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Extended Abstract
1- INTRODUCTION

Iran haslong occupied an important place in India’s foreign policy toward West Asia. At the be-
ginning of the twenty-first century, Iran’s strategic significance increased considerably due to
its vast energy resources and its role in providing India with an alternative route that bypasses
Pakistan and facilitates connectivity to Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Europe. Reflecting this
importance, Iran became the first country in West Asia with which India signed a Strategic
Partnership Agreement in 2003. Although bilateral relations faced a number of challenges
during the first decade of the century, overall ties continued to deepen and expand. A major
turning point occurred in 2014 when the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), led by Narendra Modi,
secured a majority in the Lok Sabha for the first time in India. This domestic political transfor-
mation coincided with broader shifts in the international system, characterised by the relative
decline of U.S. power and the rise of emerging powers such as India and China. Against this
backdrop, New Delhi replaced its earlier Look West Policy with the Act West Policy, reflecting
a shift toward a more proactive and strategically engaged approach to West Asia. The evolu-
tion of India’s regional and global position was accompanied by a significant reorientation of
its West Asia policy, and Iran was among the countries most affected by this shift. This study
examines the transformation of India’s foreign policy toward Iran between 2014 and 2024 and

seeks to explain the principal drivers and implications of this change.

2- THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The Balance of Interest theory in International Relations argues that states do not bal-
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ance against power alone, but rather against perceived threats to their interests. Devel-
oped primarily by scholars such as Randall Schweller, the theory challenges traditional bal-
ance-of-power and balance-of-threat approaches by emphasising that states’ foreign policy
behaviour is shaped by how they define and prioritise national interests. According to this per-
spective, states may choose to balance, bandwagon, or remain neutral depending on whether
they view a state as a threat or an opportunity. Balance of Interest theory highlights the role
of domestic factors, strategic calculations, and elite perceptions in shaping state behaviour.
States that are satisfied with the existing international order are more likely to resist revision-
ist powers, whereas dissatisfied states may align with them to advance their own interests.
Consequently, partnerships emerge not simply in response to material capabilities but from

converging or conflicting interests.

3- METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a hypothetico-deductive methodological approach and is guided by the
conceptual framework of Balance of Interests theory. It relies on documentary research and
draws upon both primary and secondary sources. The analysis examines official documents,
policy statements, speeches, and relevant academic literature to investigate the evolution of
India’s foreign policy toward Iran from 2014 to 2024.

4- RESULTS & DISCUSSION

Several reasons account for Iran’s declining strategic importance in India’s foreign policy
between 2014 and 2024. One important factor is the transformation of India’s energy policy.
Following the U.S. withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2018
and the reimposition of sanctions on Iran, India gradually reduced its oil imports from Iran and
completely halted them in May 2019. This marked a significant shift in India’s energy policy,
as Iran had previously been a major supplier of crude oil. While India fully complied with U.S.
sanctions and reduced bilateral trade with Iran to minimal levels, it simultaneously increased
its energy imports from Russia despite Western sanctions imposed following the outbreak of
the Ukraine war.

Another source of divergence has been the evolution of India’s connectivity strategy. India,
Iran, and Russia launched the International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) in 2002
to connect India with Europe through Iran. However, India has increasingly shifted its focus
toward the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), announced in 2023, which
connects India to West Asia and Europe. By prioritizing IMEC, India is reducing its reliance on
Iran as a transit hub and supporting alternative trade routes that bypass Iranian territory. This
shift contributes to Iran’s growing exclusion from emerging international transport corridors
and reflects New Delhi’s broader preference for cooperation with U.S.-backed regional initi-
atives and key Persian Gulf partners, thereby reinforcing Iran’s geopolitical and geoeconomic
isolation.

A further factor has been India’s participation in new regional groupings. The I12U2 initiative,
commonly known as the West Asian Quad, was established in 2021 by India, Israel, the United
States, and the United Arab Emirates. By joining 12U2, India has effectively become part of a
grouping that includes states regarded as Iran’s regional rivals. Moreover, India’s participa-
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tion places New Delhi and Tehran in increasingly divergent strategic camps. While Iran seeks
to expand cooperation with China and supports a reduced U.S. presence in West Asia, India,
through this framework, favors limiting Chinese influence and maintaining an active American
role in the region. In addition, the initiative has further strengthened India’s strategic partner-
ships with the United Arab Emirates and Israel.

Finally, growing differences in perceptions of terrorism have further widened the gap be-
tween the two countries. Iran and India shared similar views on terrorism, as reflected in the
Tehran and New Delhi Declarations. Since 2014, however, India’s definition of terrorism has
increasingly converged with that of Israel, leading to a divergence from Iran’s regional per-
spective, particularly regarding Palestine and the Axis of Resistance. During this period, India
labelled groups such as Hamas and Hezbollah as terrorist organisations and refrained from
condemning Israeli military operations in Gaza and Lebanon. Furthermore, the ideological af-
finity between the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) under Narendra Modi and the
right-wing Likud Partyled by Benjamin Netanyahu has brought their views on terrorism closer

together and contributed to India’s growing distance from Iran.

5- CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

For decades, strategic autonomy has been the cornerstone of India’s foreign policy, enabling
New Delhi to maintain balanced relations with competing powers. In the case of Iran, however,
this approach has weakened since 2014. While India previously preserved economic ties with
Tehran despite international sanctions, it gradually reduced its engagement, ultimately end-
ing oil imports from Iran. This shift was driven by both domestic and international factors, in-
cluding Narendra Modi’s rise to power, China’'s growing influence, and changes in U.S. regional
policies. As a result, India has strengthened its strategic partnerships with Iran’s regional
rivals, including the United States, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Israel. Consequently, bilateral
cooperation has declined significantly, and the prospect of a strategic partnership has dimin-
ished. The growing divergence between India and Iran reflects New Delhi’s changing priorities

in West Asia and Iran’s increasing regional and international isolation.
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