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Introduction

Iran’s regional strategy is the product of ideology, geography, and a persistent
perception of encirclement. Since the 1979 revolution, Tehran has sought security and
influence not only through conventional statecraft but also by cultivating networks of
state and non-state partners capable of shaping events beyond its borders. These
relationships—most visibly with Hezbollah, authorities in Syria and Iraq, the Houthi
movement in Yemen, and a range of Palestinian factions—compose what is often
described as a layered “axis” of resistance and deterrence. Yet the picture is more
complex than a single chain of command. It is a mosaic of alliances, partnerships, and
proxy relationships that vary across time, space, and issue areas.

This book maps those relationships and evaluates how they advance Iran’s strategic
objectives, while clarifying the limits of Tehran’s reach. Rather than treat partners as
passive instruments, we analyze them as actors with their own agendas,
constituencies, and constraints. The result is a more realistic understanding of how
influence is negotiated, how assistance translates into leverage, and when it does not.
By tracing material flows, advisory networks, political ties, and media ecosystems, we
identify patterns that help explain both rapid alignment in crises and surprising
divergences when interests collide.

Our approach combines regional case studies with analytic frameworks designed for
policymakers and practitioners. We draw on concepts from deterrence theory,
principal-agent dynamics, gray-zone competition, and network analysis to assess
capability, intent, and opportunity across different theaters. Throughout, we stress the
interaction of tools—missiles and drones, maritime disruption, financial facilitation,
information operations, and diplomacy—rather than examining them in isolation. This
integrated lens shows how modest inputs can generate outsized strategic effects
when applied through resilient local partners.

Hezbollah’s evolution offers a central example: a movement forged in conflict that has
become a political-military actor with regional reach and a deeply institutionalized
relationship with Tehran. In Syria, Iran’s role shifted from alliance maintenance to
wartime mobilization and post-conflict entrenchment. In Iraq, diverse militias and
parties present both opportunity and friction, as Iranian influence competes with
nationalism, electoral politics, and other foreign patrons. In Yemen, support to the
Houthi movement has enabled strategic harassment of adversaries and maritime
leverage, but also illustrates the risks of escalation and attribution in contested
spaces.

Equally important are the constraints that bound Iran’s ambitions. Economic pressure,
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technological denial, and sanctions complicate procurement and sustainment.
Regional rivals adapt, building integrated air and missile defenses, deepening security
partnerships, and investing in counter-UAS capabilities. Great-power engagement with
Tehran—whether transactional or strategic—introduces new resources but also
external veto players and reputational costs. Domestic politics, leadership turnover,
and societal pressures at home can recalibrate risk tolerance and resource allocation,
sometimes abruptly.

The chapters that follow move from foundations to instruments, then to theaters and
cross-cutting themes, before concluding with scenarios and policy frameworks. Each
chapter couples narrative analysis with decision-oriented takeaways and, where
feasible, structured indicators for tracking change over time. The objective is not
advocacy but clarity: to furnish analysts and decision-makers with a grounded
understanding of Iran’s regional networks, the strategic logic that animates them, and
the thresholds beyond which influence erodes. By distinguishing durable structures
from situational alignments, this book aims to support more calibrated assessments of
risk, opportunity, and the prospects for both escalation and de-escalation across the
Middle East.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of lran’s
Regional Strategy

Iran’s regional posture did not spring fully formed from the revolution of 1979 but
instead settled atop older habits of geography, trade, and empire that refused to
expire quietly. Long before ayatollahs debated the merits of exporting clergy or
monarchs puzzled over how to balance London and Moscow, Persian courts had
learned to project power by coaxing, cajoling, and occasionally coercing neighbors
along an arc from the Hindu Kush to the Mediterranean. The Safavid conversion to
Shiism in the early sixteenth century was less a theological revelation than a political
scaffold, binding a disparate realm together while differentiating it from Ottoman and
Uzbek rivals. That scaffold survived centuries of turmoil, even when empires frayed
into zones of influence and suzerainty yielded to something closer to buffer-state
diplomacy. By the twentieth century, Iran’s elites spoke the modern language of
sovereignty and development, yet older instincts lingered like the scent of cardamom
in a bazaar, subtle but impossible to ignore.

The Qajar era bequeathed a style of statecraft that prized intermediaries and adaptive
frontiers over rigid lines on maps. Faced with British and Russian encroachments,
Tehran mastered the art of hedging, playing one power against another while
cultivating local strongmen who could shield Iran’s flanks and funnel resources inward
when needed. These were not proxy relationships in the contemporary sense, but they
established patterns that would reappear in different guise after World War Il, as great-
power competition migrated from colonial chancelleries to cold war airfields. Tribal
confederations and religious networks remained essential to this calculus, not because
they obeyed Tehran blindly but because they could be incentivized, armed, or
legitimized in ways that extended the state’s reach without exhausting its treasury.
Such indirectness suited a country that preferred to shape events rather than
administer them.

Reza Shah’s centralizing ambitions briefly disrupted this pattern, replacing fluid
frontiers with uniforms, roads, and a military that looked more European than Persian.
His son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, inherited an apparatus even more enamored of
foreign patrons, first Britain and then the United States, which offered aircraft,
training, and intelligence in exchange for a reliable anchor in the Gulf. The monarchy’s
regional strategy during the 1960s and 1970s emphasized overt alliances and
high-profile purchases, from F-14 fighters to industrial complexes that gleamed in the
desert sun. Yet even at its most ostentatious, the Pahlavi state relied on covert ties to
Kurdish factions, Baluch leaders, and Arab elites, suggesting that beneath the
modernist facade, older habits of selective delegation endured. When revolution came,
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it did not erase these patterns so much as invert them, swapping monarchical patrons
for a revolutionary clergy that would soon seek its own constellation of partners.

The Islamic Republic’s founding generation confronted a state hollowed by flight,
purge, and war. Iraq’s invasion in 1980 forced Tehran to defend itself with whatever
tools it could improvise, including volunteers rallied by revolutionary slogans and
militia networks that blurred the line between soldier and civilian. This crucible taught
Iran that ideological fervor could substitute for materiel, at least for a time, and that
alliances based on shared enemies could be as durable as those built on shared
interests. The war also entrenched a siege mentality that would linger in security
planning long after the ceasefire, encouraging planners to value depth, redundancy,
and partners who could fight on Iran’s behalf without requiring its flag. By the time the
guns fell silent, many of the conceptual building blocks of a proxy-centric strategy
were already in place, waiting for resources to flow and doctrines to crystallize.

If the war forged tools, the postwar reconstruction period tested whether they could
be wielded with finesse. The 1990s saw Iran experiment with a diplomacy of
reopening, competing with rivals for access to Central Asia’s new republics while
cautiously probing the Arab world for opportunities born of mutual suspicion. This was
also the decade in which Hezbollah’s campaign against Israel hardened into a model
of resistance that Tehran studied closely, not least because it demonstrated how a
small but disciplined movement could punch above its weight. Iran’s own outreach to
Palestinian factions during this period was pragmatic as much as principled, animated
by a desire to ensure that any future regional reckoning would find it with friends in
place. Influence was still uneven and experimental, but the direction of travel was
clear.

The turn of the millennium brought shocks that accelerated this trajectory. The 2001
American invasion of Afghanistan and then Iraq upended regional hierarchies,
scattering foes and creating power vacuums that Iran moved quickly to fill with allies,
militias, and political operatives. Tehran did not always control the outcomes, but it
proved adept at ensuring that no new order would emerge entirely hostile to its
interests. This era also saw the refinement of what analysts would later call the “axis
of resistance,” a shorthand for a loosely aligned set of relationships that could ebb and
flow without breaking entirely. What began as ad hoc cooperation against common
enemies hardened into something more institutional, with committees, supply lines,
and shared media ecosystems reinforcing mutual dependence.

By the late 2000s, the architecture of Iranian influence had become recognizable
across multiple theaters, from Lebanon’s southern suburbs to Baghdad’s Green Zone
and beyond. Yet this expansion was never frictionless, as local partners asserted their
own agendas and great powers recalibrated their own red lines. Even Hezbollah, the
gold standard of Tehran’s alliance model, periodically reminded observers that loyalty
could coexist with autonomy, especially when electoral fortunes or battlefield
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outcomes were at stake. Iran learned that influence, once established, required
maintenance, and that overextension could provoke backlash from populations weary
of perpetual crisis. The result was a strategy that became more selective, more
patient, and more attuned to the politics of host societies.

The 2010s added economic siege to Iran’s list of operational constraints, as sanctions
gnhawed at the country’s ability to move money, parts, and people. This pressure
forced creativity, not retreat, with Tehran leaning into asymmetric tools like drones,
cyber operations, and maritime disruption to keep adversaries off balance. Regional
rivals responded with their own investments in missile defense, naval modernization,
and alliances of their own, setting off a cycle of action and reaction that continues to
shape planning today. What had once been a strategy built on wartime improvisation
now had to function in an era of persistent, multi-domain competition, blending
old-fashioned patronage with new-fangled technologies.

Even as Iran’s toolkit evolved, the underlying logic remained recognizable. Geography
still favored indirect approaches, since Iran’s mountainous spine made invasion
difficult but also complicated the projection of conventional power across open deserts
and seas. History still whispered that empires fare best when they let others hold the
spear, provided the handle is carved to fit the hand in Tehran. And the revolution’s
language, though often softened by time and transaction, still offered a repertoire of
symbols and stories that could bridge sectarian and national divides when interests
aligned. These threads, woven together, constitute the historical foundation on which
modern Iranian regional strategy rests.

Nor should one discount the role of domestic political cycles in shaping how Tehran
projects power. Revolutionary generations gave way to pragmatic bureaucrats, then
back to more ideological voices, with each cohort leaving its imprint on which partners
were favored and which tools were prioritized. The presidency, the parliament, and,
most importantly, the security apparatus jostled for influence, sometimes pulling
policy in different directions before settling into uneasy compromises. These internal
dynamics rarely align neatly with external timelines, which means that Iranian
strategy can appear inconsistent to outsiders even when it is following a recognizable
logic at home.

Equally consequential is the way Iran’s leaders have absorbed lessons from the
failures and successes of their partners. Watching the United States stumble in Iraq
and Afghanistan reinforced a belief that asymmetric strategies could sap superpower
will, while observing Russia’s adventures in Georgia and Ukraine suggested that even
limited interventions could reshape regional calculations. Iranian planners are nothing
if not studious, and their reading of these events informs decisions about when to
push, when to hold back, and when to let partners take the lead. This selective
mimicry is less about slavish copying than about identifying principles that can be
adapted to Iran’s distinctive circumstances.
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All of this history matters because it shapes what Iran can realistically do today. The
network of relationships that Tehran sustains is not a static empire but a living
ecosystem that responds to incentives, threats, and opportunities. Some ties are deep
and durable, others shallow and situational, but all reflect a consistent preference for
influence through intermediaries, whether those intermediaries are militias, political
parties, or friendly states. This preference is not born of weakness, nor is it an
indiscriminate bid for domination, but rather a calibrated response to structural
constraints and historical experience. Understanding this is essential before turning to
the ideological and institutional machinery that sustains it.

By the time the twentieth century ended, Iran had assembled a repertoire of
approaches that spanned diplomacy, subterfuge, and war, each calibrated to the
problem at hand. This repertoire would be tested anew in the decades to come, as
revolutions gave way to counterrevolutions, wars metastasized, and the region itself
seemed to lurch from one crisis to the next. Through it all, Iran’s regional strategy
retained a distinctive signature, blending pragmatism with principle, statecraft with
shadow play, in a way that continues to confound and captivate analysts. The chapters
that follow will unpack the tools and theaters that bring this strategy to life, but they
rest on the historical foundations laid here, in the dusty footsteps of merchants,
monarchs, and revolutionaries.

If there is a single thread running through this history, it is the refusal to accept that
small states must be passive in the face of great-power politics. Iran’s rulers, whether
shah or supreme leader, have consistently sought to widen the circle of actors who
have a stake in their survival, thereby complicating any adversary’s calculus. This is
not unique to Iran, but the particular alchemy of its geography, ideology, and
institutional evolution has produced a style of influence that is both recognizable and
distinct. It prizes resilience over rigidity, adaptation over allegiance, and long horizons
over short triumphs.

These qualities are evident in the way Iran has navigated the transition from
monarchy to republic, from isolation to selective reintegration, and from conventional
weakness to asymmetric strength. Along the way, it has accumulated a set of
operational biases that favor indirectness, deny adversaries clean victories, and
exploit the seams between formal alliances and informal networks. These biases are
not immutable laws but historical tendencies that can be reinforced or offset by new
technologies, economic conditions, and political alignments, all of which will be
explored in the technical and institutional chapters to come.

Iran’s historical foundations also caution against treating its regional strategy as a
monolith imposed from above. From the earliest days of the revolution, fissures have
existed between idealists and realists, between those eager to export the revolution
and those eager to secure it at home. These debates shaped who got resources, which
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proxies were nurtured, and when compromises were acceptable. The result is a
landscape of alliances that reflects not a single master plan but a series of layered,
sometimes contradictory decisions taken over decades.

Those decisions were often made under pressure, with war, sanctions, or domestic
unrest narrowing the menu of options. Yet even in constrained circumstances, Iranian
strategists have shown a knack for finding levers where others saw none, whether by
turning a border militia into a force multiplier or by using religious festivals and media
networks to amplify messages far beyond the state’s formal reach. This ability to
generate influence from modest inputs is both a hallmark of the historical pattern and
a warning to those who expect containment to be simple.

Nor is Iran’s regional posture solely the product of top-down planning. Society,
economy, and culture have all shaped what strategies are feasible, from the
commercial diaspora networks that facilitate trade and finance to the religious
seminaries that supply legitimacy and cadres. These diffuse sources of power mean
that even when official ties fray, unofficial channels can sustain a degree of
connectivity, for better or worse. This organic dimension makes Iranian influence
tougher to isolate than a purely state-centric model would suggest.

As the region itself has grown more multipolar, with Turkey, Israel, and the Gulf states
all pursuing their own versions of network power, Iran’s historical approach has
become both more valuable and more challenged. It is more valuable because
experience with indirect rule and alliance management offers templates for navigating
a world where no single actor can impose order. It is more challenged because rivals
have learned to mimic aspects of this playbook, using their own proxies, media, and
economic carrots to counter Iranian moves. This contestation, rather than negating
the historical foundations, confirms their enduring relevance.

Thus, the story that begins with ancient frontiers and Safavid conversion does not end
with a tidy lesson but with an ongoing process. Iran’s regional strategy is still being
written, tested in fires of conflict and negotiation, economic duress and technological
change. What the past makes clear is that the present did not arise from a vacuum,
nor will the future be determined by it alone. The foundations enable certain moves,
limit others, and color every calculation with a distinct hue that is neither wholly
revolutionary nor wholly traditional.

With this background in place, subsequent chapters can delve into the ideological
currents, institutional engines, and operational tools that animate this strategy in real
time. They will examine how ideas about resistance and dignity translate into budgets,
deployments, and bargaining positions, and how Iran’s most important partners fit into
a broader geopolitical mosaic. The goal is not to reduce complexity to caricature but to
trace pathways of cause and effect that respect both the legacy of history and the
volatility of the present.
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Those pathways start here, in the dusty borderlands of empires past, where Iranian
statecraft first learned that power is often most effective when it is not wielded too
openly. That lesson continues to echo in the briefing rooms and battlefields of today,
shaping decisions that will ripple across the Middle East for years to come.
Understanding its roots is the necessary prelude to understanding what comes next.
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