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Introduction

West Asia, is one of the most important and tense regions in the world,
which has always been a place of intense geopolitical and ideological
competition due to the clash of interests between regional and trans-regional
powers. The national security of the countries in this region is strongly
influenced by the internal developments of its neighbors, the change in the
balance of power, and international competition. Syria, as a country with a
special strategic location, is not only not an ordinary neighbor for Iran, Rather,
it plays a key role in consolidating Tehran’s influence in the West Asian
region. The outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011, and especially the
possible collapse of the Bashar al-Assad regime, has created widespread
changes in regional power equations and posed serious challenges to Iran’s
public policymaking. The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran
towards Syria has been shaped by a combination of three main factors:
security, geopolitical, and ideological. The developments following the
collapse of the Assad regime have intensified economic, political, and military
pressure from the West, especially the United States and the European Union,
on Iran. In this regard, Iran's public policymaking after the collapse of the
Assad regime focuses on the use of multi-layered and multilateral diplomacy,
indirect influence tools, and proxy networks. Media diplomacy, strengthening
relations with aligned countries, and regional engagements are part of this
approach, which allows Iran to consolidate its position without directly
engaging in costly military conflicts. A detailed analysis of Iran's public policy
in Syria shows that the country uses five main indicators to maintain regional
security and influence: soft balancing, regional coalition building and support
for proxy forces, multi-level diplomacy and multilateralism, limited military
measures aimed at deterrence, and media diplomacy. Finally, this study
attempts to present a comprehensive strategy for Iranian policymakers by
analyzing the above five indicators and examining the existing opportunities
and limitations to maintain Iran as an influential actor and resistant to Western
pressures in the complex environment of post-Assad Syria.
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Research Methodology

This study will use a qualitative approach to examine Iran's policies toward Western
countries and the Syrian crisis. A qualitative approach is particularly useful when the
goal of the research is to explain complex processes and intersubjective relationships
that cannot be easily measured with quantitative methods. In such an approach, more
attention is paid to a deeper understanding of the phenomena and behaviors of countries
in political, social, and international contexts.

Results & Discussion
Soft Balancing
Soft balancing is the use of non-military tools such as economic diplomacy, media

diplomacy, and multilateral coalition building to contain perceived or actual threats.
These tools do not rely directly on hard power, but they provide the opportunity to create
political resistance and a deterrent structure for competitors. In this regard, some of the
tools used by Iran after the fall of Assad can be mentioned:

- Expanding multilateral diplomacy in the form of the Shanghai Cooperation

Organization and BRICS

- Economic diplomacy with China, India, and other Asian players

- Multilateral political-security interactions

- Dialogue with the US and Europe on economic-nuclear issues

Therefore, according to Schweller's theory of balance of interests, which states that
when a country is not militarily powerful or faces sanctions and external pressures, it
adopts strategies in accordance with soft balancing to maintain its position and secure
its national interests.

Regional coalition building and support for proxy forces
Based on the logic of balance of interests, Iran has pursued indirect deterrence

through a network of proxy actors (such as Hezbollah, the Popular Mobilization Forces,
Ansarullah, and resistance groups in Syria) that can contain Western threats and Israeli
interventions on Iran’s far borders. This policy has low cost and high deterrence returns
(Byman, 2005:44). In this regard, some of the measures used by Iran after the fall of
Assad can be mentioned:

- Sending IRGC Quds Force logistics and advisors to proxy forces

- Using the most Iran-centric registered militia groups

3- Multilevel diplomacy and multilateralism

Within the framework of Schweller's "balance of interests” theory, multilevel
diplomacy is a key tool for using broader political-security networks (state, regional,
international) to reduce external threats and increase policy effectiveness, without the
need for hard power (Schweller, 2006: 7-10).

4- Limited military measures aimed at deterrence

Although Iran has avoided direct and large-scale military intervention, limited
security measures such as the presence of advisors in Syria, the role of the Quds Force,
and targeted operations on strategic borders indicate a combination of deterrent
strategies while maintaining a level of proactive presence that is consistent with the
defensive logic of realism. Important examples of this action include the following:



- Threat to target US bases in the region (June 2025)

- Limited drone strikes on Western logistics centers in Al-Tanf and Deir Ezzor
- Joint Iranian-Russian exercises in the Mediterranean Sea and the Persian Gulf
- Testing of precision-guided missiles and threatening tactical statements

All of these actions are consistent with Schweller's logic: preserving interests through
intelligent behavior and avoiding costly direct conflict

5- Media diplomacy and rational representation in global public opinion

From this perspective, the media is one of the indirect and low-cost tools of soft
balancing. The following are practical examples of Iran's media policy after the fall of
Assad:

- Changing Media Narratives Regarding the Legitimacy of Regional Presence
- Highlighting Iran’s Constructive Role in Syria’s Reconstruction

- Strategic Branding of the Concept of “Regional Securitization”

- Targeted Response to Western Media.

Therefore, according to Schweller, this comparison shows that media diplomacy has
been one of Iran's soft and indirect balancing tools after the developments in Syria,
which, while reducing the threat, has increased the cost of countermeasures for the
West. Ultimately, this can lead to results such as increasing Iran's legitimacy as a
regional actor in non-Western public opinion, reducing the acceptability of Western
narratives that Iran poses a threat, and increasing Iran's bargaining power in diplomatic
and media forums.

Conclusions & Suggestions

The developments following the collapse of the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria
(2024-2025) are a turning point in the Islamic Republic of Iran’s general foreign policy .
In the face of the fall of the Assad regime, Iran, instead of directly confronting Western
powers, attempted to implement a multi-layered policy by combining strategic
rationality and identity ideology. Iran's approach can be defined in a broad triad:
- Reducing external security threats (countering military interventions or diplomatic
pressures from the West)
- Maintaining and reproducing regional influence (in the absence of a traditional ally
like Bashar al-Assad)
- Changing international status from a disruptive actor to an actor with legitimate and
rational interests
These three goals have been pursued through five specific mechanisms:

]




Iran has attempted to increase its room for maneuver vis-a-vis the West through
informal alliances with actors such as China, Russia, India, and Venezuela, and
participation in international blocs such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and
BRICS, within the framework of soft balancing. In the second case, namely regional
proxy and coalition building: Assad's fall was seen as a threat to the continuity of the
axis of resistance, but Iran not only filled the power vacuum by quickly analyzing local
powers (such as Shiite militias in Syria, Irag, and Lebanon) and increasing indirect
support for proxy groups, Rather, it transformed proxy actors into the regulating force
of the local security order. In the third mechanism, namely multi-level diplomacy and
multilateralism, Iran entered an active level of diplomacy in parallel with regional
action: Such as: security talks with Russia and Turkey; engagement with China in the
form of the Belt and Road Initiative. In the fourth mechanism of limited military
deterrence: Iran sent a clear deterrent message to the West by using targeted threats,
limited cyberattacks, and joint exercises with Russia in the Mediterranean.

And finally, regarding the fifth issue of media diplomacy: Iranian state and proxy
media succeeded in partially reconstructing Iran's image by producing multilingual
content, representing Iran's role in the reconstruction of Syria, countering extremism,
providing humanitarian aid, and also destroying the Western narrative of "lranian
interference.” These efforts were met with a positive response from independent media
in Latin America and Africa.
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