ties, Baku has no interest
in a military conflict involving Iran. A war, espe-
cially one initiated by Israel or the United States,
could destabilize Azerbaijan, potentially trigger-
ing a wave of (mostly ethnic Azerbaijani) refugees
from Iran. Moreover, if Tehran sought to retaliate
against Azerbaijan for its close partnership with
Israel, the country’s vital oil infrastructure, within
easy reach of Iranian missiles, would be an obvious

target.

Yet, full normalization of Iran’s global status could
also pose challenges for Baku. The reentry of Ira-
nian oil and gas into world markets could depress
energy prices, threatening Azerbaijan’s hydrocar-
bon-dependent economy. In addition, a reinte-
grated Iran might seek a greater role in East-West
trade corridors, potentially undermining Azer-
baijan’s position as a key transit hub in the South

Caucasus.


https://www.newsweek.com/donald-trump-vladimir-putin-iran-nuclear-deal-2081202
https://www.newsweek.com/donald-trump-vladimir-putin-iran-nuclear-deal-2081202
https://www.jpost.com/international/article-846086
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Strategically, the resurgence of Iran, even as a
non-nuclear regional power, runs counter to the
interests of Azerbaijan’s main allies. Tiirkiye sees
Iran as a regional competitor while Israel regards
it as an outright adversary. For Baku, then, peace
with Iran is acceptable—but not at the cost of em-
powering Tehran politically, economically, or mil-

itarily.

Armenia, by contrast, has enjoyed consistently
positive relations with Iran since gaining indepen-
dence. Tehran supported Yerevan during the 1990s
conflict with Azerbaijan, helping deliver Russian
arms and natural gas to offset Armenia’s severe en-
ergy shortages. To this day, Armenia remains Iran’s

largest trading partner in the South Caucasus.

More recently, however, Armenia has begun pivot-
ing toward the West, particularly Europe, spurred
by a sense of Russian abandonment after the loss
of Karabakh. A U.S.-Iran agreement could open
new economic opportunities for Armenia, includ-
ing access to cheaper energy. A normalized Iran,
better integrated into global markets, could serve
as a partial substitute for an increasingly unreli-
able Russia. Armenia might also benefit from its
geographic position as a potential land bridge be-
tween Iran and Georgia, facilitating trade to the
Black Sea and beyond. Politically, however, align-
ment with the Tehran-Moscow axis no longer

seems to be Yerevan's priority.

Georgia, the only South Caucasus state without a
direct border with Iran, would experience fewer
immediate economic gains from sanctions relief.
Nevertheless, Iranian goods could reach Georgia
via Armenia or Azerbaijan, thereby boosting activ-
ity in its Black Sea ports, such as Batumi and Poti.
Georgia could leverage its location to position it-
self as a transit hub for Iran-Europe trade, partic-
ularly through cooperation with the EU or Chinese
infrastructure initiatives, such as the International

North-South Transport Corridor.
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Politically, the ruling Georgian Dream
party—now increasingly alienated from
the EU and the United States—has been

seeking closer ties with Iran.

Politically, the ruling Georgian Dream party—now
increasingly alienated from the EU and the United
States—has been seeking closer ties with Iran. The
attendance of Prime Minister Irakli Kobakhidze at
President Raisi’s funeral, standing alongside Hez-
bollah figures, drew intense criticism from Wash-
ington and is now frequently cited as evidence of
Georgia’s drift from the West.

Should Washington and Tehran reach an agree-
ment, the Georgian government may further so-
lidify its rapprochement with Iran, framing it as
consistent with U.S. policy. However, Thilisi will
need to tread carefully to avoid antagonizing Baku,
whose political and economic influence in Georgia
is steadily growing. If Georgia’s overtures to Iran
extend too far, it could jeopardize its increasingly

important relationship with Azerbaijan.

The prospect of a renewed U.S.-Iran nuclear
agreement vividly underscores the contradictions
and trade-offs at the heart of Donald Trump’s for-
eign policy. Framed domestically as a victory for
peace over conflict, such a deal would bolster
Trump’s electoral narrative by highlighting his
signature brand of bold, transactional diplomacy.
However, the implications of such an agreement
would stretch far beyond the borders of Iran and
the United States.

Reintegrating Iran into global political and eco-
nomic systems without securing serious commit-
ments risks empowering the regime rather than
moderating it. In the absence of concrete guar-
antees regarding its support for militant proxies,
its ballistic missile program, and—most critical-
ly—its expanding military partnership with Russia,

the agreement could ultimately reinforce two re-
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gimes, in Tehran and Moscow, that actively under- For Europe, particularly states bordering Russia
mine the existing international order. and relying on transatlantic solidarity to counter

Putin’s war in Ukraine, the prospect of ignoring or

For Eu/rope, particularly states border- downplaying the Iran-Russia nexus is deeply con-

ing Russia and relying on transatlan- cerning. Should Washington lift sanctions on Teh-

. . . ., ran without addressing this military alliance—and
tic solidarity to counter Putin’s war _
worse, rely on Moscow as a backchannel to finalize

in Ukraine, the prospect of ignoring or the deal—it will be seen not as a diplomatic break-
downplaying the Iran-Russia nexus is through but as a grave strategic misjudgment

deeply concerning. across the European continent =
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