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THE CONCENTRIC DYNAMIC OF THE ‘SHANGHAI COOPERATION’ FOR IRAN
AND THE ISSUE OF ‘PAN-ASIA-CENTRISM’

This article is devoted to the study of the conceptual relationship between the concepts of “regional
axis” between neighboring states and the concept of “Pan-Asia-centrism”. On the example of Iran’s
foreign policy, these concepts and the possibilities of its foreign policy choice are considered taking into
account the activities of regional groups. Two approaches to understanding the concept of "Pan-Asia-
centrism" are considered. Based on the approach of prof. J. Ibrashev to the understanding of “Pan-Asia-
centrism”, the article analyzes three dimensions of the SCO, three concentric circles around the SCO.
The first circle includes the closest dimension, neighbors on a territorial basis. The second circle involves
exploring an expanded understanding of "neighbors." The third circle is an intercontinental dimension.

In Western political thought, reasoning is often held in terms of alienation or isolation. This is not suit-
able for understanding the dynamics of the development of non-Western countries in the 21st century.
Around Central Asia, a broad forum is being formed with a concentric inclusion of the countries of East
Asia, West Asia, and South Asia. This is a very important trend after the end of the Cold War. The article
makes an attempt to consider a hypothetical analysis of the consequences of the development of this trend,
to offer a number of possible scenarios and understand what the trend of the SCO expansion is.

Key words: International System, Foreign Policy of Iran, Neighbourhood policy, New regionalism,
Merging of diplomatic interests, “Co-sovereignisation”.

Mbep LLla6aab

laBp YHusepcuteti, @paHums, lasp, e-mail: pierrechabal@yahoo.fr

Mpan ywiH «LLlanxai bIHTbIMaKTaCTbIKTbIH» LLOFbIPAAHAbIPMA AMHAMMKACHI XKOHe
«[MaH-A3us-LLeHTPU3M» MaceAeci

ByA Makaaa kepLli MEMAEKETTEP apacblHAAFbI «aMMAKTbIK, AiH» YFbIMbl MeH «[1aH-A3nS-LeHTPU3M»
YFbIMAQPbIHbIH  KOHLEMTyaAAbl 0aiiAaHbICbIH  3epTTeyre apHaAfaH. MpaHHbIH CbIPTKbl cascaTbl
MbICaAbIHAQ, OYA YFbIMAAD XK8HE OHbIH, CbIPTKbI CasicaTTbl TAaHAQY MYMKIHAIKTEPI alMaKTbIK, TONTapAbIH
KbI3METIH eckepe OTbIpbIN KapacTbipblAaAbl. «[1aH-A3MS-LeHTPU3M» TYCIHITIH FbIABIMW AEHrenae
TAaAAQYAbIH eKi TOCiAl KapacTblpbiAa OTbIpbIM, HerisiHeH npodeccop XK. MbpallueBTbiH K63KapacbiHa
HerizpaeAreH. «[MaH-A3Ma-LUeHTpPU3M» TYCiHiriHe opan, Makaraasa LLIbIY-HbiH yw eaAwemi, LLIbIY-aaFbl
YW KOHLIEHTPaUMSABIK, LeHOep TaAAaHaAbl. BipiHiwi weHbepre eH »akblH OALLEM, ayMaKTbIK, HEri3Aeri
kepuiiaep Kipeai. EKiHwi weHbepre «kepLuiArep» TypaAbl KEHEMTIAIEH TYCIHIKTEPAI 3epPTTEYAI KaMTHADI.
YwiHwi weHnbep — 6YA KYPAbIKAPAAbIK, OALLEM.

baTbICTbIK, casicu Ke3KapacTapAa nambiMAay KebiHece MeAiK eTy Hemece OKLLayAaHy TYPFbIChIHAH
KapacTbipblraabl. Bya XXI Facbipaarbl 6aTbiC eMeC eAAEPAIH AaMy AMHAMMKACBIH TYCIHY YLLIH Kapamcbi3.
OprTanblk, A3usiHbIH aiiHaAacbiHaa LLbiFbic A3ng, batbic A3ug xeHe OHTYCTiIK A31s eAAEpiH 8p TYPAI
OPTaAbIKTAHABIPY YAEpiciHe GipiKTipyMeH KeH hopyM KypblAbin XaTbip. ByA KbipFn Kabak, COFbICTbIH
asKTAAFaHHAH KeWiHr MaHbI3Abl 6aFbIT. MakaAa OCbl TEHAEHUMSIHBIH AAMy CAaAAAPbIH TMMNOTETUKAADIK,
TaAAQYAbl KapacTbipyfa, GipkaTap MyMKiH CLeHapuiiAepAil yebiHyFa >xeHe LLIbIY keHelo TpeHAiHIH He
€KeHiH TYCiHyre TbipblCaAbl.

TyiiH ce3aep: XaAblkapaablK, >Kyie, MpaHHbIH CbIPTKbl casicaTbl, KOPLIAECTIK cascaTbl, >KaHa
PEerMoHaAm3m, AMMAOMATUSIABIK, MyAAEAEPiH BipikTipy, “Katap emip cypy”.

MNbep LLla6aab

YuuepcuteT l[aBpa, OpaHums, r. [asp, e-mail: pierrechabal@yahoo.fr

KoHueHTpuyeckas aAmHamuka «LLlaHxarickoro CotpyaHnyecTBa» Aas MpaHa m
Bonpoc «[MaH-A3ug-ueHTpu3ma»

AaHHag cTaTbsl MOCBSLIEHA U3YYEHUIO KOHLENTYAaAbHOM CBS3M MEXAY MOHSATUSIMU «permoHaAbHas
0OCb» MEXKAY COCEAHUMM rOCYAAPCTBaMM M KoHuenuuen «[aH-A3us-ueHTpmamMar. Ha npumepe BHellHen
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The concentric dynamic of the ‘Shanghai cooperation’ for iran and the issue of ‘Pan-Asia-centrism’

MOAUTMKM MpaHa pacCMOTPEHbI 3TU KOHLEMUMN U BO3MOXKHOCTM €ro BHEWHENOAMTUYECKOro BbiGopa
C YYETOM AESITEAbHOCTM PErvoHaAbHbIX FPYMNMMPOBOK. PaccMOTpeHbl ABa MOAXOAQ K MOHMMAHMIO
KoHuenuuu «[MaH-A3ng-ueHTpmsma». Ha ocHoBe noaxoaa npod. XK. Mbpatwesa K noHvmanuio «aH-
A3Ug-LeHTp13Ma» B CTaTbe NMPOBOANTCS aHaAU3 Tpex uameperHnin LLIOC, Tpex KOHUEHTPUYECKMX KPYroB
Bokpyr LLIOC. [NepBbif Kpyr BKAOYAET B ce6s 6AMXKaiiLLIee M3MEPEHME, COCEAEN MO TEPPUTOPUAABHOMY
npuHUMNYy. BTopoi Kpyr npeaycmarprBaeT M3yyeHWe paclUMPEHHOro MOHUMaHUS «Coceaen». TpeTuit
Kpyr NpeACTaBAsieT CO60M MEXXKOHTUHEHTAAbHOE M3MepeHHe.

B 3amapHOM MOAMTMYECKOM MBICAM 3a4acCTylo PaCCYy>XAEHWS TMPOBOASTCS C TOYKM 3peHus
OTUYXKAEHUS MAW M30AIUMW. DTO HE MOAXOAUT AAS MOHMMAHUS AMHAMUKM Pa3BUTUS He3araAHbIX
ctpaH B XXI Beke. Bokpyr LleHTpaAbHOM A3uu 0Opasyercs WMPOKMiA (POPYM C KOHLEHTPUYECKMM
BKAIOUeHMeM cTpaH BocTouHon A3um, 3anapHon Asumm, KO>KHOM A3MKM. DTO IBASETCS BeCbMa Ba>kKHOM
TEHAEHLIMEN MOCAE OKOHYAHMS «XOAOAHOWM BOMHbI». B cTaTbe caeAaHa MonbiTKa pacCMOTPETb HEKWIA
rMNOTEeTUYECKMIA aHAAM3 MOCAEACTBMIA Pa3BUTUSA 3TOM TEHAEHLMU, MPEAAOXKWUTb PSA BO3MOXKHbIX

CueHapueB U NMOHATb, YTO XKe 13 cebq NMPpeACTaBAdeT TeHAEHUMA paClumpeHns LLOC.
KaroueBble caoBa: Me>XXAYHapOAHada CUCTeMa, BHeWHAa NMOAUTUKa l/lpaHa, NMOANTUKA COCEACTBQ,
HOBbIN PErMoHaAn3M, CAUAHNE AUNAOMATUYECKNX MHTEPECOB, «COCyLLI,eCTBOBaHMe».

Introduction

This text explores at the same time a debate over
the concept of a regional axis and the applied reality
of the foreign policy choices of a country, here Iran,
as well as of regional groupings. The conceptual
link between i/ the notion of a "regional axis" among
neighbours launching a novel form of common in-
teraction and ii/ J. Ibrachev’s concept of a "Pan-Asia
Centrism" (J. Ibrashev 2006), first suggested in 2006,
is simple enough to grasp. It concerns the regional
version of the concept of Heartland as “pivot” origi-
nally provided by H. Mackinder in 1904 and, since
then, widely used, disputed, updated.

There exist, however, two ways of understand-
ing the concept of "Pan Asia Centrism". Either i/
the words “Pan ASIA CENTRISM" suggest that
Asia is at the centre everywhere in the world and,
thus, Asia is at the centre of Eurasia, and Eurasia
is at the centre of the world. That is, in a reverse
pattern from Mackinder’s, Central Asia dominates
the world. Or ii/ in another way to envisage things,
the words “PAN ASIA centrism” mean something
else: here Asia is "united" and becomes a centre
among the several centres of a multi-polar world.
Central Asia, thus, is “animated” — to use Ratzel’s
phrase — by a more realistic and credible project,
that of a legitimate pole (M. Geoffrey J. and P.E.
James, 1993).

This second manner of understanding J.
Ibrachev’s concept of "Pan Asia Centrism" inspires
the present analysis applied to “SCO-centrism” and
to the concept of a regional “axis”, through three
concentric circles around the SCO. These form the
three sections of the paper. We thus look in succes-
sion at a first circle, that of the immediate neigh-
bourhood dimension (I); at a second circle, that of
the expanded "good neighbours” dimension (II); and
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at a third circle, that of the strategic inter-continental
dimension (III).

I - First circle: the immediate neighbourhood
dimension

That is, as we suggest, the various degrees of
partnerships between SCO “member-states” and
“observers” and/or “dialogue partners”. In this
paper, we will consider that the formal (legal and
procedural) distinction between SCO “members”
(Hexmapamms, 2001), “observers” (Pemenne HIOC,
2004) and “partners” (Pemenme HIOC, 2008) is
less relevant than the geostrategic meaningfulness
of their common SCO “affiliation”. Iran, being
one of the early observers (Mpan monyuni craryc
HaOmonarens, 2005) and very early applicants
(2006) to the SCO, qualifies very well for being
the focus of this paper on “the concentric dynamic”
of the SCO within the “New Asia”. Two reasons at
least support this view and more generally deserve
“western” attention.

- On the one hand, one common mistake made
by the western observers and negotiators of a nucle-
ar “deal” (that is neither a deal - but a misperception
of the post-cold-war dynamics - nor a negotiation on
nuclear issues - but an imposition of power-relations
over the Middle-eastern geopolitical space) is to
consider that progress in a nuclear deal is an indica-
tor of a positive impact of the West. It is in fact a dis-
ruptive factor in the “asianiation” dynamic under the
influence of “the New Asia” and of China, or — to be
more exact — under the combined Chinese-Russian-
Centralasian influence. For instance, it is notably a
confirmation of this view that recent meetings have
been taken place in Astana, Kazakhstan, and not in
the usual Geneva or other western capital as was the
case as so often in the past when it came to “negoti-
ating” international affairs.
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- On the other hand, the factual evidence is one
of the natural focus of Iran’s foreign policy having
shifted to the East, not by sheer chance but as a con-
sequence of contemporary international dynamics.
This, too, is under-looked by the West. Since this pa-
per was presented at a conference held in Iran, there
was in Tehran no need to detail a few points of rea-
soning. These however ought to be mentioned here.
i/ While Iran’s willingness to join the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) was turned down by several
times GCC members (Vakil Sanam, 2018, 19), this
led to the creation by Iran of the Economic Coopera-
tion Organisation (ECO, 1984). ii/ While the west-
ern attitude towards Iran was “out of its constructive
phase” more or less even since 1979 (until the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action - JCPA, Geneva,
2015), soon to be jeopardised by the change of US
leadership attitude after 2016, this led to Iran’s for-
eign policy being confirmed as an insertion into the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) circles
of influence to the point of becoming one of China’s
favourites for full membership.

So, all taken in consideration, whether Iran, a
neighbour to one SCO-member, one SCO-observer
(Pemrerne IIOC, 2005), three SCO-partners and
one SCO-guest, becomes the 9" member of the SCO
or the 10" ... (after Belarus or Afghanistan, which
would make more immediate sense to go along with
the Organisation’s “contiguity” criterion, Belarus
contiguous to Russia, Afghanistan contiguous to
four member-States — but Iran contiguous still to six
“affiliates”) makes less difference than indeed the
“detachment” of Iran from “western Eurasian™ af-
fairs, one step further than its disengagement, and
its insertion into the “neo-Asian” affairs. What will
be lastingly changed is nothing less than decades of
post-WW-II dynamics when the Western Eurasian
actors progressed in influence towards the East
(OSCE, NATO, EU, ...) and will lose that influence
to the East (SCO, CSTO, EAEU,...). And that is in
Iran’s interest, bearing in mind that, in their pursuit
of international relations, as the phrase goes, States
have “interests to pursue” more than “friends to en-
tertain”.

The logical conclusion of this first section is that
the one surprising factor of the present times is the
relevance of the relative silence of the Vienna-based
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). Yet,
the IAEA has in the past vouched to the compliance
of Iran’s inspections with the requirements of the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action, 2015). Thus, what ought to
be debated is the foundation of the unilateral tough-
ening of measures by the USA on Iran’s oil exports,

currency situation and macro-economic viability.
This point is here of course not satisfactorily ex-
pressed by the paper’s author in diplomatic terms.
But as a free academic, not a diplomat, the paper’s
author only suggests that, intellectually speaking, a
western change of policy towards more sanctions
on Iran would be a contradiction in terms. To risk a
provocative metaphor, it would mean for the West to
severe negotiations with Iran rather than severing all
links with a family cousin on account of a stubborn-
ness of the part of the conservative family members
vis-a-vis the progressive members of the family.

II - Second circle: the expanded ""good neigh-
bours" dimension

That is, a dynamic whereby SCO “affiliates” of
all “categories” logically all look — each of them in
its own way — for potential initiators to form “axes”
of “collaboration”. Having written, on previous
occasions, on the concept of regional “axes”, we
feel justified to reflect here on a regional axis for
“the New Asia” that would include Iran. But first,
however, the very concept of a regional “axis” as
suggested here should be made more specific. A re-
gional axis can be defined as “a privileged relation
among two neighbour-partners that are prepared to
“turn the page of history” containing tensions or
even wars, in the name of the continuous stability
of their region and around which that region, with
other neighbours-partners, can construe itself in a
stabilising and open-ended manner” (author’s defi-
nition).

This suggests analysing, together and along with
the reader, which country, contiguous or not, could
be Iran’s “partner” to form such an “axis”.

The first suggestion that comes to mind is that
of the middle powers’ drive toward regional coop-
eration and integration. We looked at this concept
in Mongolia the very year (2004) when Mongolia
inaugurated the category of Observers to the SCO
(P. Chabal, 2005, 82-88). And bearing in mind the
complementary concept of an “arc” of such middle-
powers, including the cartographic line that extends
from Mongolia, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan to Iran
and Turkey, we would like to share with Asian and
Iranian colleagues some research issues as to which
countries in Asia and Eurasian would, together with
Iran, engage in such an opened and lasting form of
region-building, irrespective of immediate consider-
ations.

Bearing in mind that the reinforcing “axis” of the
post-WWII European construction is that between
France and Germany (Le traité de I'Elysée, 1963),
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less than twenty years after the two countries were
engaged in their third open war since 1870, history
suggests that no impossibility exists in forming such
an “axis”. The logic is to decide i/ where to anchor
the region and ii/ on which scale to strengthen it.

- An Iran-China axis might surprise many a
reader as unusually envisaged. This is not to sug-
gest that China is a middle-power but to underline
rather the western Eurasian direction in which — and
to which — China is looking, certainly “all the way
West” to Iran, or Turkey or even Syria, nay Egypt.
This axis would also provide Iran with an Eastern-
most-reaching dimension into the continent. There
needn’t be more justification here of this deeply
innovative rupture opened to neo-Asian decision-
makers (!)

- An Iran-Turkmenistan axis would constitute or
“finalise” the southern Caspian connecting “flank”
to Central and East Asia, incidentally also the main
corridor for energy-transportation by land from the
Caucasus to China. Such a suggestion naturally runs
against the grain of two obstacles. First, does Iran
intend to share with a neighbour-partner a commit-
ting, privileged bond that, over time and despite the
difficulties, will become what may constitute a pillar
or Iranian strategic interests? Second, is Turkmeni-
stan to alter its restricted-open-door policy since
December 1991, immediately after independence,
slightly re-oriented since December 2006, following
a change of President, and confirm that the country
can bi-lateralise its relations “beyond Russia” and
form with Iran a “couple” that will be conducive to
multi-lateralising relations in Eurasia ?

- An Iran-Kazakhstan axis, “on either side” of
Turkmenistan and of the Caspian Sea, would be
the most innovative among i/ the Iranian “gate”
between the Turkic and the European worlds and
ii/ the Kazakhstani “gate” between East-Asia and
Russia (only Mongolia can be the alternative con-
nection between China and Russia). Such an axis
would provide the two partners with a “multiplica-
tor” of their power-base as i/ Iran would no longer
be on the “periphery” of Western interests but at its
centre and in the heart of the new Eurasian strate-
gies; and as ii/ Kazakhstan would benefit from an
ultimate diversification from Chinese-Russian di-
mensions and from an Asia-Asian “centering”, pre-
cisely the opening towards which Astana has been
working since 1992.

In all, this brief section II opens an “axial” dis-
cussion of countries. Suc a discussion must be com-
pleted with the scenario of an axis among organisa-
tions, not necessarily only among two countries.
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III - Third circle: the strategic inter-continen-
tal dimension

That is, as we have suggested, for the dynamic
of the SCO-at-large in the central parts of the Eur-
asian continent, here, in Western Eurasia, advancing
the view that leading organisations would form with
the SCO such a privileged an inter-organisational
kind of a transcontinental innovation.

Among these suggestive innovations, an organ-
isation such as the Economic Cooperation Organ-
isation (Agreement on Legal Status of the ECO,
1984) founded by Iran over twenty-five years ago,
in 1984, is a case in point. The political and eco-
nomic nature of this intergovernmental organisation
corresponds rather well to that of other Eurasian
organisations examined below. Founded by Iran,
Pakistan and Turkey, its membership, under-looked
in the West, comprises all relevant countries of the
region, and its aim is to establish a single market, a
similar and compatible aim with that of most other
organisations in the region. Iran is in this sense as
well equipped as most countries in the “new Asia”
to play a significant role in this inter-Organisations
game.

- Notably, the ECO membership corresponds by
and large to that of these other regional organisa-
tions, in particular the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation. The ECO members comprise two SCO
“dialogue partners” (Turkey, Azerbaijan), two SCO
“observers” (Afghanistan, Iran), five SCO “mem-
ber-States” (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan,
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan) and one SCO “guest atten-
dant” (Turkmenistan), in total ten SCO “affiliates”
out of nineteen. Thus, an axis between the ECO
and the SCO is a logical one and should be taken
seriously by non-regional observers. The rationale
here is simple. If in 2007 an organic rapprochement
was suggested between the secretariats of the SCO
and that of the CSTO, why not envisage a similar
dynamic between the SCO and the ECO, bringing
together also the dynamics of East Asia (China) and
West Asia (Iran)?

- Alternatively, an axis between the ECO and
the Eurasian Economic Union (JJorosop o EADC,
2015) could be mentioned. Indeed, the EAEU com-
prises a number of countries involved in the ECO,
namely two important regional actors: Kazakh-
stan and Kyrgyzstan. And EAEU members also
include Armenia, Belarus and Russia. This spatial
scope suggests, incidentally, that Iran could join the
EAEU as part of the enhanced inclusion of Iran into
Asian co-operations looking to the East. Here the
main aims and ambitions of the two organisations,
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the ECO and the EAEU, being similar, the comple-
mentarity is obviously one that would lead to the
economic integration of an even much larger part of
the continent.

- Finally, an inter-organisational axis between
the ECO and the Collective Security Treaty Organ-
isation could be envisaged, this time bringing to-
gether the economic focus of the ECO and the mili-
tary focus of the CSTO. Members of the CSTO are
Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia,
Tajikistan, since Uzbekistan (1991-1998, then 2005-
2012) pulled out in 2012. And so, the ECO-CSTO
“overlap” comprises the following countries: Ka-
zakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, members of
both organisations. This suggests that an “axis” be-
tween these two organisations and the subsequent
admission of more countries into each organisa-
tion from the partner organisation, would make the
“axis” capable of overseeing both the security and
material stabilities of the region.

In total, an interesting fact should be pointed out.
Differently from most if not all regional and global
organisations, the Iran-created ECO has spread its
institutions over several countries, namely basing its
Secretariat and Cultural Department (SCD) in Iran,
establishing its Economic Bureau (EB) in Turkey
and locating its Scientific Bureau (SB) in Pakistan.
This makes the ECO not only a very modern form of
strategic institutional set-up but also an organisation
capable of “functioning” and “thinking” across the
continent.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the simple but main thrust of this

paper is not policy-oriented. Academics ought to
refrain from believing that they can advise govern-
ments or diplomats. The views expressed are simply
a form of “thinking aloud” in the hope of sharing
(with other academics) a view as to these dynamics
and to some extent hypothetical forms of analysis
of a Weberian inspiration. The well-established We-
berian “What If?” approach consists of suggesting a
number of possible scenarios, as ideal-typical con-
structs, and then analyse what their consequences
would be.

Against the main grain of Western thought when
it comes to non-Western realities, the reasoning in
terms of exclusion or isolation, is not appropriate
for understanding 21* century dynamics. The “New
Asia” operates largely, by contrast, along inclusive
lines and the 2018 conference held in Tehran, capi-
tal of ancient Persia, where this paper was original-
ly presented, came at a welcome point to appraise
the significance of the impact of the “extended” on
the 21% century. Whether through formal extension
(enlargement of membership) or by the merging of
diplomatic interests, in a sort of “juxta-sovereignisa-
tion” (beyond mere co-operation by co-sovereigni-
sation but not aiming for supra-sovereignisation),
what makes more and more sense is the inclusion of
sub-regions into a common dynamic.

The concentric inclusion of East Asia, West Asia
and now South Asia into an encompassing forum
around the New Central Asia is, to date, the most
striking innovation of the post-cold-war. An inno-
vation of which Iran is a cornerstone, whether the
West understands this or not. And of which several
other “pan-Asia” countries are part and parcel, again
whether the West understands it or not.
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