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Key Judgments

* Iran 1s assessed as unlikely to emerge as a traditional great power; i1t is more likely to
function as a high-impact regional network node.

* Reconstruction dynamics are likely to be shaped by selective, sectoral engagement from
major Eastern actors through selective, sectoral economic integration rather than
comprehensive strategic alignment.

* Iran is not expected to adopt sustained neutrality; instead, it will operate as a non-aligned
actor exerting structural counter-pressure within a partially aligned system.

* Internal governance dynamics, particularly the evolution of the theocratic—institutional
configuration, are likely to remain the primary source of long-term uncertainty.

* The principal systemic risk lies in nonlinear instability arising from interacting internal and
external pressures, rather than in gradual decline.

* More broadly, Iran’s trajectory reflects a wider shift in international politics from
dominance-based power toward network-based influence.

Executive Summary

This analysis examines Iran’s post-war trajectory as a process of structural and functional
transformation within an increasingly networked international system. Rather than consolidating
into a dominant regional power, Iran i1s more likely to assume the role of a network-embedded
strategic node, whose influence derives from its capacity to impose costs, shape system-level
interactions, and operate across fragmented and partially aligned structures.

This evolving role generates a form of structural asymmetry in which relatively low-cost
offensive actions can impose disproportionately high defensive and maintenance burdens on
adversaries, shifting competition toward long-term sustainability under pressure. This pattern 1s
consistent with strike—response asymmetries documented across recent regional engagements.

This trajectory 1s shaped by three interrelated dynamics. First, the logic of conflict 1s shifting
from dominance to cost imposition, favoring actors capable of generating sustained systemic
pressure at relatively low cost. Second, the international system 1s evolving toward partial
alignment, 1n which cooperation 1s selective, modular, and contingent rather than bloc-based.
Third, Iran’s internal governance structure remains only partially aligned with i1ts emerging
external role, generating conditions of structural tension.
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Policy Brief Taken together, these dynamics suggest that Iran’s future will be determined less by the scale
of 1ts capabilities than by its position within networks, and by its ability to maintain coherence
between internal governance and external functional roles under conditions of increasing
complexity.

The analysis adopts a structural and systems-based approach, and should be interpreted as
identifying analytical tendencies rather than deterministic outcomes.

Conceptual Framework

To clarify the analytical framework used in this assessment, the following concept 1s
introduced:

Network-Embedded Power: A form of influence in which an actor s strategic relevance is
derived primarily from its position within interconnected systems, and from its ability to shape
interactions, impose costs, and affect systemic dynamics, rather than from territorial control or
hierarchical authority.

1. Will Iran Rise? In What Form?

Iran’s post-war trajectory 1s unlikely to conform to conventional metrics of power
accumulation, including GDP expansion, military scaling, or territorial control. Instead, 1t reflects
a structural shift toward functional adaptation under conditions of cost-imposition competition.

[ran may experience a relative increase in regional influence. However, it 1s unlikely to
achieve system-wide dominance. Its trajectory 1s more accurately understood as an asymmetric
rise, enhancing its capacity to impose costs, shape regional dynamics, and resist external control,
without enabling the construction of a stable or hierarchical order.

1.1 From Overmatch to Cost Imposition
[ran’s wartime strategy reflects a broader transformation 1n the logic of conflict:
* From overmatch to cost imposition;
* From territorial control to network-based pressure;
* From decisive engagements to cumulative systemic strain.

Rather than pursuing decisive battlefield outcomes, Iran has relied on distributed capabilities,
indirect escalation mechanisms, and sustained pressure on critical systems, including energy
infrastructure, logistics corridors, and C4ISR networks.

This approach generates a form of structural asymmetry in which relatively low-cost offensive
actions can impose disproportionately high defensive and maintenance burdens on adversaries,
shifting competition toward long-term sustainability under pressure. This pattern 1s consistent
with strike-response asymmetries documented across recent regional engagements.

1.2 Network Leverage and Alliance Friction

Iran’s strategic effectiveness appears to derive less from battlefield superiority than from its
capacity to erode adversaries’ ability to sustain coordinated control over time.
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This dynamic operates through:
* Persistent pressure on critical operational and infrastructural nodes;
* Temporal extension of conflict to accumulate systemic costs;

* Exploitation of alliance asymmetries, including divergence in risk tolerance, escalation
thresholds, and strategic priorities.

Under these conditions, coalition cohesion may be strained not primarily through
fragmentation, but through desynchronization in decision-making, signaling, and cost tolerance.

1.3 Rise Without Dominance

Iran’s potential rise i1s unlikely to manifest as territorial expansion or hierarchical control.
Instead, 1t 1s more likely to take the form of functional positioning within regional and
transregional networks:

* A disruptive actor within regional security systems;

* A cost-imposing participant in protracted conflict dynamics;

* A pressure node within global energy and logistics networks;

* A connector across Eurasian and Middle Eastern economic corridors.

This form of influence remains inherently bounded. Iran may be structurally more effective at
complicating control than at providing order.

1.4 Structural Constraints on Full Emergence

Several structural constraints are likely to limit Iran’s ability to translate positional advantages
into systemic dominance:

* A fragmented and partially aligned regional system resistant to centralized control;
* Escalation dynamics reinforced by legitimacy—retaliation feedback loops;

* (Gaps between narrative influence and material recovery capacity;

* Persistent asymmetries 1n advanced military and technological capabilities.

Taken together, these constraints suggest that Iran’s rise, if realized, will remain bounded,
asymmetric, and structurally incomplete.

1.5 Post-War Trajectories

Three broad trajectories can be identified:

* Limited Rise (Most Likely): consolidation of regional influence and deterrence credibility
without systemic dominance;

* Network-Amplified Rise: expanded influence through indirect networks, accompanied by
increased systemic fragility and escalation complexity;

* Overextension (Low Probability, High Impact): symbolic or political gains offset by
economic strain and internal pressure.

Overall, Iran’s trajectory 1s best understood not as an expansion of scale, but as a redefinition
of function within a networked system.
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Policy Brief 2. External Embedding: Reconstruction and Eastern Involvement

Post-war reconstruction 1s likely to serve as a key structural determinant of Iran’s trajectory.
Under continued sanctions and elevated geopolitical risk perceptions, external participation is
likely to be driven primarily by major Eastern actors through selective, sectoral engagement.

This involvement, however, 1s unlikely to take the form of comprehensive strategic alignment

or alliance formation. Instead, 1t 1s expected to remain selective and sector-specific, characterized
by:

* Economic engagement without direct military involvement;
* Emphasis on energy security, supply chain resilience, and systemic risk management;
* Concentration in infrastructure, energy systems, and digital connectivity.

This pattern reflects a pragmatic and risk-calibrated approach to engagement, shaped by both
external constraints and internal priorities.

2.1 Embedded Reconstruction

This model can be conceptualized as embedded reconstruction, in which external actors
participate 1in post-war rebuilding through structured integration into key economic sectors.

Its core mechanisms include:

* Resource-backed infrastructure arrangements;

* Long-term, energy-linked financing structures;

* Integration into regional economic and logistical networks.

Under this framework, reconstruction 1s not externally imposed, but systemically integrated.
External capital, technology, and operational systems become embedded within domestic
development pathways, while remaining bounded by national control structures. Similar patterns
have been observed in infrastructure financing and development arrangements in sanctioned or
high-risk environments.

2.2 Asymmetric Interdependence Without Alignment

Rather than producing traditional dependency, this structure is more likely to generate a
condition of asymmetric interdependence:

* External actors obtain durable economic access and structural positioning;
* Iran retains formal political autonomy and strategic decision-making authority.

This relationship 1s best understood as functional and interest-driven, rather than
institutionalized or alliance-based. It reflects mutual constraints and selective cooperation, rather
than hierarchical control.

2.3 Economic Embedding Without Political Alignment

The likely outcome 1s a configuration combining economic integration with continued
political non-alignment:
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* Increasing integration into Eastern-linked economic and infrastructural networks;
* Maintenance of formal non-alignment in geopolitical and security terms;
* Structural positioning between external integration and domestic autonomy.

This configuration does not imply full alignment with any major power bloc. Instead, it
reinforces Iran’s trajectory toward a network-embedded position, in which economic connectivity
expands without corresponding political or strategic subordination.

3. Alignment Choice: Neutrality vs Network Position

Iran’s post-war positioning 1s unlikely to conform to traditional categories of alliance or
neutrality. Instead, it reflects an international system increasingly structured by partial alignment,
in which relationships are selective, modular, and context-dependent.

Given existing adversarial dynamics and deep regional entanglements, sustained neutrality 1s
assessed as structurally unlikely. Iran’s positioning 1s therefore better understood not as a discrete
alignment choice, but as a form of constrained positioning within a networked system. This
reflects a broader shift observed across multiple regions toward partial alignment structures and
function-based positioning.

3.1 Beyond Binary Alignment
Iran’s external positioning 1s more accurately conceptualized as functional rather than binary:
* Non-aligned in formal institutional and alliance terms;
* Non-neutral in systemic interaction and conflict dynamics;
 Embedded within regional and cross-regional networks.

This configuration reflects a shift away from identity-based alignment toward role-based
participation, in which strategic behavior 1s shaped by interaction patterns rather than formal
affiliation.

3.2 A Non-Aligned, System-Responsive Node

Iran 1s likely to function as a non-aligned actor that exerts sustained counter-pressure within
the existing system, without fully integrating into it.

This position 1s characterized by:

* Absence of formal alliance commitments with major powers;

* Persistent opposition to selected elements of the current international order;

* Active participation 1n shaping systemic constraints and interaction dynamics.

Rather than operating outside the system, Iran functions within it as a structurally positioned
actor whose influence derives from persistence, disruption, and selective engagement.

3.3 Function Over Affiliation

In a partially aligned and networked system, strategic relevance is increasingly determined by
position and function rather than bloc membership.
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Policy Brief Iran’s role is therefore best understood in functional terms:
* A node within a distributed and fragmented global network;
* An actor capable of generating pressure within system-level interactions;

* A participant whose influence derives from structural position rather than formal
alignment.

This suggests a broader transformation 1n international politics, in which alignment becomes
less decisive than the capacity to shape interactions within networks.

4. Internal Structure: Religion, State, and Fragmentation Risk

Iran’s long-term trajectory will depend on the adaptability and internal coherence of its
governance system. This system can be understood as a hybrid structure combining:

* Theocratic authority;
* Military-economic influence (notably associated with the IRGC);
* Technocratic administration.

These components form a layered but not fully integrated system of control. Historically, this
configuration has been reinforced by sustained external pressure, which has contributed to
internal cohesion and regime stability:.

Under post-war conditions characterized by economic strain, reconstruction demands, and
increasing external embedding this stabilizing mechanism may become less reliable, placing
greater stress on coordination across institutional layers.

4.1 Internal Pathways

Iran’s internal evolution can be conceptualized along three plausible, though not mutually
exclusive, pathways:

 Consolidated Theocratic Configuration (Short-Term Stabilization): Centralized
authority 1s reinforced, enhancing short-term stability and control capacity, but potentially
limiting economic flexibility and adaptive responsiveness.

* Dual-Layer Governance (Most Likely): A coexistence of centralized political authority
and 1ncreasingly technocratic economic management. This configuration allows for
external economic engagement without corresponding political liberalization, while
introducing ongoing tensions between efficiency and control.

 Fragmentation Scenario (Low Probability, High Impact): Under compounded
pressures, including economic stress, institutional divergence, and external constraints,
coordination across governance layers may weaken, resulting in reduced policy coherence
and increased systemic volatility.

4.2 Structural Misalignment

A central structural challenge lies in the misalignment between Iran’s emerging external role
and 1ts internal governance configuration.
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Policy Brief  External integration dynamics require increasing flexibility, predictability, and selective
openness;

* Internal governance remains oriented toward centralized control, sovereignty preservation,
and constrained adaptability.

This divergence produces persistent structural tension. While not necessarily destabilizing in
the short term, 1t introduces latent friction within the system, particularly as external economic
embedding deepens.

4.3 Nonlinear Instability Risk

The primary risk emerging from this configuration is not gradual decline, but the potential for
nonlinear instability.

In a networked environment, instability does not arise from a single failure point, but from the
interaction of multiple pressures across interconnected domains. When internal governance
constraints and external integration demands begin to reinforce one another, the system may
approach or exceed its effective capacity for coordinated control.

Under such conditions, adjustment processes may become discontinuous, self-reinforcing, and
difficult to manage, reflecting a transition from controlled adaptation to system-level instability
dynamics.

Analytical Scope and Limits

This assessment focuses on structural patterns and systemic dynamics and does not constitute
a policy recommendation.

The analysis draws on observable trends in conflict behavior, cost-imposition dynamics, and
evolving alignment structures. Outcomes remain contingent on multiple interacting variables,
including external actor strategies, regional developments, and internal political and economic
adjustments within Iran.

Accordingly, the findings should be interpreted as indicative of structural tendencies and
analytical scenarios, rather than deterministic forecasts.

Conclusion

Iran’s post-war trajectory reflects a broader transformation in the nature of power within an
increasingly networked international system.

It 1s assessed as unlikely to emerge as a dominant regional power in conventional terms.
Instead, Iran 1s more likely to consolidate its position as a network-embedded actor, whose
influence derives from 1ts capacity to impose costs, shape interactions, and operate across
partially aligned structures.

The central challenge facing Iran 1s not expansion, but coherence, specifically, the ability to
maintain alignment between internal governance structures and evolving external network roles
under conditions of increasing complexity, constraint, and interdependence.
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Policy Brief More broadly, Iran’s trajectory illustrates a shift in how influence is generated and exercised:
from control and accumulation toward positioning and interaction within networked systems. In
this sense, Iran’s trajectory can be understood as part of a broader network-embedded power
transition, in which strategic relevance 1s increasingly defined by function within systems rather
than by hierarchical dominance.

Final Statement

Iran 1s unlikely to define regional order through direct control. Rather, its role may
increasingly lie in shaping the conditions under which control becomes more costly, constrained,
and difficult to sustain.
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