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Abstract

Scientific diplomacy has increasingly emerged as a strategic
instrument of soft power in contemporary international relations. This
article examines scientific diplomacy as a potential future axis of the
soft power of the Islamic Republic of Iran. The main research question
asks how scientific diplomacy can evolve into a central pillar of Iran’s
regional soft power and what alternative future scenarios can be
envisioned for its development. Using a qualitative and futures-
oriented approach, the study applies trend analysis and James Dator’s
four futures framework to explore possible trajectories. The findings
indicate that Iran’s scientific diplomacy faces four plausible scenarios:
continued growth, collapse, re-creation, and fundamental
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transformation. The preferred scenario combines sustained growth
with adaptive re-creation, supported by strategic investment in
emerging technologies and regional scientific cooperation. Such a
pathway could enhance Iran’s regional legitimacy, generate positive
scientific interdependencies, and consolidate its position within the
regional architecture of soft power.

Keywords: Scientific Diplomacy; Soft Power; Futures Studies;
Scenario Planning; Islamic Republic of Iran.

Introduction

The contemporary international system has undergone profound
transformations in the nature and sources of power. Power is no longer
derived solely from military capabilities or economic resources;
intangible elements such as knowledge, culture, legitimacy, and
technology now play a decisive role. Within this evolving context, soft
power has become a central concept in foreign policy analysis,
emphasizing attraction rather than coercion. Scientific diplomacy has
emerged as one of the most dynamic instruments of soft power,
linking scientific cooperation, technological exchange, and elite
networking with broader diplomatic objectives. For the Islamic
Republic of Iran, scientific diplomacy offers a particularly significant
opportunity. Iran possesses notable scientific and technological
capacities in areas such as nanotechnology, biotechnology, medicine,
aerospace, and unmanned aerial systems. At the same time, the
country faces structural challenges including international sanctions,
restricted academic collaboration, and brain drain. These conditions
make it essential to adopt a forward-looking analytical framework
capable of identifying both opportunities and risks. This study
addresses the central question of how scientific diplomacy can
become the future axis of Iran’s soft power and what scenarios may
shape its evolution in the coming years.

Materials and Methods

This research employs a qualitative and futures-oriented methodology.
Data were collected through library and documentary research,
including academic literature on soft power, smart power, scientific
diplomacy, and Iranian foreign policy, as well as policy documents
and analytical reports. The study integrates two complementary
analytical tools.
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First, it draws on the concept of smart power, which emphasizes
the strategic combination of hard and soft power resources. Within
this framework, scientific diplomacy is understood as a bridge
between technological capability and cultural-ideational attraction.
Second, the study applies futures studies methods, particularly trend
analysis and James Dator’s four futures framework. This model
conceptualizes the future as a set of alternative pathways rather than a
single linear trajectory, consisting of continued growth, collapse, re-
creation, and fundamental transformation. By identifying key trends,
drivers, and uncertainties, the research constructs plausible scenarios
for the future of Iran’s scientific diplomacy.

Discussion

Trend analysis reveals several structural forces shaping Iran’s
scientific diplomacy. On the global level, the internationalization of
science and the expansion of transnational research networks have
increased the political significance of knowledge production.
Scientific achievement now functions as a marker of credibility and
legitimacy in regional and global arenas. Concurrently, intensified
technological competition among major powers has transformed
science and innovation into strategic assets.

Regionally, the Middle East has witnessed growing investment in
higher education, research infrastructure, and knowledge-based
branding, particularly by countries such as Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and
Qatar. This has generated a competitive environment in which
scientific diplomacy plays a key role in shaping regional influence.
Iran’s scientific achievements position it as a potential regional hub,
yet sanctions and institutional fragmentation limit its ability to fully
capitalize on these assets.

Based on these trends, four scenarios are identified. In the
continued growth scenario, Iran sustains its current trajectory of
scientific development, expands international academic cooperation,
and strengthens its reputation as a knowledge-producing country. In
the collapse scenario, intensified sanctions, academic isolation, and
accelerated brain drain undermine scientific capacity and erode Iran’s
soft power. The re-creation scenario envisions a strategic reorientation
toward regional and South—South scientific cooperation, transforming
constraints into opportunities for indigenous innovation and regional
leadership. Finally, the fundamental transformation scenario assumes
that breakthroughs in emerging technologies, such as artificial
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intelligence or advanced biotechnology, fundamentally reshape Iran’s
scientific diplomacy and blur the boundary between soft and hard
power.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the future of Iran’s scientific diplomacy is
inherently non-linear and contingent upon strategic choices and
external conditions. Among the four scenarios, the preferred pathway
combines elements of continued growth and re-creation, with selective
aspects of fundamental transformation. In this scenario, Iran maintains
scientific momentum, reconfigures its diplomatic networks toward
regional and Islamic partners, and invests strategically in emerging
technologies. Such an approach would enhance Iran’s regional
legitimacy, create positive scientific interdependencies, and reinforce
its image as a reliable scientific partner. More broadly, the findings
demonstrate that scientific diplomacy should not be treated as a
peripheral policy tool but as a central pillar of Iran’s soft power
strategy. Effective coordination among scientific institutions,
diplomatic bodies, and technological sectors is essential for translating
scientific capacity into sustainable soft power and long-term regional
influence.
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