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Abstract 
 

The Shanghai Cooperation Council is a grouping of China, Russia, and Central Asian states, originally founded 

to address common threats and concerns, especially in the security realm.  It has evolved as an organization 

institutionally and has taken on greater importance in fostering economic cooperation and trade.  China plays a 

leadership role in the SCO, if the leadership role.  China has sought to reassure its SCO partners and other states 

on its periphery that it has no desire to exercise hegemony, but instead sees the SCO as a means of countering 

any other state’s presumed hegemony, that is the U.S.  This paper describes the SCO, China’s purposes in the 

organization, and those of the other member states – and critically reviews different views of China’s SCO 

agenda.  The article concludes that China is seeking greater economic and diplomatic influence the region and 

sees the SCO as part of its “peaceful rise.” 
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Introduction 
 

The origins of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization lie in China‟s desire to resolve actual or potential disputes 

with and within the newly independent states of Central Asia and Russia‟s desire to maintain influence in these 

same newly independent states of Central Asia.  China‟s “new security concept” led to efforts to bring these states 

and Russia together, to foster confidence building and address common threats and concerns. The result was a 

new grouping (1996) – the Shanghai Five (China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgystan, and Tajikistan) to confront (in 

Chinese terms) the “three evils” of separatism, terrorism, and extremism (Khanna, 2008:  69” Weitz, 2009: 83).  

In 2001 the Shanghai Five became institutionalized in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), which has 

expanded in membership, states seeking observer status, and in goals, functions – and influence. 
 

This articlebegins by addressing the “widening and deepening” of the SCO, focusing on the motivations and goals 

each member brings to the SCO and the “rising profile” of the SCO.  Running through the article is the question 

of whether the SCO should be seen as a regional security and cooperation organization, an organization meant to 

counter US hegemony, or an instrument of Chinese great power aspirations – or all three.  The first section of the 

paper describes the SCO in more detail:  its origins, its founding charter, its membership, organization, and 

activities.  Following this description are the more analytical sections that examine the (mutual or conflicting) 

motives and objectives of China, Russia, and the Central Asian states, and of aspiring members Iran, India, and 

Pakistan; the SCO‟s emergence as a regional and international player, economically, diplomatically, and militarily; 

and the implications of and response to these developments on the part of the US, Europe, and others. 
 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization:  Origins and Structure 
 

The ostensible reason – real but from the beginning not the only motivation – for creating the SCO in 2001 (and 

its predecessor Shanghai Five)  was for China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgystan, and Tajikistan to commit to 

confidence building measures along the long border of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) (Radio 

Free Europe: Weitz, Ibid).  These measures included troop and other military reductions away from the common 

border.  All of the members also had their own concerns and motives – and aspirations – they projected onto the 

SCO.  At the time the Shanghai Five came together in 1996 Russia was facing severe financial difficulties and 

could ill afford to maintain large forces on the border with China; the Central Asian states faced even more 

serious  financial and other problems; and China, focused on Taiwan, was happy at the opportunity to shift forces 

to the east (Pannier, 2008).   
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The stated objective of the SCO as enumerated in the organization‟s Declaration on June 1, 2001, encompassed 

the two formal agreements that implemented the confidence building measures meant to safeguard peace, security, 

and stability regionally and globally (Xinhua, June 15, 2001, reported in BBC Worldwide Monitoring).  By 2001 

Chinese concerns about the Uighur Muslim minority in Xinjiang had grown, mirroring Russian troubles in 

Chechnya and Central Asian states‟ own relations with “restive Islamic communities (Pannier, Ibid).  Uzbekistan 

joining the SCO as the sixth member reflected its government‟s worries about the Islamic Movement of 

Uzbekistan, whose stated goal is to overthrow the Uzbek government and replace it with an Islamic caliphate 

(Ibid).  From the beginning however additional areas of cooperation were agreed: 
 

“ The objectives of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization are:  strengthening mutual trust among member 

countries; promoting effective cooperation between member countries in political, economic, scientific-technical, 

and educational spheres and in energy, communications, environmental protection, and other areas; joint efforts to 

maintain regional peace, security, and stability; and building a democratic, just, and rational international order. 

The “Shanghai Spirit” [is] marked by mutual trust, reciprocity, equality, consultation, respect of the diversity of 

cultures, and the desire to develop jointly…Member countries … will strictly abide by the goals and principles of 

the Charter of the United Nations, the principles of mutual respect of independence, sovereignty and territorial 

integrity, equality and mutual benefit, the solution of all issues through mutual consultations… they will not use 

threat or force against each other…they will not seek to achieve unilateral military superiority in contiguous areas. 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization is not an alliance directed against any other states and regions…” (Ibid; 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, June 20, 2001). 
 

The Shanghai Convention signed simultaneously with the Declaration on the establishment of the SCO 

specifically addressed the goals of combating terrorism, separatism, and extremism (Keeton, 2008).  The SCO‟s 

internal policy is based on the following principles:  mutual trust and benefit; equal rights, consultation, respect 

for diversity of cultures, aspiring to common development, and in its external relations:  non-alignment, non-

targeting of anyone, and openness (Ibid).  Its principles for internal policy are reflected in the SCO‟s 

organizational structure (Keeton, 2008).The Heads of State Council is the highest decision making body in the 

SCO, while the Heads of Government Council is the forum for discussing strategies for cooperation and priority 

directions within the Organization‟s framework and adopts the SCO‟s annual budget (Ibid).  Both these bodies 

meet once a year; in addition there are regular meetings at the ministerial level, speakers of parliaments, and 

Courts/Procurators.  There are two permanent bodies, the Secretariat in Beijing and the Regional Antiterrorist 

Structure (RATS) in Tashkent (the latter highlights the centrality of this issue for the member founders) (Chin-hao 

Huang, 2006:  18).   
 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization:  Widening and Deepening: Differing Motives and Objectives 
 

The issue of SCO expansion is best understood in the context of geopolitical factors and the different – or 

congruent – motives of its members.  Of course the same can be said regarding how the SCO‟s mission may 

expand and whether the Organization may be strengthened institutionally.  Therefore before addressing these 

questions, or rather trying to answer them while examining member states‟ motives, the latter are presented next, 

beginning with China and Russia. 
 

China‟s Objectives:  These are considered both vis-à-vis the SCO and China‟s partners in the SCO.In a 2004 

statement President Hu Jintao reiterated the need for the SCO to combat the “three evils” of terrorism, extremism 

and separatism, along with drug trafficking and international crime, the latter two included in the Charter (Uzbek 

Radio, BBC, June 17, 2004).   He said as well that “the most important thing in the economic field is 

implementing a multilateral programme on economic cooperation” to be accomplished by five special working 

groups to be launched (Ibid).  In the leadup to the 2005 summit in Astana, Kazakhstan Russia and China further 

elaborated their strategic aims (Declaration on the World Order in the 21
st
 Century).  Following a meeting of the 

two in Moscow, Hu and then Russian President Putin issued a joint declaration on “world order” rejecting efforts 

by any powers (read U.S.) to achieve a “monopoly in world affairs,” divide the world into “leaders and 

followers,‟” and “impose models of social development” on other countries (PINR, 2005).  Areas of Sino-Russian 

disagreement will be addressed in a later section. 
 

China‟s insistence on a “multi-polar world” and its obvious challenge to the US is stated unambiguously in a 2002 

Defense White Paper, which identified US efforts to strengthen military alliances in Asia as one of the “factors of 

instability” in the region (Bergsten, et al, 2006:  126).   
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China even holds the US responsible for the “color” revolutions in Ukraine and Central Asia (Rozoff, 2009).  

Since the 1990s China has promoted its “New Security Concept,” the essence of which is “common security 

through mutually beneficial cooperation” (au.china-embassy…2003).  Central to this policy is the SCO as a 

vehicle for attacking the “three evils” and for developing “strategic partnerships” as alternatives to US hegemony 

(Ibid).  Complementing the SCO China also relies on its participation in the ASEAN + 3 forum that also includes 

Japan and South Korea, and the East Asia Summit - all largely defensive (Ibid:  14).  Supporting an SCO taking 

on more responsibilities, becoming a more comprehensive organization, reflects China‟s goal of building 

“comprehensive strategic partnerships” (Shambaugh, 2005:  30-31).  China is even proposing a free trade zone 

encompassing the SCO area (as proposed by Prime Minister WenJiabao in 2003).  China is facilitating expanded 

trade opportunities by massive highway construction along the “Silk Road” (Khanna:  96-97).   
 

Russia‟s Objectives:  “Translated into geostrategic terms, the SCO arises from a confluence of interests among the 

major power centers of China and Russia, and the former Soviet republics of Central Asia… which pursues a 

foreign policy of studied neutrality and isolation” (PINR, Ibid).  How neutral and isolated is a matter of debate, 

considered below.  Nevertheless, as indicated above, China and Russia shared the strategic aim of curbing 

(containing!) US influence in Central Asia, and sought to establish a joint sphere of influence in the region (Ibid).  

It‟s important to emphasize Russia‟s desire to reestablish its prestige and influence in Central Asia (“Russian 

Foreign Policy Concept). Russia is also deeply interested in using the SCO as a means of furthering the economic 

development of Siberia and the Far East (Ibid). Whether there is incipient rivalry between the two major powers 

in the SCO is a critical matter. 
 

From the beginning China viewed the SCO as a channel for efforts to resolve disputes and promote ties with 

historic rivals Russia and India (Bergsten, et al:  128).  The latter two shared China‟s calls for a multi-polar world 

– particularly Putin and Russia (India defines multi-polar differently from the other two).  Both Russia and China 

are alert to US efforts to build or strengthen military alliances on their respective doorsteps (Ibid:  134-135).  

Indeed perceived U.S. unilateralism has pushed Russia and China closer (Yubin, 2005:  234).  Thus Russia‟s and 

China‟s overlapping interests portend the durability of the SCO (Ibid:  236).  In 2007 SCO members, Russia, 

China, and four Central Asian states, conducted the largest joint anti-terrorism exercises thus far, involving 6,000 

troops, in “Peace  Mission 2007” near Russia‟s Ural Mountains  (Bayron, 2007).  On the other hand Russia is the 

driving force behind an anti-US agenda for the SCO, while China is not as prepared as Russia seems to be to see 

relations with the U.S. further deteriorate (Ibid).  Tajikistan and Uzbekistan share China‟s concerns, despite 

Uzbekistan‟s ejection of US forces.  (Currently the US and Uzbekistan are negotiating a new base deal).  Russia 

and China also have different views on SCO expansion, particularly on Iran‟s application to join.   
 

Central Asia:   Kazakhstan, Kyrgystan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan are of course co-founders of the SCO with 

Russia and China, while the first three were part of the original Shanghai Five.  All four joined with Russia and 

China in drafting the founding Declaration of the SCO which set out the official purposes of the “alliance:” 

security, economic development, expanding trade, and cultural exchanges (Weinstein, 2005:  1).  That is to say, 

the Central Asian states were no less interested in achieving these goals through the SCO than Russia and China.  

If anything they each had greater concerns with external security, internal threats to stability, and terrorist threats 

than their giant partners (Ibid; Radio Free Europe, 2006:  2).  China‟s and Russia‟s concerns, as seen, were that 

these threats might spill over into their own sensitive areas, in China‟s case its huge and restive “west” (Xinjiang) 

and Russia its borders with Central Asia.  Central Asia is also central to Russia and China who have sought, with 

different degrees of determination, to limit U.S. influence in the region and establish and maintain a “joint sphere 

of influence” there (Weinstein, Ibid). 
 

The concerns of the Central Asian states with security produced in the first years of the SCO a reluctance to give 

up their “multi-directional” policies of playing off the U.S. and the West against their larger partners (Ibid).  

However as a result of successful regime changes in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgystan, which exposed their own 

vulnerability, and coming to a realization that the U.S. and Europe would press for Western-oriented, market-

based systems to replace their corrupt or authoritarian systems, the Central Asians moved closer to Russia and 

China in the SCO.  Consequently the prospect for the SCO to act as a politically effective alliance was enhanced 

(Ibid; Goldhorn, 2005).  Leading and manifesting this transformation was Uzbekistan and its president Islam 

Karimov, who rejected Western criticisms of the bloody crackdown of protesters in Andijon in 2005, and “sought 

shelter within the SCO” (Radio Free Europe, Ibid).  The SCO also served as a forum for Karimovto demand the 

withdrawal of US forces form Khanabad air base (Ibid).   
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Having said all this, renewed fears of the growing threat posed by the Taliban and al Qaeda in Afghanistan, while 

highlighting and heightening the security dimension of the SCO could also lead to greater cooperation between 

the SCO and NATO in Afghanistan (de Haas, 2008:  28). Expansion?  Iran, Pakistan, and India:  These three 

(along with Mongolia) have observer status in the SCO, with Iran pressing strongly for full membership. Russia is 

pushing for membership for Iran, not unconnected to Russia‟s eagerness to push the SCO toward a NATO-like 

alliance (Global Security, 2007).   Russia infact has threatened to block any expansion of SCO membership unless 

Iran is included (Goldkorn, 2005).   Russia – Putin – cannot be unaware that Iranian membership would 

strengthen any perception that the SCO is an anti-Western grouping.  On the other hand, China emphasizes 

economic priorities, in contrast to Russia‟s desire to have the SCO become more of a security organization; nor as 

stated earlier does China share the same apparent willingness as Russia to see relations with the U.S. deteriorate.  

Iran‟s distrust of US actions and motives reflect Russia‟s:  they believe the U.S. is seeking to use Azerbaijan to 

counterbalance Iran and are upset at the US helping Kazakhstan build its navy (a perceived threat to Iranian oil 

stakes in the Caspian Sea) (Vail, 2007:  4).  In fact Russia is taking the leadin developing an alliance of Caspian 

littoral states, although a summit in Tehran in October, 2007 was “clouded‟ by a worsening of the US – Iranian 

confrontation over Iran‟s suspected nuclear ambitions (Ibid).  Iran‟s push to be accorded full SCO membership is 

driven by a desire to avoid international isolation over its nuclear program and gain political cover in its 

confrontation with the US and the UN Security Council (Goncharev, 2008).    
 

China is thus far the strongest opponent of Iranian membership – while recognizing Iran‟s economic importance:  

Iran is already a key player in the region, involved in the construction of tunnels and rail lines that will link 

Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and Iran.  India and Pakistan were granted observer status in 2005 (along with Iran and 

Mongolia).  Possible membership for India and Pakistan is complicated by differences between Russia and China.  

China has insisted that the two be admitted simultaneously, while both Russia and India criticize any such linkage 

(Goldkorn, Ibid). There are multiple geo-political and geo-economic realities driving Pakistan‟s desire to join 

(Zeb, 2006:  52)     An example of the former is using the SCO to reduce US leverage on Pakistan (Goldkorn, 

Ibid).Increasing violence in Afghanistan has only increased Pakistan‟s desire to have good relations with the 

Central Asian states, although this effort is complicated by Pakistan‟s perceived support for the Taliban (despite 

Pakistan‟s apparent break with the Taliban after 9-11 and the recent military drives against the Taliban in 

Pakistan).  Pakistan is home to a number of extremist groups and the Central Asian states want to see Islamabad 

do more to counter them (Zeb:  59).   
 

Pakistan‟s case for membership stresses “the role [it] can play of a trade-economic corridor on the SCO territory 

and will be committed to the organization‟s charter … Pakistan provides the natural link between the SCO states 

to connect the Eurasian heartland with the Arabian Sea and South Asia” (Ibid:  56-57).   On India‟s side, working 

closely with China in the SCO may facilitate resolution of longstanding border disputes with China, in Aksai Chin 

and Arunachal Pradesh (Bergsten, et al, 2006:  121).   India shares China‟s reluctance to see the SCO develop 

further into a military bloc (Antonenko, n.d.:  4).   However, both countries have taken their bilateral security ties 

to a new level, with joint military exercises held in 2007 (Vail, 2008:  4).  In a joint statement in 2007WenJiabao 

and Monmohan Singh expressed their commitment to moving beyond bilateral matters, to encompass issues of 

“peace, stability, and prosperity in the region and the world beyond” (Ibid).  If the political impediments to 

expansion are resolved their joint commitments could be pursued within the SCO.  Moreover, if Pakistan and 

India were both members of the SCO then,  along with the ASEAN Regional Forum, the SCO would be the 

second security forum that brought them together (Zeb, Ibid:  56). 
 

US and European Perceptions and Responses 
 

Are fears that the SCO is a Chinese-led anti-US axis limited to “anti-China” “fanatics” in the U.S.? (Sinomania:  

2008).  Should reaffirmations by the Chinese that the SCO is not a departure from China‟s adherence to the “path 

of peaceful development” and wants only to build a secure and prosperous region be relied on? (Hu Jintao 

reported in China Daily:  2006).  As described earlier China has been reluctant to see the SCO turned into a 

NATO-like military alliance, which, again, seems to be more of a Russian aspiration.  Joint military exercises 

have been limited in scope to anti-terrorist operations involving no more than 4,000 troops and at this stage are 

largely symbolic.  Kazakhstan blocked the movement of Chinese troops while Russia complained that China 

wanted to bring too much military equipment onto its territory (Chang, 2007). Whether the SCO‟s goals are 

consonant with US goals and objectives, and presence in Central Asia, or instead are seen as potential challenges 

to US objectives are core questions for the U.S.  Thesequestions are directly addressed by the Deputy Secretary of 

State for South and Central Asia in comments he made at the Nixon Center in 2007 (Feigenbaum, 2007).   
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It would appear that for US policy makers that the SCO is still rather an unknown:  “To be candid we didn‟t fully 

understand what the Shanghai Cooperation Organization does.”  Granted, this is said in the context of questioning 

if the SCO goes beyond the rhetoric of promoting cooperation and integration in Central Asia.  The Secretary did 

not think so; the SCO has an ambitious range of goals but it is difficult to identify any of which has not been 

achieved by bilateral or non-SCO agreements.  The US‟ssecurity assistanceprograms and growing US investment 

in all five of the Central Asian countries are touted.  On the other hand he calls on Russia and China to respect US 

interests, presence, and role in the region.  A clearly stated assumption is that the Central Asian states will 

continue to look to the US as well as Russia and China for their security and will not allow themselves to be 

turned into pawns of the two SCO powers.  At the same time however the Secretary concedes that when there is a 

preponderant power there is a tendency for others to join together to achieve balance.   
 

This, as was seen earlier, was certainly one of the purposes SCO members brought to the Organization – once the 

Shanghai Five had resolved territorial issues.  While acknowledging the need for the U.S. to reassure others about 

our intentions in the region, the U.S. as well needs reassurances.  According to Secretary Feigenbaum if each of 

the members of the SCO individually shares an interest with the U.S., then all members should collectively share 

that interest.  The “logic” here perhaps exaggerates the degree of shared interests, and whether SCO members 

(specifically the Central Asian members) prefer to use the SCO to complement or even to replace dependence on 

the US for their security or to achieve their other goals.  The clearest example of a Central Asian member using 

the SCO to „„escape‟ US pressure was Uzbekistan, when it demanded that the U.S. withdraw its forces from bases 

in the country and as a forum for rejecting US and Western criticisms of the government‟s violent crackdown on 

protesters (Radio Free Europe, 2006).  US concerns would certainly intensify if Iran were granted full 

membership – and the USsharply criticized the extending an invitation to President Ahmadinejad to attend the 

five year anniversary of the SCO in 2006 (Goncharev, 2008).   
 

Europe: In a policy brief published by the Centre for European Reform, Oksana Antonenko makes the case for 

Western, specifically the European Union, engagement with the SCO (Antonenko, 2007).  Among the objectives 

the EU could fulfill through dialogue with the SCO are “deepening ties with Russia and China; promoting 

economic development in Central Asia; tackling soft security threats that emanate from the region (such as drug 

trafficking and migration); and enhancing its energy security” (Ibid:  6).  Another issue of mutual concern, to both 

the EU and Central Asian governments, is counter-terrorism, including terrorist groups such as Hizbut-Tahrir and 

networks linked to the Taliban.  There is already formal contact between the SCO and the EU:  EU High 

Representative Solana met with the SCO‟s then-Secretary General Zhang in 2004.  The new EU Special 

Representative (EUSR)  for Central Asia may also facilitate enhanced ties to the SCO; Kyrgystan‟s President 

declared his support for initiatives to invigorate closer EU-SCO dialogue (Ibid:  6-7).  The “only” constraint on 

closer EU-SCO ties is that some European governments may view the SCO as anti-Western and many criticize its 

members for human rights abuses.  Antonenko is more  sanguine  however, pointingto Krygyzstan and 

Kazakhstan‟s membership in the SCO (both of whom maintain close ties to the EU, NATO, and the US); 

admission of India and Mongolia as observers (which,  as these two are  partners with the US, belies the anti-

Western image of the SCO); and the resemblance of the SCO to ASEAN in its adherence to the principle of non-

interference (although this mutes criticism of non-democratic member governments, as is the case with ASEAN. 
 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization:  Collective Security, Balancing, or Instrument of Hegemony 
 

Several events have signified the SCO‟s “rising economic, political and military profile” (Vail:  2). One might say 

these events not only signified an emergent SCO and were factors behind its creation and institutionalization:  the 

uncertainties regarding post-Taliban Afghanistan; a larger US military presence in Central Asia; the SCO‟s own 

rapid expansion; the Caspian Sea Nations Summit; and „Peace Mission 2007,‟ the joint military exercises 

discussed earlier.  Vail points to the SCO‟s development of its own Afghan policy, including the founding of the 

Afghanistan Contact Group (ACG) to strengthen the relationship between the SCO and the Afghan government of 

Hamid Karzai (Ibid:  3).  Moreover Afghanistan is a prospective member of the SCO.   
 

From the U.S. and NATO viewpoints the military dimension of an emerging SCO is a paramount concern.  As the 

SCO strengthens (if it does) its links to the Russian dominated Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), 

which is seen by western observers as a Eurasian military pact, concerns only grow; all SCO members except 

China are also members of the CSTO.  It remains to be seen what comes of any CSTO-SCO cooperation in the 

future; speculating one might see CSTO-SCO ties as China‟s entrée into what comes of the relationship, shaping 

or inhibiting developments it may deem unwise or provocative.   
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In fact China‟s position is that the CSTO is primarily a political-military organization, while the SCO should 

remain a political-economic organization (de Haas, 2006:  22).  China‟s decision to delay a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MoU), which would have deepened relations between the SCO and the CSTO, is to be seen in 

this light.  China ultimately overcame its hesitations and the MoU was agreed in 2007.  It establishes the 

following “fields of cooperation:” ensuring regional and international security and stability; counter-terrorism; 

fighting drug and arms trafficking; counteraction against transnational organized crime; and other areas of mutual 

concern (Ibid:  23).  One notes that security and stability, combating terrorism and cross-border crime, are original 

goals of the SCO.  Joint action towards Afghanistan is proposed by the CSTO and CSTO observers who were 

present (but did not participate) in the Peace Mission 2007 joint military exercises.  An important difference to 

note between NATO and the SCO is that NATO is aimed at external threats, whereas the SCO is concerned with 

security within the territory of it members (Ibid:  30).  A second view suggests “the SCO will gradually lose its 

cohesion along with the resurgence of Russia” (Chang, 2007).  On the one hand China is arguably big enough to 

balance Russia.  Rieber however suggests that now Russian influence is predominant in Kazakhstan and 

Tajikistan, the U.S. in Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan, while Kyrgystan is open to influence by both powers.   
 

As we‟ve seen U.S. influence in Uzbekistan was at least for the time lost when Karamov ordered the U.S. from its 

bases in the country.  Karamov was in turn supported by Russia and China within the SCO (Goldhorn, 2005).  On 

the other hand Tajikistan‟s decision to permit Russia to establish a military base in the country has generated 

controversy in both Tajikistan and Uzbekistan (Farazh, August 20, 2009). There are those who see the SCO as the, 

or an, instrument of Chinese hegemony in Central Asia in pursuit of a broader goal of displacing the U.S. as the 

regional, even global superpower (Kaplaan, 2010).  This view was seen to be at least in need of moderation, in 

light of China‟s stated agenda and goals for the SCO – and China‟s caution in seeing the SCO as more than a 

forum/organization for pursuing economic opportunities and maintaining regional security. 
 

There is another view then which does not envision the SCO as a NATO-like Warsaw Pact military organization 

or likely to fall apart):  that the SCO will continue to widen and deepen while exercising caution in the military-

security area.  Perhaps the SCO will prove mutable or will appear to be different things depending on which area 

of cooperation is emphasized or who is viewing it and from which vantage point.  As RizwanZeb notes the SCO 

has been described variously, especially by American observers, “as an enigma, a security organization, a regional 

forum, an anti-terrorism coalition, and as a Russian and Chinese led alliance created to counter U.S. hegemony” 

(Zeb, 2006:  51).  It seems quite plausible to maintain that the SCO is all of the above. 
 

Central Asia certainly is the cockpit of great power concerns and actions:  after 9-11 the US realized that the 

Central Asian republics are vital in the war against terrorism and viewed the establishment of military bases in the 

region as a necessity.  Russia and China both may have understood the necessity of these bases from the 

American viewpoint, yet both looked on with increasing suspicions (Ibid:  53-54).  The Chinese fear that an 

American military presence in Central Asia is a continuation of U.S. “encirclement” of China (Ibid).  The 

Russians too (Russian interventions in the Caucasus are further illustration) view Central Asia (former Soviet 

republics) as Russia‟s  “near abroad” and so fears and resents the U.S.‟s growing presence (Ibid).  None of this 

contradicts the mutual interests of the U.S. and Russia in the stability of the region (Chin HaoYuang, 2006:  15).  

It does however complicate three-way, or four-way, relations relative to the region. 
 

Finally, is the SCO an instrument of Chinese hegemony?  Is it a vehicle for Russian hegemony in Central Asia?  

As we‟ve seen Russia has been keen to see closer integration of the SCO with the CSTO.China denies time and 

again any such intentions.  As seen it‟s been China that has pushed economic development and trade as the new 

priorities for the SCO.  Some observers may see this as the means and end of Chinese hegemony:  China certainly 

has deployed aid, investment, and infrastructure projects that further its economic expansion (peaceful rise) 

(Channa, Ibid).   At the least China presents an alternative model of development, market-based authoritarianism, 

more successful that Russia‟s model [whatever it is], a model that may be attractive to all or some of the Central 

Asian countries.  Whether this is a conscious Chinese objective is another thing.  Ideological proselytizing though 

is secondary (if it ranks at all) to China‟s interests in countering the “three evils‟ and furthering economic 

cooperation.  For China as well as for Russia and the Central Asian states, not excluding India, Pakistan, Iran, 

even the US the SCO is a prism through which to peer into, to view, to analyze, the foreign policy goals and 

objectives of these states individually and, for members, collectively. 
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Conclusion 
 

What‟s learned from an analysis of China and Russia in the SCO?  A key goal of both Russia and China is to 

counterbalance U.S. “hegemony.”  This has been partly successful, although China‟s and Russia‟s Central Asian 

partners do not wish to cut the U.S. out entirely.  China‟s “partners” in ASEAN are of the same mind, not wishing 

to marginalize the US – for security reasons and to balance China‟s growing economic competitiveness in their 

own and world markets (Sutter, 2008).  In fact China‟s new security policy was initially pursued in Southeast 

Asia – building formal vehicles for China‟s participation in ASEAN , for economic and diplomatic interests, and 

again to mitigate territorial disputes and for confidence building (Ibid).  Their other vital interest is security, 

avoiding potential regional conflict and containing any terrorist threat.  For China this means stability, the latter 

achieved through regional fora for cooperation.  China‟s economic interests, at least as important as security, are 

also pursued through greater regional cooperation and trade.  As we‟ve seen Russia is no less interested in the 

economic potential of the SCO.  Russia‟s goals however are also formed by its desire to reassert influence, 

military, diplomatic, and economic in the “near abroad” of Central Asia.  Whether this portends problems in Sino-

Russian relations, remains to be seen.  But China‟s opposition to hegemony can apply to Russia as well.  So the 

SCO becomes a mechanism for regional balance in all directions. 
 

Authors note: Dr. Carroll is an Associate Professor in the Political Science department at Sam Houston State 

University in Huntsville, Texas.  His teaching and research specializations include Comparative Politics, Asian, 

European, and African Politics, and American and Comparative Foreign Policy.  He has written numerous papers 

and articles in these areas, most recently focusing on Chinese foreign policy, particularly in Central and Southeast 

Asia. 
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