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The contemporary world, more 
than at any previous juncture, is 
exposed to geopolitical and geo-
economic metamorphoses; meta-
morphoses that not only have 
confronted the traditional West-
ern powers with extensive predic-
aments, but also have furnished 
unprecedented opportunities for 
the ascendance of novel initiatives 
in Asia and Eurasia. The gradual 
disintegration of the West-centric 
consensus, the structural fatigue 
of NATO, the crisis in the global 
economy, regional wars, and the 
emergence of medium and major 
Asian powers have situated the 
international constellation in a 
fluid condition.
In such circumstances, the coun-
tries that can utilize this fluidity 
in order to construct a new equi-
librium, diversify their foreign 
relations, and elevate national re-
silience will attain a determina-
tive position in the forthcoming 
decades. For Iran, which has en-
dured four decades of pressure, 
threat, sanctions, and structural 
isolation, such a global transi-
tion constitutes a strategic op-
portunity for the redefinition of 
the trajectories through which its 
national interests are pursued.
Within this very framework, the 
permanent membership of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran in the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion (SCO) is not a mere diplomat-
ic gesture; rather, it is one of the 
most consequential structural 
transformations in Iranian for-
eign policy during recent years. 
The SCO, contrary to superficial 
interpretations, is a multifunc-
tional organization with a com-
posite of security, economic, 
institutional, and identity-laden 
functions that, throughout the 
past two decades, has become 
one of the determinative actors 
in Asian equations.
This organization, at present 
with eight permanent members, 
encompasses an aggregate of 3.2 
billion individuals (approximately 
40 percent of the global population) and 
34 million square kilometers of 
territory (approximately 22 percent of 
the world’s landmass), and, according 
to the data of the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization and the 
International Monetary Fund, it 
comprises approximately 25 to 
30 percent of global GDP based 
on purchasing-power parity.
This organization is neither a 
military pact, nor a complete 
economic union, nor merely a 
dialogue-centered forum; rather, 
it is a composite mechanism that 
China and Russia, as two great 
powers of the world, have de-
signed for the management of re-
gional security, the development 
of geoeconomic cooperation, and 
the creation of shared standards 
in Central Asia and beyond.
For Iran, ingress into such an 
arena signifies connection to a 
multilayered network of security 
and economic collaborations that 
can transfer the country’s posi-
tion from Western-imposed iso-
lation to the centrality of Asian 
interactions. Iran, throughout 
recent years, because of Western 
political and economic pressure, 
has been more in need than ever 

of diversifying its pathways for 
securing security, trade, energy, 
and technology. The SCO furnish-
es this opportunity.
Iran, in its regional environment, 
is confronted by a constellation of 
intricate security threats. Chronic 
insecurity in Afghanistan, the re-
emergence and eventual collapse 
of extremist groups, the activities 
of IS-Khorasan, narcotics and 
human trafficking, instability on 
the eastern borders, the rivalry of 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates in the Persian Gulf, the 
military presence of the United 
States in the region, and the geo-
political transformations of the 
South Caucasus are all among the 
multifaceted threats whose man-
agement is arduous and costly for 
Iran. The SHANGHAI Cooperation 
Organization, from its inception, 
was established with the objective 
of confronting such threats.
The RATS (Regional Anti-Terrorist Struc-
ture) structure — whose office is 
located in Tashkent — thus far, 
according to the official report 
of the official website of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organi-
zation, has coordinated more 
than 40,000 registered counter-
terrorism operations, 5,000 ar-
rests related to extremism, and 
the identification of more than 
200 active groups in the region. 
The RATS structure, as the most 

consequential regional center for 
combating terrorism, extremism, 
and separatism, now enables in-
formation sharing, the creation 
of security coordination, and 
the design of joint operations. 
These capacities are vital for 
Iran because, for the first time, 
Iranian national security can be 
managed in a networked and 
collectively cooperative form, not 
merely through an individual and 
reactive approach.
The augmentation of security 
predictability is one of the most 
momentous advantages of Irani-
an membership in the SCO. Intel-
ligence cooperation with major 
Asian countries renders the se-
curity decision-making process 
in Iran more exact and reduces 
defense expenditures. These 
collaborations, especially in the 
Afghanistan–Central Asia axis, 
possess doubled significance be-
cause Iran, due to its geography, 
is compelled to manage the con-
sequences of any insecurity in Af-
ghanistan. Connection to the SCO 
extricates Iran from the position 
of “the sole responsible state” 
and transforms the responsibil-
ity of crisis management into a 
regional affair.
Alongside this security dimen-
sion, the SCO possesses an 
important function in soft bal-
ancing for Iran. Iran, because 

of confrontation with the Maxi-
mum Pressure campaign of the 
United States and multilayered 
sanctions, has continually been 
exposed to Western attempts at 
geopolitical isolation. However, 
membership in the SCO enables 
Iran to fracture this isolation 
and connect to a network of ma-
jor and medium Asian powers. 
Within this framework, any con-
frontation with Iran will possess 
repercussions for China and Rus-
sia — the two permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council — as 
well. Such a condition naturally 
engenders a kind of informal de-
terrence and increases the cost of 
confrontation with Iran. This soft 
deterrence is not of the nature of 
a military alliance, yet it possess-
es a similar function in elevating 
Iran’s negotiating weight.
In the economic domain, the 
SCO is perhaps the most conse-
quential opportunity for Iran to 
neutralize sanctions. The SCO 
Interbank Consortium — which 
includes the China Development 
Bank, Russia’s VEB, Kazakh-
stan’s RSK, the National Bank 
of Tajikistan, and several other 
member banks — annually de-
fines tens of billions of dollars of 
facility capacity for joint projects 
and furnishes the possibility of 
non-dollar settlements. Official 
data of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization demonstrate that 
more than 70 percent of internal 
settlements of this consortium 
are conducted based on nation-
al currencies, and the trajectory 
of dollar elimination in regional 
exchanges is continuously in-
creasing. This matter constitutes 
a vital capacity for Iran because 
banking and financial sanctions 
have been the backbone of the 
United States’ sanctions against 
Iran. The banking and monetary 
collaborations of the SCO enable 
money transfers, joint invest-
ment, and project financing, and 
diminish Iran’s dependence on 
Western financial mechanisms.
Alongside this, connection 
to Eurasian transit corridors 
confers new power upon Iran. 
The North–South Corridor, the 
China–Kazakhstan–Iran route, 
and several other pathways 
can transform Iran into a hub 
that connects Central Asia, the 
Caucasus, Russia, India, and 
the Persian Gulf. The China–Ka-
zakhstan–Iran corridor alone, 
in 2023, according to China Cus-
toms data, transported more 
than 12 million tons of cargo, 
and its capacity has been esti-
mated at 30 million tons. Such 
a position for the Iranian econ-
omy, in an era in which geoeco-
nomics has superseded hard 
geopolitics, constitutes a gold-
en opportunity. Revenues from 
transit, in addition to stability, 
possess high sanction-resil-
ience and enable the country to 
extract maximum benefit from 
its geographic position.
In the energy domain as well, the 
SCO can generate new pathways 
for the export of gas, electricity, 
petroleum products, and par-
ticipation in the energy value 
chain. The member states of the 
SCO possess approximately 21 
percent of global gas reserves 
and 25 percent of coal reserves, 
and cooperation with them in 
the fields of new energies, the 
regional electricity grid, energy 
security, and novel technologies 
can diminish the dependence of 
the Iranian economy on raw-ma-
terial exports and situate the 
country within a broader and 
more lucrative value chain.
One of the most momentous di-
mensions of Iranian membership 
in the SCO is the possibility of 
participation in regional institu-
tion-building and rule-making in 
the Asian order. The contempo-
rary world is transitioning from 
a Western mono-rule order to a 
multi-rule order in which insti-
tutions, standards, and regional 
cooperation networks have ac-
quired greater significance. Iran, 
through its presence in the SCO, 
now sits at the tables where de-
cisions regarding the financial, 
commercial, digital, security, and 
energy standards of future Asia 
are made. This position consti-
tutes a long-term asset for the 
country because the future of 
global power is inclined toward 
“rule-makers,” not “rule-takers”.
The SCO, beyond its security and 
economic functions, also pos-
sesses a profound and strategic 
identity dimension; a dimension 
that has often been less exam-
ined, yet holds a determinative 
role in Iranian foreign-policy 
equations. Iran, throughout 
several past decades, especially 
after the Islamic Revolution, in 
the dominant Western narrative 
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The Shanghai 
Cooperation 
Organization’s RATS 
structure — whose 
office is located in 
Tashkent — thus 
far, according to the 
official report of 
the official website 
of the Shanghai 
Cooperation 
Organization, 
has coordinated 
more than 40,000 
registered 
counterterrorism 
operations, 5,000 
arrests related to 
extremism, and 
the identification 
of more than 200 
active groups in the 
region. The RATS 
structure, as the 
most consequential 
regional center 
for combating 
terrorism, 
extremism, and 
separatism, now 
enables information 
sharing, the 
creation of security 
coordination, and 
the design of joint 
operations.

Targets are bombarded during the Sahand-2025 joint anti-terrorism exercise, hosted by the Islamic Revolution’s Guards Corps (IRGC) 
with the participation of members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in Iran’s East Azarbaijan Province. The exercise 
ran for five days from December 1, 2025.
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Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian enters a hall for a session of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) Summit in Tianjin, 
China, on September 1, 2025.
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The structural transformation of 
the international system over the 
past two decades has gradually 
reshaped the material and nor-
mative foundations of power. The 
ongoing decentralization away 
from the West and the growing 
role of Asian actors in shaping 
the global economy, internation-
al governance norms, and tech-
nological networks are among 
the most visible signs of this 
shift. Consequently, the concept 
of the “East” is no longer merely 
a geographical direction; rather, 
it emerges as a civilizational and 
strategic domain endowed with 
new epistemic, economic, and in-
stitutional capacities. Within this 
context, Iran’s “Look to the East” 
policy can be understood as part 
of a broader process of strategic 
adaptation to the emerging Asian 
order — an order in which both 
the distribution of power and 
the distribution of meaning di-
verge from the Western-centric 
model, and diverse patterns of 
intra-Asian development and co-
operation replace the exclusive 
centrality of the West.
From a theoretical standpoint, 
Asianization signifies the grad-
ual shift in the global system’s 
geopolitical and geoeconomic 
center of gravity toward Asia. 
This shift is not the result of 
a single political decision, but 
rather the outcome of three si-
multaneous historical trends: 
first, the saturation of growth 
capacities in the Western cap-
italist system and its resulting 
need for Asian markets and 
labor; second, the technologi-
cal and infrastructural rise of 
emerging powers in the East; 
and third, the emergence of 
non-Western discourses on de-
velopment, governance, and 
political legitimacy. As a result, 
Asia has transformed from an 
object of global politics into one 
of its principal sources of defini-
tion. In this setting, Iran — stra-
tegically situated between West 
Asia, Central Asia, and the Indi-
an subcontinent — is compelled 
to recalibrate its role within 
a framework in which agency 
is increasingly centered in the 
East.
Analytically, the Look to the 
East strategy may be viewed as 
Iran’s systematic response to 
three key constraints: structural 

constraints in the international 
system arising from the concen-
tration of power in the West; en-
vironmental constraints in West 
Asia driven by insecurity and 
regional rivalries; and institu-
tional constraints rooted in the 
Western dominance of global 
economic structures. Iran’s re-
sponse to these constraints has 
not taken the form of isolation-
ism, but rather the expansion of 
diversified linkages with Asian 
actors. In this sense, the Look to 
the East policy reflects the logi-
cal continuation of the Islamic 
Republic’s doctrine of political 
independence, aimed at creating 
a form of intra-systemic balanc-
ing through deeper engagement 
with new centers of power.
At the conceptual level, the Look 
to the East approach requires a 
redefinition of the very notion 
of the “East” within the broader 
process of Asianization. In this 
understanding, the East is not 
constructed as the “other” vis-
à-vis the West, but as a network 
of economic, technological, and 
cultural relations grounded in 
the principles of coexistence and 
mutual independence. This re-
conceptualization elevates the 
Look to the East policy from a 
mere political orientation to a 
structural strategy. Within this 
framework, Iran’s objective is not 
merely to change its economic 
partners; rather, it seeks to re-
construct its position within the 
orbit of Asian power — an orbit 
in which economic cooperation 
with China, technological engage-
ment with India, and security 
collaboration with Russia consti-

tute complementary components 
of a broader strategic logic.
Historically, Iran’s orientation to-
ward the East has precedents that 
go beyond contemporary devel-
opments. The tradition of eastern 
policy in Iran has rested upon two 
pillars: territorial continuity with 
Asian geopolitical structures and 
epistemic continuity with the 
East’s justice-centered discourse. 
These elements have taken differ-
ent forms across various histori-
cal periods, from the 19th-century 
policy of “negative equilibrium” to 
the post-revolutionary doctrine of 
“neither East nor West”. Yet, their 
overall direction has consistently 
aimed at preserving autonomous 
decision-making in the face of 
global power monopolies. Accord-
ingly, the current Look to the East 
orientation may be viewed as the 
logical extension of this histor-
ical tradition, now reproduced 
through contemporary Asian dy-
namics.
From the perspective of inter-
national relations theory, Iran’s 
Asianization strategy can be in-
terpreted through the lenses of 
structural neorealism and defen-
sive realism. As global power bal-
ances shift, a rational actor seek-
ing survival and stability turns 
toward coalition-building with 
aligned powers in neighboring 
regions. At the same time, this 
behavior involves constructivist 
dimensions: the Look to the East 
strategy is linked not only to the 
material logic of power balanc-
ing but also to the redefinition of 
Iran’s international identity. This 
identity is grounded in indepen-
dence, justice, and resistance to 

domination; values that resonate 
within emerging Asian discours-
es. In other words, Asianization 
for Iran is simultaneously a mate-
rial strategy and a rearticulation 
of political identity at the inter-
national level.
The continuation and deepening 
of Asianization require an under-
standing of the web of mutual 
interdependencies between Iran 
and other Asian powers. Iran 
positions itself in its eastern en-
gagements not as a subordinate 
actor, but as an agent capable 
of generating regional meaning 
and order. This self-understand-

ing aligns with Asia’s multilater-
al logic; a logic that emphasizes 
relative autonomy and balanced 
distribution of benefits in con-
trast to Western hegemonic 
structures. Within this frame-
work, Iran’s membership in insti-
tutions such as the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization or BRICS 
should be viewed not simply as 
diplomatic events, but as mark-
ers of Iran’s integration into the 
emerging Asian power network.
The overall outcome of these 
trends is that the Look to the East 
policy, in the context of Asian-
ization, constitutes part of the 
broader process of global order 
recalibration. Through this pol-
icy, the Islamic Republic of Iran 
seeks to consolidate its position 
as a status quo power within the 
evolving Asian order — an or-
der founded on multi-centricity, 
coexistence, and the rejection of 
Western exclusivity. In this sense, 
the Look to the East approach is 
not a negation of the West, but a 
redefinition of Iran’s relationship 
with global power structures on 
the basis of its independent in-
terests and identity. Thus, Asian-
ization represents not merely a 
reaction to international crises, 
but a gradual transition in Iran’s 
foreign policy toward a higher 
level of strategic self-awareness; 
one in which the East becomes 
the central arena for the pursuit 
of independence and balance.
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In this 
reconceptualization, 
the East is not 
constructed as 
the “other” vis-
à-vis the West, 
but as a network 
of economic, 
technological, and 
cultural relations 
grounded in 
the principles 
of coexistence 
and mutual 
independence. 
Within this 
framework, Iran’s 
objective is not 
merely to change its 
economic partners; 
rather, it seeks to 
reconstruct its 
position within the 
orbit of Asian power.

and lexicon, has often been rep-
resented as an “isolated actor,” 
“unpredictable,” or “severed from 
international cooperation net-
works”. This image-construction, 
primarily the product of sanction 
policies, media operations, and 
structural attempts to constrain 
Iran at the margin of the inter-
national system, has not only 
diminished global perception 
of Iran but also has had direct 
consequences for the country’s 
economic, diplomatic, and even 
foreign-investment relations.
With membership in the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization, 
this dominant narrative under-
went a fissure and metamorpho-
sis. The official presence of Iran 
in an institution whose members 

include China, Russia, India, Pa-
kistan, and a constellation of im-
portant Asian countries, trans-
ferred Iran from a position that, 
based on the Western narrative, 
was situated at “the margin,” to 
the center of a burgeoning Asian 
bloc. This bloc, which in total 
possesses more than $500 billion 
of internal trade, and in which 
the volume of exchanges among 
some of its members (such as China 
and Central Asia) increases annually 
with double-digit growth, will 
play a determinative role in the 
future Asian order. This transfer 
is not merely symbolic; rather, 
it reflects the transformation 
of Iran’s perceptual position in 
the minds of regional and glob-
al actors. The SCO enabled Iran 

to present itself as an active, re-
sponsible, and potential partner 
in major Asian security and eco-
nomic projects.
This identity metamorphosis 
possesses multilayered effects. 
First, the confidence of Asian 
and Eurasian investors in Iran 
increased because membership 
in the SCO is a signifier of rela-
tive stability, collaborative capa-
bility, and access to an expansive 
network of regional markets and 
infrastructures. Second, Iran’s 
diplomatic weight in regional 
and international dialogues was 
fortified because its presence 
alongside major Asian powers 
elevates Iran’s strategic position 
and enhances its negotiating 
capacity. Third, the perceptual 

isolation of Iran — which the 
West had reproduced for years 
through media and public diplo-
macy — has been markedly re-
duced. Iran is now viewed within 
a framework that includes more 
than half of the global population 
and a significant portion of global 
production.
In other words, Iran’s member-
ship in the SCO, from an identi-
ty perspective, has engendered 
a kind of self-redefinition in a 
world in transition; a self-redef-
inition that has liberated Iran 
from a constrained, threat-cen-
tered, and isolated image and has 
situated it as a natural and credi-
ble actor in the new Asian order. 
This transformation, if actively 
managed, can leave a lasting im-

pact on all dimensions of Iranian 
national interests — from the 
economy and security to foreign 
policy and development.
In sum, the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization, for Iran, is not 
merely a cooperation institution, 
but rather a new pathway for 
the pursuit of national inter-
ests in the domains of security, 
economy, politics, and identity. 
This organization renders Iran’s 
security networked, detaches 
the country’s economy from 
sanction-susceptible pathways, 
stabilizes Iran’s position in the 
future Asian order, and amplifies 
the country’s capacity for active 
agency in a multipolar world.
If Iran can utilize these capacities 
with an active, coordinated, and 

forward-looking approach, the 
SCO can become the backbone of 
Iran’s Asian strategy. This trajec-
tory transfers Iran from a reac-
tive condition to an active-agent 
condition, and relocates na-
tional interests from a narrow 
and constrained framework to 
a multidimensional, stable, and 
future-oriented framework. In 
a world in which the center of 
gravity of power is transferring 
toward Asia, Iranian presence in 
the SCO is not merely a tactical 
choice, but a strategic necessity 
for guaranteeing the security and 
prosperity of future generations.

The article was first published in 
Persian by the Center for Middle 
East Strategic Studies.

The photo shows the Azadi Tower, a symbol of Iran, situated in a map that highlights Russia and China, the two greatest world 
powers to Iran’s East.
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The signage of the entrance to Iran’s Foreign Ministry reads, “Neither East nor West — Islamic Republic.” This harks back to a 
famous slogan during the country’s 1979 Islamic Revolution.
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