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Introduction

In international politics, states constantly seek to increase
their influence in other countries and regions. The necessity of
establishing a balance of power between conflicting or rival states
has been evident in the era of nation-states system. Therefore, states
always strive to find balancing forces around them to overcome
threats arising from the alignment of forces and international
coalitions of conflicting states. However, sometimes a state may not
be able to find these balancing forces within its territorial
neighborhood. Therefore, they seek to balance beyond their region
to mitigate pressures by altering the playing field. The increasing
attention of the Islamic Republic of Iran's foreign policy towards
non-neighboring countries, as well as states outside the Middle East
region, can be understood within this framework. Regional rivals
and adversaries have imposed significant pressures on Iran over the
past four decades, leading to an eight-year imposed war in one
instance and extensive international sanctions in another. Iran's
foreign policy apparatus has sought to respond to and mitigate these
pressures since the early years after the revolution by seeking allies
in Central Asia, North Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, South
America, and in the past decade, West Africa. Southeast Europe, or
the Balkans, has been one of the focal points of this policy during
this period. Since the Islamic Revolution, especially from the 1990s
onwards, Iran has consistently sought to utilize cultural, political,
military and economic connections to establish its presence and
influence in the Balkans. However, with Kosovo's independence
and the relative resolution of the 200-year-old crisis, the nature of
the political space in the Balkans has transformed. Changes in the
regional political environment and the emergence of a new dynamic
space have led to shifts in the domestic political landscape of
regional actors as well as changes in the composition and priorities
of trans-regional actors present in it. In this article, we aim to answer
the question: What opportunities and threats did Iran's foreign
policy face in the Balkans during 2008-2023 within the new
dynamic space?.
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Methodology

Here, with a strategic planning approach, the SWOT model has been used to identify and
analyze the opportunities and challenges. According to this model, for analyzing Iran's foreign
policy in the new environment that emerged in the Balkans since 2008, the internal strengths
and weaknesses of this country in interaction with other influential states in this environment
were first evaluated. Then, the opportunities and threats arising from this diplomatic arena were
listed. Finally, we discussed how Iran has utilized international opportunities created in the
Balkans to address its internal weaknesses and respond to threats from this region by relying
on its capabilities.

Result and discussion

The findings indicate that Iran, considering the expansion of NATO and the European Union
among Balkan countries, has failed to utilize its military and economic tools to increase its
influence in the post-conflict Balkans. Therefore, it has relied on cultural links, attempting a
particular cultural diplomacy strategy by leveraging the presence of Muslims in the region,
promoting the Persian language, and at some point exploiting leftist political anti-establishment
sentiments in the Balkans to increase economic exchanges with these countries. However, this
presence and influence have also led to the emergence of new threats against Iran in the Balkans,
including NATO expansion, increased activities of Israel and Saudi Arabia to compete with
Iran, the establishment of America's missile defense shield, the rise of Salafism, and the
presence of Mujahedeen-e Khalq in the region.

Conclusion

Research data suggest that Iran has endeavored to utilize its military, economic, and cultural
capabilities to increase its influence in the post-conflict Balkans. In the military-security realm,
factors such as NATO expansion eastward and Russia and Turkey's perception of this region as
their traditional sphere of influence have hindered Iran's ability to use its capabilities in creating
proxy groups and arms exports. Economically, despite its eightfold capabilities mentioned, the
gradual accession of Balkan countries to the European Union and the presence of rivals such as
China, Saudi Arabia, and Israel have posed strong obstacles to the utilization of these
capabilities. More importantly, international sanctions have severely diminished Iran's ability
to exploit these capabilities. Culturally, the emphasis on creating ideological links rather than
highlighting Iran's cultural attractions and the Persian language, as well as historical ties, has
created sensitivities towards the promotion of Iran's political Islam discourse in the Balkans.
Moreover, this ideological approach has not been effective in expanding and strengthening
Sunni Salafism among Muslims in the region. Therefore, it can be argued that Iran's
confrontational cultural approach in the post-conflict space has engendered Iranophobia rather
than enhancing political and economic ties with the Balkans. It seems that by reconsidering its
cultural diplomacy approach and emphasizing Iran's cultural attractions and the Persian
language, new political and economic opportunities could be created in these countries.
Keywords: Iran, Balkans, foreign policy, strategic planning, SWOT.
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