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Extended Abstract

Introduction

South Asia has emerged as one of the most dynamic and strategically significant regions
in the contemporary geopolitical order due to its high population concentration, nuclear
capabilities, expanding economic capacities, and critical position in the Indian Ocean.
The region’s internal power distribution, however, is highly asymmetrical. India, by
virtue of its demographic scale, economic weight, military capacity, geographic
expanse, and broad external relations, occupies a position of structural dominance over
other regional actors such as Pakistan and Bangladesh. This imbalance produces a
geopolitical hierarchy that shapes the behavior of both regional and adjacent states.

For the Islamic Republic of Iran, South Asia represents not only a neighboring
security environment but also a vital geo-economic arena linking the Persian Gulf,
Central Asia, and the Indian Ocean. Iran’s foreign policy toward South Asia is therefore
influenced simultaneously by regional power structures and by domestic and extra-
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regional constraints. This article seeks to answer the following main question: How does
the geopolitical hierarchy of South Asia—defined through quantitative power
indicators—shape Iran’s foreign policy strategies within the framework of neoclassical
realism?

The central hypothesis argues that India’s structural superiority in South Asia
generates systemic pressures on Iran. However, Iran’s response is not automatic or
purely structural; it is mediated by a set of intervening variables, including domestic
limitations (such as infrastructural weaknesses and capital shortages), external
constraints (such as sanctions and financial restrictions), and external opportunities
(such as participation in multilateral institutions and transit corridors). These factors
collectively push Iran toward a combined strategy emphasizing active geo-economic
engagement alongside indirect extra-regional balancing.

Methodology
The study employs a mixed quantitative—qualitative approach to construct a hierarchical
model of geopolitical weight in South Asia. A conceptual framework is developed based
on five key indicators:

1. Population; Economic capacity;

2. Military capability;

3. Geographical position;

4. Foreign relations.

These indicators are measured using recent data from international sources and are
synthesized to produce a comparative ranking of South Asian states. The findings are
presented through analytical tables and visual tools such as population charts, GDP
charts, and multi-indicator radar diagrams.

Within the theoretical framework of neoclassical realism, the regional power
structure (independent variable) is linked to Iran’s foreign policy behavior (dependent
variable) through intervening domestic and external variables. Scenario analysis is then
used to derive practical strategic outcomes for Iran in the South Asian context.

Results and Discussion

The findings clearly demonstrate India’s structural dominance in South Asia across most
indicators. India’s population scale, multi-trillion-dollar economy, expanding military
power, advantageous geographic location, and diversified foreign partnerships position
it as the central pole of regional power. Pakistan, while possessing significant military
and nuclear capabilities and an important geographic location, faces economic and
structural limitations. Bangladesh shows upward trends in demographic and economic
indicators but remains behind in military and strategic influence. Smaller states such as
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Nepal, Bhutan, and the Maldives play only marginal roles.

This hierarchy creates a structural pressure on Iran. India’s dominance in regional trade
routes, connectivity initiatives, and strategic partnerships reduces the maneuvering
space of neighboring states. However, Iran’s foreign policy response is filtered through
several intervening variables:

e Domestic constraints: infrastructural gaps, limited foreign investment, and
incomplete transit networks reduce Iran’s ability to fully capitalize on its geographic
advantages.

e External constraints: sanctions and financial restrictions hinder large-scale
economic cooperation and infrastructure development.

o External opportunities: growing demand for alternative trade routes,
multilateral frameworks, and north—south transit corridors increases Iran’s Qeo-
economic relevance.

Under these conditions, Iran does not pursue direct hard balancing against India.
Instead, the dominant pattern that emerges is a geo-economic engagement scenario. In
this scenario, Iran leverages its unique geographic position as a transit hub linking South
Asia, Central Asia, and Russia. Cooperation with India in connectivity and transit
projects becomes a tool not only for economic gain but also for strategic positioning.
This reflects a shift from traditional hard balancing toward economic balancing, where
integration into regional economic networks serves as a means of enhancing national
power and resilience.

Thus, Iran’s behavior corresponds to a three-stage causal chain:

(1) recognition of India’s structural dominance;

(2) mediation through domestic and external intervening variables;

(3) adoption of a hybrid strategy centered on geo-economic prioritization and indirect
balancing.

Conclusion

The article concludes that the geopolitical hierarchy of South Asia—characterized by
India’s structural superiority—plays a decisive role in shaping Iran’s foreign policy
orientation in the region. Nevertheless, structural pressure alone does not determine
outcomes. Iran’s response is filtered through domestic capacities, external constraints,
and emerging geo-economic opportunities.

As a result, the most viable strategic path for Iran is neither confrontation nor passive
adaptation, but selective geo-economic integration. By prioritizing transit corridors,
connectivity projects, and economic cooperation—particularly with India—Iran can
mitigate structural disadvantages, enhance its bargaining power, and position itself as a
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pivotal link between South Asia and Central Eurasia. This strategy represents a context-
specific application of neoclassical realism in which economic instruments complement
traditional balancing behavior.

Keywords: Geopolitics, South Asia, Iranian foreign policy, geopolitical hierarchy,
structural pressure, India
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