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O P I N I O N

Regional integration of Iran & Turkey: The path to cooperation in a complex Middle East

In the complex and rapidly transform-
ing landscape of the Middle East, the 
relationship between Iran and Turkey 
has reached a stage that can be de-
scribed as a “transition toward func-
tional integration,” a phase in which 
shared security, economic, and geopo-
litical interests provide stronger incen-
tives for closer ties than ever before, 
despite enduring structural and his-
torical rivalries. Integration theory sug-
gests that regional states move toward 
sustained cooperation when practical 
interactions increase the costs of con-
frontation and make the benefits of 
collaboration tangible and measurable. 
The current position of Iran and Tur-

key exemplifies this scenario: situated 
between competition and cooperation, 
where the weight of cooperative factors 
is rising, potentially generating positive 
spillover effects in other domains.
Amid ongoing security threats along 
the shared borders of Syria and Iraq, 
and a geopolitically unsettled South 
Caucasus following the Second Na-
gorno-Karabakh War, both countries 
perceive regional developments not 
as a series of isolated crises but as a 
“threat linkage.” Turkey is particularly 
concerned about the role of Kurdish 
groups in northern Syria, while Iran 
emphasizes the preservation of Syr-
ia’s central governance and territori-
al integrity. Though these objectives 
appear distinct, at the broader level 
of regional security, they overlap: nei-
ther Tehran nor Ankara seeks Syria’s 
fragmentation, nor do they wish for 
external actors to alter the regional 

balance of power through new spheres 
of influence. This security alignment, 
a fundamental basis for integration in 
neofunctionalism theory, has rendered 
security dialogues an indispensable 
and continuous feature of bilateral re-
lations.
Beyond security concerns, the econom-
ic dimension plays a critical role in en-
abling integration. The targeted trade 
volume of $30 billion is not merely a 
media talking point but a cornerstone 
for developing mutual interdepen-
dence—a type of interconnection that 
European Union experience demon-
strates can ultimately reduce the costs 
of political tension and enhance insti-
tutional cooperation. Iran serves as a 
primary route for Turkey’s access to 
affordable and reliable energy, while 
Turkey provides Iran with a crucial 
gateway to European and Mediterra-
nean markets. Developing transit proj-

ects, including the reinforcement of the 
East-West corridor, expansion of rail 
capacity, and establishment of border 
trade hubs, exemplify the “functional 
spillover” effect, whereby cooperation 
in one sector (e.g., infrastructure) inevi-
tably leads to cooperation in others. 
Expanding joint infrastructure reaches 
a point where any political tension in-
curs immediate and tangible economic 
costs—precisely the condition in which 
integration begins.
Another factor influencing Iran-Turkey 
integration is the evolving power struc-
ture in the region. Following the Gaza 
conflict, widespread humanitarian 
crises, and unprecedented external in-
terventions, both countries face direct 
and indirect pressures. Iran must man-
age tensions with Israel and the United 
States while simultaneously seeking to 
build new regional networks of coop-
eration. Turkey, similarly, strives to re-

store its regional standing and mitigate 
Western pressure while taking a more 
active role in the Palestinian issue and 
Gaza reconstruction. These shared 
pressures have created a need for Teh-
ran and Ankara to establish a stable 
“diplomatic contact point,” capable of 
reducing regional tensions and enhanc-
ing the influence of both states.
Nevertheless, Iran-Turkey integration 
faces significant obstacles that any 
realistic analysis must acknowledge. 
Geopolitical competition in the South 
Caucasus retains the potential for seri-
ous tensions. Turkey maintains strate-
gic ties with Azerbaijan, whereas Iran 
aims to stabilize international borders 
and prevent abrupt geopolitical shifts. 
In Syria, while shared threats have in-
centivized cooperation, 
the ultimate objectives 
of the two countries differ in some re-
spects.
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Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi (R) and his Turkish counterpart Hakan Fidan attend a joint press conference in Tehran on November 30, 2025.
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