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Introduction

The imbalance in the development of regions across the country in various
domains is one of the most pressing and challenging issues facing the nation today.
This lack of balance and equity has led to certain areas enjoying greater access to
both material and intangible resources, resulting in the significant polarization of
the country’s spatial structure. This, in turn, has deepened class disparities and
created severely underprivileged regions. Such unbalanced development has
intensified the class divide between provinces and cities, prompting misguided
migration to more developed areas and causing rural inhabitants to move to urban
centers, which has further spurred the growth of informal settlements. The spatial
and territorial imbalance in Iran is rooted less in natural inequalities and more in
the decisions of policymakers over the course of history. Hence, the mindset of
decision-makers cannot remain unaffected by the influential geopolitical contexts.
This factor inevitably shapes the perspective of Iranian policymakers when it
comes to locating activities and assigning uses to specific areas, often through the
lens of a concept termed "security." Therefore, a fundamental question arises:
What geopolitical factors underlie the security-oriented approach in spatial
planning that has led to territorial imbalance within the country? And how have
these factors been applied and institutionalized in organizing the country’s
development framework?

Research Methodology
This article is analytical-descriptive in nature and applied in its objective. The

data and information have been collected through library research, utilizing
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documentary and written sources, including books, articles, documents,
statistical yearbooks, and relevant databases.

Findings and Discussion

The spatial-territorial imbalance in Iran's spatial planning, marked prominently
by "centralization," can be interpreted and structured in light of influential
geopolitical foundations or Iran’s geopolitical position, as outlined below. One
of the most significant factors shaping policymakers' geopolitical mindset and
the pervasive focus on security across all areas—especially in spatial
configuration and the organization of national development—has been Iran’s
historical strategic isolation. This "strategic isolation" refers to a condition where
Iran lacks any natural alliance with a major power. Surrounded by a sea of
cultural and civilizational incongruities, Iran’s governance has been defined by
this foundational trait, with "strategic isolation" functioning as a fundamental
element of its national security and both domestic and foreign policy, both
overtly and covertly. Iran’s geographical position has intensified this historic
strategic isolation, leading Iranian policymakers to adopt a unique perception of
national security. With a threat-focused mindset, they have oriented large-scale
spatial planning, as well as the allocation of activities and uses, toward the
interior of the country. Middle Eastern countries, where Iran is located, struggle
with rich resources yet grapple with insecurity, directing their focus away from
development and instead seeking peace and security through force. Additionally,
Middle Eastern governments generally exhibit weak political and social
cohesion. These conditions have made security a central concept in the
governance of Middle Eastern states, rendering the overall security climate of
the region and its nations not only unsuitable for investment and development
but actively repelling investment, a key driver of development. As a result, the
opportunity for development in these countries is severely diminished. One of
the primary reasons for Iranian policymakers' security concerns lies in Iran’s
placement within this geopolitical region, which, especially over the last century,
has exacerbated spatial imbalances in Iran. Consequently, many territorial
relations have been structured on a foundation of security concerns and distrust
toward neighboring countries. For over two centuries, Iran’s buffer geopolitical
position has been imposed by major powers—first by Russia and Britain, and
later by the United States and the Soviet Union. This position has continuously
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caused difficulties for Iran, with negative impacts on its national destiny. During
this period, Iran became an arena for geopolitical competition, tension, and
conflict among these superpowers, shaping and directing much of Iran's foreign
and even domestic policies. This situation has affected every domain, including
politics, economy, society, culture, and the national psyche, as well as
infrastructure and investment, ultimately trapping the country in a cycle of
underdevelopment. A defining feature of Iran’s geopolitical position has been the
ideological and geopolitical struggle for influence, with ongoing proxy conflicts
occurring within Iran’s national space, sometimes even at the governmental
level. This rivalry—between northern and southern, or eastern and western
powers—persisted until the Islamic Revolution. The major legacy of this
dynamic has been an intensification of inward spatial orientation, resulting in
territorial imbalance in population distribution, economic activities, settlements,
infrastructure, and communication networks. Iran’s ethnic groups, which
historically played a positive role in maintaining Iran’s unity, share deep spatial
and cultural ties with the core of historical, cultural, and political Iran.
Nevertheless, these groups remain isolated geographically and economically by
the central governance system. It seems that policymakers’ perception of ethnic
groups often emphasizes their potential for divergence, leading to an attitude of
suspicion and perceived threat. As a result, ethnic regions are frequently
designated as targets for defensive and security-focused spatial planning within
the central policy framework, rendering these areas politically marginalized and
economically peripheral, thereby cementing their role as borderlands. The
structural manifestations and institutional applications of Iran’s influential
geopolitical foundations in creating spatial imbalance can be traced and
explained as follows: Centralized Political Structure: The centralized single-tier
political system, influenced by Iran’s unique geopolitical position, has prioritized
national survival through a security-driven governance model, despite its
developmental drawbacks. This approach has reinforced spatial imbalance in
national development, perpetuating insecurity due to regional disparities.
Political Division of Space: Iran’s hierarchical administrative divisions, shaped
by its geopolitical position, have institutionalized spatial imbalance within the
country. This system has struggled to fulfill its fundamental functions in
supporting spatial planning and effectively implementing regional development
programs. Consequently, peripheral and border regions have been deprived of
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adequate developmental efforts, creating adverse security implications for the
central government.

Conclusion

Factors rooted in Iran's geopolitical position, especially over the past two
centuries, have emphasized security as a soft power within institutional and
structural frameworks, becoming significant contributors to spatial and territorial
imbalance at the national level. This emphasis has constrained the country’s
spatial planning approach, enforcing a development landscape that is inherently
“inward-looking” and “centralized.”

Keywords: Geopolitics, Spatial Governance, Territorial Imbalance, Islamic-
Iranian Model of Progress
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