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CrossMark

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), as a prominent example of
new regionalism in Asia, was established with the aim of resolving border
disputes and enhancing mutual trust among its members. Gradually, the
organization's focus expanded to include economic and commercial issues.
After many ups and downs, Iran became a permanent member of this regional
organization in 2021. This raises the question: what impact does the permanent
membership of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the SCO have on Iran's political-
security relations with the United States? The hypothesis of the article, which
was examined using a descriptive-analytical method, is that the permanent
membership of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the SCO enhances the country's
economic-commercial and political-security capabilities and increases its
bargaining power against the United States. The findings of the article showed
that Iran's permanent membership in the SCO has increased the institutional
power of the Islamic Republic of Iran, which in turn reduces the impact of the
political and security pressures from the United States.

Keywords: Shanghai Cooperation Organization, regionalism, institutional power,
economic sanctions, political isolation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), established in 2001, exemplifies new regionalism
in Asia, initially aimed at resolving border disputes and fostering mutual trust among its members. Over
time, the organization’s focus has broadened to encompass economic and commercial issues, leading to
significant regional influence. Iran's journey to permanent membership in the SCO, realized in 2021, raises
critical questions about the potential impacts on its political-security relations with the United States. This
study, conducted using a descriptive-analytical method, hypothesizes that Iran's SCO membership
enhances its economic-commercial and political-security capabilities, thereby increasing its bargaining
power against the United States. The findings indicate that this membership boosts Iran's institutional
power, consequently mitigating the effects of U.S. political and security pressures.

The formation of the SCO marks a pivotal development in regional cooperation, originally
comprising Russia, China, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. The organization, initially known as
the Shanghai Five, focused on non-militarization of borders through a security pact signed in 1996. With
the inclusion of Uzbekistan in 2001 and observer states like Mongolia, Iran, India, and Pakistan by 2005,
the SCO’s role in regional and global transformations has been widely analyzed. Unlike NATO or the
former Warsaw Pact, the SCO does not function as a multilateral defense treaty but targets Central Asian
security issues, including terrorism, separatism, and religious extremism (Marochkin & Yury, 2022).
However, there are indications of the SCO evolving into a regional alliance with broader military and
security objectives.

Permanent membership in the SCO offers Iran strategic advantages, aiding its foreign policy goals
and national interests. Given its strategic location, economic capacity, energy resources, and extensive
experience in counter-terrorism, Iran adds significant value to the SCO’s agenda. This membership can
help Iran navigate non-Western trade routes, capital flows, and technology exchanges, especially amidst
unilateral U.S. sanctions. The SCO’s position as a counterbalance to NATO has already raised U.S.
concerns, highlighted by the SCO’s opposition to U.S. military presence in member states' territories in
2005. Russia’s economic strategies, including forming a natural gas cartel against U.S. interests, further
underscore this dynamic (Douglas et al., 2006). The enduring Iran-U.S. conflict amplifies the significance
of Iran’s SCO membership in altering political-security relations.

Several studies contribute to understanding this issue. Toshpulatov (2021) examined the SCO's
international legal personality, addressing its capability to engage in international obligations, although
the study primarily focused on legal rather than political theories (Toshpulatov, 2021). Huasheng (2019)
explored the SCO’s achievements and challenges, discussing its economic and security priorities and
relations with major organizations and the U.S., providing a comprehensive analysis despite lacking a
specific hypothesis (Huasheng, 2019). Shafiei and Kamalizadeh (2008) proposed the SCO as a soft power
balance by China and Russia against U.S. unilateralism, highlighting the evolving U.S.-China
confrontation (Kazemi, 2015).

Methodologically, this research employs a descriptive-analytical approach, leveraging library-
based tools for data collection, including notes, articles, books, and internet resources. The analysis is
qualitative, focusing on non-quantifiable variables. The conceptual framework of “institutional power,"”
as articulated by Barnett and Duvall, underscores the indirect control exerted through formal and informal
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institutions between actors. This power dynamic is crucial in understanding how Iran's enhanced
institutional power within the SCO can influence its relations with the U.S.

The political and security implications of Iran’s SCO membership are manifold. It can leverage
regional crises to its advantage, diminish the threat posed by NATO and U.S. alliances, and foster
regionalism in international policymaking. Furthermore, it strengthens Iran’s image as a cooperative and
positive regional player, aids in countering sanctions, and facilitates access to peaceful nuclear technology.
Security-wise, Iran’s engagement with the SCO can address terrorism and drug trafficking, potentially
providing a buffer against U.S. threats through strategic alliances with Russia and China.

In conclusion, Iran's SCO membership represents a strategic enhancement of its political-security
capabilities, increasing its institutional power and reducing U.S. pressures. This membership offers
significant political, security, economic, and cultural benefits, reflecting Iran's attainment of institutional
power. Future policies must address ambiguities in the SCO’s charter and stance on extremist groups,
optimizing opportunities while minimizing threats. Consequently, Iran’s role within the SCO can fortify
its strategic depth in the Middle East and bolster its international standing, challenging U.S. efforts to
isolate it politically and economically.
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