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ABSTRACT

The collapse of the self-proclaimed caliphate structure of the terrorist group ISIS in Iraq and Syria constitutes one
of the most fundamental and consequential developments in Middle Eastern geopolitics in recent decades. This
transformation not only signifies the termination of a major security threat at both regional and global levels, but
also marks the beginning of a new reconfiguration of the regional order, creating the conditions for the emergence
of novel dynamics in interactions among diverse actors. The necessity of conducting the present research arises
from the fact that the disintegration of ISIS represents not merely a military defeat for takfiri extremist movements,
but rather a profound transformation with multilayered political, security, and strategic consequences that has
significantly altered the regional balance of power and generated new opportunities for certain regional actors,
particularly the Axis of Resistance. Accordingly, the principal objective of this study is to examine and analyze the
multidimensional impacts of ISIS’s collapse on the reconstruction of the region’s geopolitical order and to elucidate
the manner in which the position of the Axis of Resistance has been enhanced within the emerging power equations
of the Middle East. This research employs a descriptive—analytical method and is grounded in the theoretical
framework of neorealism to investigate these consequences. The findings indicate that the destruction of the ISIS
caliphate not only weakened the role and cohesion of the Western—Arab coalition in the region, but also
strengthened the geopolitical position of the Islamic Republic of Iran, expanded the influence of Shiite resistance
groups, and disrupted the previous balance of power in favor of the Axis of Resistance. These transformations,
particularly in operational and security domains, have been reflected in phenomena such as increased divergence
within traditional alliances, revisions of regional states’ security strategies, and the redefinition of geopolitical
priorities and red lines by major powers. Collectively, these developments have ushered the Middle East into a new
phase of strategic transformation in which competition for influence and impact is more closely tied than ever to
indigenous, ideological, and resistance-oriented components.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The collapse of the self-proclaimed caliphate of the so-called Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria

constitutes one of the most consequential geopolitical events in the Middle East in the early twenty-
first century, not merely because it marked the military defeat of a highly violent non-state actor, but
because it fundamentally reconfigured the regional order and altered prevailing patterns of power
distribution. The emergence of ISIS in 2014 was itself the product of accumulated structural crises,
including state fragility, sectarian polarization, foreign military interventions, and unresolved
governance failures in post-2003 Iraq and post-2011 Syria. By rapidly seizing territory, dismantling
state authority, and declaring a transnational caliphate, ISIS directly challenged the Westphalian
foundations of regional order and created a profound security shock that reshaped the strategic
calculations of both regional and extra-regional actors (Salehi & Moradi, 2015). However, the
subsequent dismantling of ISIS’s territorial control—culminating in the fall of its last strongholds—
did not simply restore the pre-existing balance. Instead, it generated a new strategic environment
characterized by shifting alliances, intensified rivalries, and the empowerment of actors that had
played decisive roles in the anti-ISIS campaign. Among these, the Axis of Resistance—centered on
the Islamic Republic of Iran and encompassing allied state and non-state actors—emerged with
enhanced legitimacy, operational depth, and geopolitical influence, thereby transforming the
regional landscape in ways that demand systematic theoretical and empirical analysis (Abolfathi &
Sadeghi, 2024).

From a theoretical perspective, the study adopts neorealism as its principal analytical framework to
explain how the removal of ISIS as a disruptive actor produced a structural redistribution of power
at the regional level. Neorealism emphasizes the constraining role of the anarchic international
system and the primacy of relative power in shaping state behavior, arguing that actors respond
rationally to changes in the balance of power in order to maximize security and survival. Within this
framework, the defeat of ISIS can be understood as the elimination of a quasi-state actor that had
temporarily occupied strategic space and absorbed significant security resources, thereby creating a
power vacuum that other actors sought to fill (Khodabakhshi et al., 2019). The Axis of Resistance was
particularly well positioned to capitalize on this vacuum due to its direct military involvement,
organizational cohesion, and ideological mobilization during the conflict. The study situates this
process within broader debates on regional security complexes, demonstrating that the post-ISIS
environment intensified intra-regional competition while simultaneously reducing the coherence of
the Western—Arab coalition that had framed much of its regional engagement around
counterterrorism. In this sense, the collapse of ISIS functioned as a critical juncture that accelerated
pre-existing trends toward a more pluralistic and contested regional order (Gause, 2015).
Empirically, the research highlights how ISIS’s defeat weakened the strategic position of the
Western—Arab axis led by the United States, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, whose
policies had relied heavily on indirect leverage, proxy actors, and the discourse of counterterrorism.
As ISIS disintegrated, this coalition faced increasing difficulty in justifying sustained military
presence and political intervention in Iraq and Syria, while internal divergences among its members
further eroded its effectiveness (Akbari, 2016). By contrast, Iran and its allies translated battlefield
success into long-term geopolitical gains, consolidating influence through institutionalized security
arrangements, political alliances, and expanded strategic depth. The study shows that this shift was
not solely military in nature but also reflected changes in legitimacy and perception: actors
associated with the Axis of Resistance increasingly framed themselves as guarantors of state
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sovereignty and regional stability, while their adversaries struggled with credibility deficits and
strategic overstretch (Javidan, 2021). These dynamics underscore the importance of examining the
post-ISIS order not as a return to equilibrium but as a reconstitution of regional hierarchies under
new conditions.

The article further explores the multidimensional consequences of ISIS’s rise and fall for regional
political-security dynamics, emphasizing pressures placed on the Axis of Resistance during the
conflict and the subsequent consolidation of its position. ISIS initially imposed severe strain on
resistance actors by diverting resources, exacerbating sectarian cleavages, and disrupting
coordination among pro-Palestinian and anti-Israeli forces (Firoozabadi, 2010). Moreover, the
proliferation of takfiri ideology contributed to intra-Islamic fragmentation, undermining broader
solidarities and generating internal conflicts that served external interests (Nasserpour, 2015). Yet,
the eventual defeat of ISIS reversed many of these effects by delegitimizing extremist narratives and
restoring the strategic focus of resistance actors. The study demonstrates how this process
strengthened coordination among Iran, Hezbollah, Iraqi popular mobilization forces, and allied
groups, while simultaneously constraining the maneuverability of rival regional powers such as
Turkey and Saudi Arabia, whose competing ideological and geopolitical projects produced mutual
friction rather than cohesive counterbalancing (Niakouee, 2015).

Through detailed case studies of Iraq and Syria, the research illustrates how the post-ISIS
environment reshaped domestic political orders in ways that reinforced the regional standing of the
Axis of Resistance. In Iraq, the institutionalization of the Popular Mobilization Forces transformed
a wartime necessity into a lasting component of the state’s security architecture, embedding
resistance-aligned actors within formal governance structures and reducing external leverage over
Baghdad (Fayazi & Nakhaei Zarandi, 2021). In Syria, sustained Iranian and Hezbollah support proved
decisive in preserving the Assad government, enabling the reassertion of territorial control and
forcing regional and international actors to adjust to a political reality they had previously sought to
overturn (Moradi et al., 2016). These cases reveal how military outcomes translated into political and
strategic capital, reinforcing neorealist claims about the enduring significance of power
accumulation and alliance management in anarchic systems. They also highlight the limits of
externally driven regime-change strategies in environments where locally embedded networks
possess superior mobilization capacity and ideological coherence.

In conclusion, the collapse of ISIS marked a transformative moment in Middle Eastern geopolitics
by dismantling a major source of instability while simultaneously accelerating a redistribution of
power that favored the Axis of Resistance. The post-ISIS regional order is characterized by weakened
Western—Arab cohesion, enhanced Iranian strategic depth, and a more complex, multipolar security
environment in which non-state actors play institutionalized roles. Rather than restoring a previous
equilibrium, ISIS’s defeat opened a new phase of strategic competition shaped by indigenous
capacities, ideological mobilization, and adaptive alliance structures. Understanding this
transformation is essential for assessing future trajectories of regional order, as the legacies of the
anti-ISIS struggle continue to shape security calculations, political alignments, and the prospects for
stability across the Middle East.
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