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Abstract

Iran’s foreign policy in the strategic environment of West Asia has been shaped by a
combination of domestic and regional factors. This environment has always been an
arena of competition among great powers and regional actors, while the ideals of the
Islamic Revolution have played a significant role in strengthening Iran’s position in
the region and the world. Since 2011, Iran has managed, by utilizing its geocultural
capacities, the formation of the Axis of Resistance, and focusing on common issues of
the Islamic world, to adopt active and decisive strategies. The main research question
is: What factors have enabled Iran to gain remarkable influence in the strategic
environment of West Asia over the past two decades (2011-2023)? The hypothesis
argues that the integration of realist logic with the use of soft-power components such
as transnational discourses and popular support has been the key factor in enhancing
Iran’s position. The research method is descriptive-analytical and based on library
sources. Findings show that during this period, Iran, by organizing the Axis of
Resistance and drawing upon cultural and ideological capacities, has achieved a
strategic balance against the United States and its allies. Moreover, the post—October 7
conditions, especially the 12-day war, have partly influenced past developments, in a
way that not only highlighted Iran’s role in the Axis of Resistance but also pushed
West Asia’s security equations into a new phase. The conclusion is that Iran’s foreign
policy in West Asia is a combination of hard and soft power, which, despite pressures
and constraints, has secured an active and decisive position for the Islamic Republic of
Iran in regional dynamics.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War dismantled the bipolar
order and pushed the West to seek a new ideological adversary. Islam soon replaced
communism as the “other,” creating a framework for fresh security narratives. Russia,
repositioning itself in global politics, contributed indirectly by fostering Islamist
radicalism, reinforcing the perception of Islam as a counterforce to the West. Out of this
environment, extremist groups like al-Qaeda and later ISIS emerged.

ISIS grew from instability in Iraq and Syria. The Islamic State in Iraq extended into
Syria through Jabhat al-Nusra, and in 2013 Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi merged the two,
declaring ISIS. Several conditions underpinned this rise: intensified ideological rivalries
between Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia; the use of oil revenues to fund ambitious and
militant projects; deliberate promotion of sectarian anti-Shi‘a and anti-Iran narratives;
and the absence of dialogue among political, academic, and religious elites, which
deepened polarization. The digital sphere further amplified radical discourse, providing a
space for jihadist ideology to spread, as noted by Gary Bunt in his study of Islam in the
digital era.

For Iran, the spread of takfiri terrorism posed both regional instability and direct
threats to national security. In response, Tehran intensified its regional engagement and
consolidated the “Axis of Resistance” (mohvar-e moqavemat) as a strategic framework.
This network consists of both state and non-state actors, including Hezbollah, Hamas,
Palestinian Islamic Jihad, the Popular Mobilization Forces in Irag, Ansar Allah in
Yemen, and the Syrian government. By providing financial, military, and political
backing, Iran enabled these actors to challenge Israel and counter Western dominance.

The Axis of Resistance, however, is more than a military alliance. It carries
discursive and symbolic weight, rooted in narratives of anti-imperialism, Islamic
identity, and collective solidarity against Western hegemony. It reflects the ideological
legacy of the Islamic Revolution, which framed resistance as both a defensive necessity
and a liberationist project aimed at “decolonizing” international politics. While Western
leaders such as George W. Bush characterized Iran and its allies as the “axis of evil,”
regional and Iranian discourse reframed the coalition as a legitimate front against U.S.
and Israeli domination. Iranian leaders, including Ayatollah Khamenei and Ali Akbar
Velayati, stressed the centrality of Syria and Hezbollah, portraying resistance as a moral
obligation alongside a strategic imperative.

The concept of resistance also resonates with critical perspectives such as
Routledge’s “anti-geopolitics,” which emphasizes the role of civil society, grassroots
groups, media, and religious institutions in challenging dominant geopolitical narratives.
This framing highlights how Iran’s strategy integrates state-led power with broader
societal and cultural resources.
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Despite Western sanctions, human rights criticisms, and Iranophobia, Tehran adapted
by enhancing defense capabilities, expanding diplomatic engagement, and reinforcing
deterrence. These measures enabled Iran to withstand pressure while consolidating its
regional role. Syria became a decisive arena for this confrontation. Iran’s involvement
there operated on four levels: strategic (political and organizational support), operational
(guiding mid-level commanders), tactical (direct battlefield involvement), and technical
(maintenance and training). This multi-layered engagement prevented the collapse of the
Assad regime, halted ISIS expansion near Iran’s borders, and safeguarded Tehran’s
security interests.

2. Theoretical Framework

From a realist perspective, Iran’s policies reflect the logic of self-help in an anarchic
system: building alliances and enhancing power to ensure survival. Yet realism alone
does not fully explain Iran’s trajectory. The country’s geo-cultural capital and discursive
resources—its ability to mobilize ideological narratives—were equally decisive. The
Axis of Resistance thus operated as both a military coalition and an ideological project,
embedding Iran’s influence within broader transnational currents of anti-colonialism and
Islamic solidarity.

3. Methodology
This applied-developmental research has a descriptive-analytical approach and aims to
explain the capacities of the strategic environment of West Asia in enhancing Iran's
position and identifying the factors affecting the influence of the Islamic Republic in the
region. The research approach is qualitative and, by combining international relations
theories and secondary data analysis, provides a comprehensive picture of regional
developments and enables an in-depth examination of concepts such as geoculture, the
axis of resistance, and regional security. Data were collected from library sources
including scientific articles and books, reports from reputable research centers and think
tanks, Iranian foreign policy documents, and statements by officials, and secondary data
related to political and security developments in West Asia between 2011 and 2023.
Qualitative content analysis, using multi-layered theoretical approaches, identified
key concepts and examined them in an integrated framework. The spatial scope of the
research is the countries of the Persian Gulf, the Levant, and Iraq, and its temporal scope
is 2011 to 2023, because these countries are most closely related to Iran's foreign policy
and strategic depth, and important developments in the region during this period led to an
increase in Iran's role. To increase the validity of the findings, triangulation of sources
was used, and the multilayer theoretical framework of the analyses made it more
comprehensive. Thus, the research, with a qualitative approach and library data analysis,
explains the complex phenomenon of Iran's influence in West Asia in the form of an
integrated model.
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4. Discussion

By 2023, Iran had successfully leveraged structural shifts to emerge as a central regional
actor, defying predictions of isolation. Its ascent was not solely due to military strength
but also to a hybrid strategy blending hard power with soft power. Ideological narratives
such as support for Palestine, opposition to U.S. dominance, and Islamic unity bolstered
Iran’s legitimacy and influence across state and non-state spheres.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions

In conclusion, Iran’s rise in West Asia from 2011 to 2023 was driven by three
interrelated factors: political-security transformations enabling regional activism; geo-
cultural and discursive resources generating soft power; and organizational capacity
embodied in the Axis of Resistance. These dynamics turned Iran from a reactive state
into a proactive power. Yet sustaining this role will require strategic flexibility, domestic
resilience, and effective adaptation to fluid dynamics, including rivalries with Saudi
Arabia and Turkey, U.S. and Israeli opposition, and internal challenges.
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