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JEAN-PIERRE CABESTAN

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization, Central Asia,

and the Great Powers, an Introduction

One Bed, Different Dreams?

ABSTRACT

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) appears today as a mature, compre-

hensive, and inclusive intergovernmental regional organization. However, co-piloted

by China and Russia, the SCO’s course still raises many questions about its objectives,

priorities, and, more important, its achievements and raison d’être, as well as the

enduring rivalries among its members.

KEYWORDS: Shanghai Cooperation Organization, China, Russia, regional security,

Afghanistan

THE SHANGHAI COOPERATION ORGANIZATION (SCO) was created in June
2001 in its eponymous city. In many ways the direct heir of the ‘‘Shanghai
Group’’ or ‘‘Shanghai Five’’ established in the same metropolis in 1996 by
China, Russia, and the three ‘‘Stans’’ bordering China (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz-
stan, and Tajikistan), the SCO is now a mature, comprehensive, and inclu-
sive intergovernmental regional organization. It was joined in 2001 by
Uzbekistan, Central Asia’s most populous country (30 million inhabitants).
Since its inception, the SCO has also included a growing number of observers
(Mongolia, 2004; India, Iran, and Pakistan, 2005; and Afghanistan, June
2012) and dialogue partners (Belarus and Sri Lanka, 2009; and Turkey,
2012). Although Turkmenistan, because of its neutrality stance, has so far
refused to join the SCO, since 2007 the Turkmen president Gurbanguly
Berdimuhamedov has attended the annual summits of this grouping as
a ‘‘distinguished guest.’’
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However, the course thus far of the SCO still raises many questions about
its objectives, priorities, and, more important, its achievements and raison
d’être, as well as concerns over the enduring rivalries among its members.
Hence, the title of this introduction, inspired by a well-known Chinese
proverb: ‘‘one bed, different dreams’’ (tongchuang yimeng).

THE SCO’S ACHIEVEMENTS

First, there is no doubt that the SCO has become a rather comprehensive,
inclusive, and structured regional organization. It is comprehensive because
its missions include the major facets of intergovernmental cooperation: secu-
rity, diplomacy, economy and trade, culture and education. It is inclusive
because it is open to a growing number of observers and dialogue partners. It
is inclusive also because according to Article 16 of the SCO Charter adopted
in 2002, decisions are reached by consensus among its full members. Besides,
the SCO has gradually become better organized: in 2004, it set up a Regional
Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) based in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, to share
intelligence on cross-border Islamic terrorist activities. Since then, the orga-
nization has established a permanent Secretariat in Beijing in 2004, under-
lining the driving role played by China in this intergovernmental
organization (IGO). Nonetheless, under China’s recommendation, it has
remained a regionally focused and delineated grouping dealing with Central
Asia and the questions that affect this part of the world, all the way from
Islamic terrorism to Afghanistan, from drug trafficking to trade liberalization,
from pipeline construction to railway development.

Second, the SCO’s raison d’être today is no longer restricted to finalizing
and securing the borders of the new states created after the collapse of the
Soviet Union in 1991. Its diplomatic, economic, and cultural facets have
become more important over the years. Yet, border security and cooperation
have remained important objectives of SCO members, especially China,
which fears the underground influence of the three ‘‘isms’’ (separatism,
extremism, and Islamism). As we know, the three ‘‘isms’’ became, at Beijing’s
instigation, a key priority of the ‘‘Shanghai Five’’ as early as 1998. And while
9/11 for a few months raised questions over the SCO’s relevance and very
existence, the increasing challenges, both domestic (Chechnya, the ‘‘color
revolutions,’’ the Andijan massacre, and Xinjiang unrest) and international
(the growing Taliban influence in Afghanistan and the country’s resurging
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drug trafficking) faced by Central Asia have again since 2005 enhanced the
security dimension of the SCO. This dimension was once more highlighted
at the SCO 12th Summit in June 2012 in Beijing. There, the future of
Afghanistan dominated the agenda, for reasons that everyone is aware of—the
gradual drawdown of U.S. and NATO troops, as well as the strong chance of
the Taliban’s returning to power in Kabul with Pakistan’s support—but few
SCO members know what to do about this issue.

However, the SCO is also a diplomatic and increasingly economic, cul-
tural, and educational IGO, favoring an unprecedented integration process
among its members. In the economic realm, the SCO has spurred trade and
cooperation. It has helped Central Asian SCO members to work together on
such infrastructure projects as new railway lines planned between China,
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and then Iran and Afghanistan. In addi-
tion, it can be argued that the completion in December 2009 of a long
pipeline bringing natural gas all the way from eastern Turkmenistan (which
is not part of the SCO) to China through Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan would
have been inconceivable just a decade ago. While this may eventually con-
vince Ashgabat to join the SCO, it has been rightly presented as a clear
diplomatic victory for Beijing. More generally, the SCO’s long-term objec-
tive, although cautious, is to facilitate cross-border trade, if not yet create
a free trade zone.

Third, the SCO has reached several of its initial or new objectives. Borders
have been finalized and are now more secure. Intelligence cooperation
against terrorism and extremism (or any kind of political opposition) has
taken off. Annual heads of state summits and regular ministerial meetings
have allowed the SCO to demonstrate unity through joint statements, and to
develop cooperation on a growing number of security issues, the group’s
initial goal, such as Afghanistan or drug trafficking. SCO member-states have
also been involved in joint military maneuvers. Even if some countries, such
as Uzbekistan, remain reluctant to participate, these military exercises have
become more frequent and of larger scale over the years.

Having said that, what kind of regional IGO is the SCO? Is it more than
a talk show regularly gathering a group of authoritarian countries’ strongmen?
Often perceived or presented as anti-Western or anti-U.S., does it not con-
tribute to perpetuating a ‘‘Cold War spirit’’ that it is precisely trying to fight
against? Is the SCO more than a fragile and under-institutionalized grouping
mainly and voluntarily supported by China? More important, perhaps, has
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the SCO not demonstrated its powerlessness and lack of relevance every time
a domestic or international crisis needed or expected its intervention?

CONFLICTING VISIONS OF THE SCO’S ROLE

First of all, on all issues, be they of a security, diplomatic, economic, or
cultural nature, SCO members’ interests and views are far from being iden-
tical. SCO observers and dialogue partners are even less so. China and Russia,
but also Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, compete for influence both in the SCO
and, more important, in Central Asia.1 For instance, Moscow wants to
expand the SCO, especially to India and, to a lesser extent, Iran, in order
to dilute China’s imprint, while the latter wishes and has succeeded in
keeping it anchored in and about the ‘‘Stans.’’ There has been speculation
that the Chinese government favored Pakistan’s or Mongolia’s accession to
full membership. However, Beijing’s priority is to make sure that the SCO
remains focused on the ‘‘three evils’’ (e.g., Islamic terrorism) and serves
China’s interests in Xinjiang Province and more broadly on the country’s
western flank. And bringing Pakistan (and India) into the organization will
not help China fight better against Uighur activists based on the other side of
the border. As we know, on this front, Sino-Pakistani relations have become
in the past few years more complicated because of Islamabad’s reluctance to
cooperate on this issue, for obvious domestic reasons.

In addition, in spite of the SCO (and Beijing’s claims), relations among
the ‘‘Stans’’ have remained mediocre, to say the least. Kazakhstan sees itself as
the region’s big (and richer) brother and treats its neighbors with contempt,
or at best commiseration. Uzbekistan considers itself as the only heir of
Timur’s Empire and regards the other ‘‘Stans’’ as former tributaries, except
for Kazakhstan, because of its economic and political weight and its close
connection with Russia. At the same time, Uzbek President Islam Karimov
has developed a quasi-paranoiac relationship with nearly all his neighbors
and partners, as his recent withdrawal from the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) has illustrated (see below). For example, he is
involved in a long-term and apparently unsolvable dispute with Tajikistan
around water conservancy and some of this country’s much needed dam

1. Alexander Cooley, Great Games, Local Rules: The New Great Power Contest in Central Asia
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012).
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projects.2 And, after the outbreak of interethnic clashes between Kyrgyz and
Uzbek communities in southern Kyrgyzstan’s Osh region in June 2010,
Karimov adopted a very conservative and timid attitude. Facing economic
difficulties (around three million Uzbekistan nationals work in Russia) and
wary of Bishkek’s flirtation with democracy, Tashkent preferred rapidly to
send back the 100,000 ethnic Uzbeks from Kyrgyzstan who had taken refuge
in Uzbekistan, rather than allowing them to settle down on its soil.3

As a result, as the four following articles underline, bilateral relations among
governments remain dominant and crucial, not only for the two main archi-
tects of the SCO but also and especially for its four Central Asian member-
states. As a matter of fact, Beijing and, to a lesser extent, Moscow—at least
officially—both tend to underestimate the low quality of the relationship
among the ‘‘Stans’’ as well as the degree of rivalry and animosity that char-
acterizes these relations.

Another important consideration to inject here is that for Central Asian
countries, the SCO constitutes a secondary security structure. Although around
the Astana Summit in 2010 some suspected Kazakhstan President Nursultan
Nazarbayev of being tempted to turn the SCO into a ‘‘NATO of the East,’’
none of the Central Asian countries, let alone Russia or China, would have
accepted such a transformation.4 Actually, Central Asian governments prefer to
take advantage of the ‘‘security service market’’ that has taken shape in the
region. And most of them, as Isabelle Facon perfectly demonstrates in her
article, are likely to continue to privilege the CSTO over the SCO for the
simple reasons that (1) the former organization offers a ‘‘security umbrella’’ that
the latter cannot provide, and (2) China is not part of it. This pleases not only
Moscow but all the ‘‘Stans’’ that are part of the CSTO, and whose elites still
share affinities with Russia, much more than outsiders may think (see below).

2. Dmitry Shlapentokh, ‘‘Clash between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan Underlines Risk of War in
Central Asia,’’ Central Asia-Caucasus Institute Analyst (February 22, 2012), <http://www.cacianalyst.
org/?q¼node/5718>, accessed March 28, 2013.

3. On the June 2010 Kyrgyz crisis, cf. Human Rights Watch’s report, Kyrgyzstan: Where Is the
Justice? Interethnic Violence in Southern Kyrgyzstan and Its Aftermath (New York: Human Rights
Watch, August 2010), <http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/kyrgyzstan0810webwcover_1.
pdf>, accessed March 28, 2013.

4. Pavel Fengelhauer, ‘‘SCO Fails to Turn into an ‘Eastern NATO’,’’ Eurasia Daily Monitor 18:116
(June 16, 2011), <http://www.jamestown.org/programs/edm/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D¼38055

&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D¼27&cHash¼82c9493bc1b79b0c80dcbb87fddc99e7>, accessed March
28, 2013.
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Moreover, Uzbekistan’s recent withdrawal (June 2012) from the CSTO
had more to do with the establishment and possible deployment on its
territory of CSTO’s Rapid Reaction Forces than its bilateral relations with
Russia, which have remained generally stable although often tense. Though
President Karimov is likely to let the U.S. leave some military equipment in
his country after it pulls out of Afghanistan in 2014, he is not ready to accept
the reopening of American bases on his soil.5 While Uzbekistan has improved
its relations with China, trying to attract more investment (US$5 billion in
2012) and economic assistance from Beijing, it has kept a balanced strategy
vis-à-vis Asia’s major power, closely cooperating with Japan, as our fourth
contribution shows, and also South Korea (US$10 billion foreign direct
investments in 2012). Although Tashkent and Beijing established a strategic
partnership in June 2012 and plan future military exercises, Uzbekistan does
not rely much on China or the SCO for improving its outside security.6 In
addition, Central Asia/NATO relations have continued to develop, and not
only because of their shared concern about the future of Afghanistan.

This does not mean that Russia and the CSTO are always willing to
intervene more deeply in solving Central Asia’s domestic or transnational
problems. The Kyrgyz crisis in 2010 underlined Moscow’s reluctance and
hesitation. However, on the backdrop of NATO’s drawdown in Afghanistan,
Moscow clearly intends to rely on the CSTO rather than the SCO to rees-
tablish its presence on the Tajik-Afghan border, and to fight more efficiently
against both cross-border terrorism and drug trafficking, in spite of Beijing’s
inroads in Dushanbe.7 Even if any CSTO involvement in post-NATO
Afghanistan seems for the moment excluded, it is the only structure able
to prevent the Afghan conflict from spilling over the southern Central Asian
borders. In other words, the CSTO is a military alliance; the SCO, in spite of
its strong security dimension, is not.

5. This is Uzbekistan’s second withdrawal: the first one took place in 1999 and lasted until 2005;
cf. Voices from Central Asia 5 (August 2012), pp. 5–6, <http://www.centralasiaprogram.org/images/
Voices_from_CA_5-August_2012-1.pdf>, accessed March 28, 2013.

6. Raffaello Pantucci and Alexandros Petersen, ‘‘Uzbekistan’s Balancing Act with China: A View
from the Ground,’’ China Brief 12:14 (July 20, 2012), pp. 7–11.

7. Cf. this somewhat exaggerated assessment, M. K. Bhadrakumar, ‘‘Russia Loves Hold on
Tajikistan Pivot,’’ Asia Times (July 11, 2012), <http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Central_Asia/NG11Ag
01.html>; cf. as a counterpoint, Anna Matveeva, ‘‘Selective Engagement: Russia’s Future Role in
Central Asia,’’ Central Asia Policy Brief 3 (July 2012), pp. 1–6, <http://www.centralasiaprogram.org/
images/Policy_Brief_3,_July_2012.pdf>, accessed March 28, 2013.
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To be sure, as Facon shows, the SCO is of secondary importance for Russia.
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, it has been perceived in Moscow as an
additional and symbolic instrument contributing to restoring Russia’s regional
power in Central Asia and underlining its willingness to cooperate responsibly
with China. The SCO has moreover allowed Moscow to improve its bargain-
ing power vis-à-vis the U.S. and the West, acting as a conduit for repeated
messages against ‘‘unilateralism’’ and helping to rein in their influence in the
region. However, ironically, the SCO has also been utilized by Russia to limit
China’s influence in Central Asia by keeping this new multilateral organization
weak and irrelevant when serious issues or crises need to be addressed. In other
words, Moscow deliberately has never invested as much as China in the SCO,
in terms of time, political will, and resources.8

How China’s growing economic and diplomatic clout in Central Asia is
going to affect these various and competitive security arrangements remains
an open question. On the one hand, the ‘‘Stans’’ can no longer ignore China,
now their top trade partner. They are tied to China’s security concerns in
Xinjiang (which they globally share, in spite of the presence of meaningful
Uighur minorities in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan); its investments; its cheap
exports but also its gigantic energy needs; its attractive market; and its cultural
and educational activism (via Confucius Institutes and scholarships).9

On the other hand, for all sorts of reasons—cultural, strategic, and political—
China remains unable to become a dominant power in Central Asia. While
deeply divided, this region’s elites are united by the common use of the Russian
language and by the ‘‘China threat’’ syndrome, nearly as much as their former
rulers in Moscow, who remain keen to cultivate this sentiment discreetly.10

8. The developments that occurred in 2012, especially the SCO summit in Beijing, have illustrated
this gap. See Yu Bin, ‘‘China-Russia Relations: Succession, SCO, and Summit Politics in Beijing,’’
Comparative Connection 14:2 (September 2012), <http://csis.org/files/publication/1202qchina_russia.
pdf>, accessed March 28, 2013.

9. In 2013, there were six Confucius Institutes in Central Asia, two in Kazakhstan (one in Astana
and one in Almaty), two in Kirghizstan (both in Bishkek), one in Tajikistan, and one in Uzbekistan;
see <http://english.hanban.org/node_10971.htm>, accessed March 28, 2013. Today, there are more
than 400 Confucius Institutes worldwide, a number that should overtake 500 by 2020, <http://news.
xinhuanet.com/english/china/2013-03/11/c_132225228.htm>, accessed March 28, 2013; in 2009, there
were 100 scholarships available for students from other SCO member-states and offered by the
Chinese Ministry of Education, <http://www.ebeijing.gov.cn/Government/GovernmentBulletin/
t1124504.htm>, accessed March 28, 2013.

10. Marlène Laruelle and Sébastien Peyrouse, The Chinese Question in Central Asia: Domestic
Order, Social Change, and the Chinese Factor (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).
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More important, these countries have remained linked not only through
the CSTO but also via the Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC),
a free trade area closely tied to and including Russia founded in 2000. (The
exceptions are Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, which suspended participation
in 2008.) Moscow has intensified its efforts to consolidate these bonds on all
fronts: military, diplomatic, and economic. Russia’s accession to the World
Trade Organization (WTO) in June 2012 is likely to deepen rather than
weaken these trends, particularly regarding Kazakhstan. The latter, since
2010, has been part of the Eurasian Custom Union (with Russia and Belarus)
and should, with Moscow’s strong support, join the WTO in the near
future, and in any event join the Eurasian Economic Union by 2015.11 These
evolutions will make it harder for the SCO, and China, to set tariffs, even if
Chinese products are likely to continue to flood Central Asian markets.

Some key Central Asian states have remained equally suspicious of both
great powers. Uzbekistan, for instance, is cobbling together its own security
arrangements and contingency plans to deal with post-NATO Afghanistan
(through the possible establishment of a buffer zone in Northern Afghani-
stan).12 But at the same time, Tashkent is getting ready to sell its own gas to
Beijing, thanks to a new pipeline network that has terminated Russia’s quasi-
monopoly on Central Asian energy exports. To a lesser extent, in spite of its
very close and ‘‘special’’ relationship with Russia (around 25% of its nationals
are ethnic Russians, against 40% in 1988), Kazakhstan has been involved in
an active diversification of its external relations, to the benefit of the EU
(especially Germany) and the U.S., but also such other Asian nations as South
Korea and Japan, as the contribution to this section by Timur Dadabaev
underscores (see below).13

How is China playing its card in this region? As Zhao Huasheng reminds
us, China has been, since its establishment, the main initiator and driving
force of the SCO. It is also the group’s principal economic and intellectual
contributor. But as Zhao also underscores, the SCO’s economic objectives have
not superseded its security goals. The organization will probably continue

11. Stephen Blockmans, Hrant Kostanyan, and Ievgen Vorobiov, Towards a Eurasian Economic
Union: The Challenge of Integration and Unity, Special Report, no. 75 (Brussels: Centre for European
Policy Studies, December 2012), <www.ceps.eu/ceps/dld/7544/pdf>, accessed March 28, 2013.

12. Author interview with security expert, Tashkent, April 2010.
13. Cf. Marlène Laruelle and Sébastien Peyrouse, Globalizing Central Asia: Geopolitics and the

Challenges of Economic Development (Armonk, N. Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 2013).
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for a long time, with Beijing’s support, ‘‘to walk on these two legs,’’ to recycle an
old Maoist saying.

It is hard to assess what China really expects from the SCO. But it is clear
that Beijing not only likes the SCO’s overall anti-democratic drive and its
emphasis on the ‘‘verticality of power,’’ as Russian President Vladimir Putin
once put it, but also its anti-Western—or to be more accurate, non-Western—
flavor, conducive to sabotaging any U.S.-led suspected attempt to encircle and
isolate China. What is striking, and probably related, has been the Chinese
government’s realism, flexibility, and adaptive capability, or, in other words, its
pragmatism and patience in Central Asia. For instance, in the early 2000s,
then-Premier Wen Jiabao expressed a wish to transform the SCO into a free-
trade zone: this was obviously not only premature but too destabilizing for
many outdated Central Asian and Soviet-type industries (which, in any event,
gradually died under the pressure of Chinese product imports). Wen rapidly
shelved the idea, promoting instead bilateral energy and trade cooperation
and multilateral security arrangements, at least up to a point. China knows
as well as its SCO partners that multilateral intelligence cooperation through
the RATS cannot become optimal because of the deep suspicions each
member-state has against its immediate neighbors. And what the RATS can-
not deliver, the Chinese authorities, as with other SCO governments, are
focused on getting on the basis of bilateral and ad hoc cooperation.

China is also fully aware of the difficulties for the SCO to reach consensus,
make decisions, and carry out joint actions. Other members are as sensitive as
Beijing to national sovereignty and non-interference in domestic affairs, both
key principles of the SCO Charter. Having said that, as Zhao points out,
Beijing cannot remain totally inert if a domestic crisis in an SCO country
(e.g., Kyrgyzstan in 2010) puts in jeopardy China’s own citizens or economic
interests. China now has several options at hand. Offering assistance and
evacuating its nationals (as in Libya in 2011) seems to be the most realistic for
the moment, but in the longer run, a limited and localized military inter-
vention in a neighboring state cannot be totally excluded. Such an option has
already been evoked by some Chinese think tanks.14

Finally, and for the reasons indicated above, China’s priority remains
the SCO’s consolidation rather than its expansion. In 2010, at the Tashkent

14. Richard Weitz, ‘‘China’s Growing Clout in the SCO: Peace Mission 2010,’’ China Brief 10:20

(October 8, 2010), pp. 7–11.
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Summit, the SCO set up fresh rules regarding the admission of new mem-
bers. Among them, candidates should be part of the region and should not
have been sanctioned by the U.N. While clearly excluding Iran, these rules do
not precisely define the region, leaving in doubt the possible admission of
Afghanistan. The June 2012 SCO Summit in Beijing, while elevating the
importance of the Afghan question and turning Afghanistan into an observer,
made no decision about that country’s possible SCO role in the post-NATO
environment that will gradually take shape after 2014.

China remains opposed to any SCO military intervention in Afghanistan
and, obviously, the SCO does not have the will or the means to carry out such
an intervention. But at the same time, in case the situation continues to
deteriorate, all SCO members bordering Afghanistan, including China, have
prepared contingency plans to protect themselves as well as—if possible—
their economic interests there (e.g., China’s Aynak copper mine).15 In other
words, the SCO and China have clearly opted for trading with the Taliban or
whichever regime sits in Kabul, probably with Pakistan’s backing. The Sep-
tember 2012 visit to Kabul by Zhou Yongkang, then the Chinese Communist
Party Politburo Standing Committee member in charge of security, was the
first high level Chinese visit in 46 years and has paved the way for Beijing’s
more active role in Afghanistan. This could include better securing of the
border, as well as training, funding, and equipping Afghan Police—and
perhaps a mediating role between Afghanistan and Pakistan, which China
does not trust as much as in the past because of Islamabad’s reluctance to
repress Islamic Uighur militants based on its soil.16

What about the U.S.? Its perception of the SCO has clearly evolved over
the years. Indifferent until 2004, Washington became openly hostile after
the SCO, at the 2005 Astana Summit, supported Tashkent’s decisions to
close the U.S. military base in southern Uzbekistan (participants requested
a timetable for the departure of foreign troops from Central Asia), and to
violently repress the Andijan riots. However, since the beginning of the
Obama administration, the U.S. has identified the SCO as a possible secu-
rity partner in Afghanistan. In March 2009, the U.S. for the first time was

15. Elizabeth Wishnick, ‘‘There Goes the Neighborhood: Afghanistan’s Challenges to China’s
Regional Security Goals,’’ Brown Journal of World Affairs 19:1 (Fall/Winter 2012), pp. 83–100.

16. Andrew Small, ‘‘China’s Afghan Moment: As the United States Draws Down from Afghan-
istan, China Is Finally Moving In,’’ Foreign Policy (October 3, 2012), <http://www.foreignpolicy.com/
articles/2012/10/03/chinas_afghan_moment>, accessed March 28, 2013.
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represented at an SCO conference on Afghanistan. As Charles Ziegler
shows in his contribution, Washington relies on several SCO capitals’ co-
operation, including that of Moscow and Bishkek (for Manas Air Base), to
supply and now gradually evacuate by air its troops from Afghanistan, via
the Northern Distribution Network. Yet, for the U.S., the SCO is a com-
plex and divided interlocutor. Its lack of responsiveness during the 2010

Kyrgyz crisis has underscored Washington’s sense of the group’s limita-
tions. As a result, the Obama administration remains inclined to establish
bilateral dialogues and cooperation with the SCO members the president
can more easily rely on, especially Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan . . . and Russia.

Finally, an often neglected ‘‘third neighbor’’ of Central Asia is Japan. As
the contribution by Timur Dadabaev to this special section shows, Tokyo has
always privileged bilateral diplomatic relations and economic cooperation
with the ‘‘Stans.’’ It has no official relationship with the SCO as such. Yet,
Japan’s cultural, political, and trade interests in this region are too often
overlooked. One cannot totally dismiss the idea that these interests are partly
motivated by Japan’s obsession with China’s rise. But Japan’s attraction for
new commercial opportunities in Central Asia are also real and strong drivers,
partly spurred by South Korea’s dynamism in this region. Korean entrée has
been eased by the presence in parts of Central Asia of a large Korean com-
munity deported by Stalin from Siberia before World War Two.17 Like most
great powers and many large economies (see Europe’s Germany), Japan
thinks that it needs to be involved in Central Asia’s new political autonomy,
economic development, and energy supply channels. As with the U.S. or
Europe’s presence in Central Asia, Japan’s also likely contributes to reducing
the SCO’s role in this region.

CONCLUSIONS

There are clearly still many uncertainties regarding the SCO’s operation and
mission. This new regional organization is likely to continue to fulfill different

17. In 1937, fearing Japan’s espionage in the Soviet Far East (Korea was then part of the Japanese
Empire), Stalin decided to relocate around 200,000 ethnic Koreans to Central Asia. Most of them
stayed over after Khrushchev allowed them to move back in 1956; in 1989, 439,000 Koreans lived in
the Soviet Union, 80% of them in Kazakhstan. In 2009, the number of Koryo saram living in the
ex-USSR has remained roughly the same (450,000), 70% living in Central Asia. Most of them speak
Russian but not Korean.
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goals for each of its members. And it will also probably remain just one part of
the Central Asian picture.

This does not mean that the SCO is totally irrelevant. It is meaningful.
Nonetheless, in many ways, the SCO members created a new form of
multilateral intergovernmental organization, representative of the fluidity
of post-Cold War international relations. The ‘‘Shanghai spirit,’’ a cautious
or minimal form of cooperation, seems to be most fitted for a group of old
and new states witnessing very different historical, political, and strategic
situations. The organization has successfully implemented key principles of
the Shanghai spirit: consensus, acknowledgement of sovereignty, non-
interference in other countries’ affairs; mutual respect for cultures and domes-
tic political choices; trust, equality, and win-win cooperation. Following a wish
expressed by former Chinese President Jiang Zemin in 2001, the SCO has
clearly demonstrated that it is not an alliance but a partnership. Similarities
with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the ‘‘ASEAN
Way’’ are striking, feeding the impression that Asian countries may share
a common, looser approach than the West to IGOs, international coopera-
tion, and regional integration. As a result, even if China emphasizes its secu-
rity dimension, these very principles of non-interference and consensus-based
decision-making prevent this organization from becoming a genuine strategic
regional actor. This reality has been highlighted in every regional crisis (An-
dijan in 2005, Kyrgyzstan in 2010). Still, far from being an empty shell, the
SCO has led its member-states to cooperate on a range of common problems.
It is particularly useful as a regional discussion platform for the two ‘‘giants’’
that are China and Russia. And it has also contributed to increasing Central
Asian countries’ bargaining power in their relations with the U.S., especially
on the issue of military bases, at a time when the latter attributes more
importance to this region and to SCO members as international partners in
Afghanistan. In other words, the SCO has not only favored a partial power
transition from Russia to China but also a power diffusion to the benefit of
Central Asia, especially its main actors, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.18

But the articles of this special section of Asian Survey also highlight the
many limitations of the SCO. Bilateral relations with each Central Asian
capital—and president—remain fundamental not only for Washington or

18. Randall L. Schweller and Xiaoyu Pu, ‘‘After Unipolarity: China’s Visions of International
Order in an Era of a U.S. Decline,’’ International Security 36:1 (Summer 2011), pp. 64–68.
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Tokyo but also for Moscow and Beijing. The SCO has not been able to
dissolve the high level of suspicion and rivalry among its member-states.
Central Asia remains a deeply divided and rather fragile political and strategic
reality, divisions and fragilities that are likely to remain much more important
than those in Southeast Asia. In other words, the SCO has little chance of
helping Central Asian states establish among themselves an ASEAN-type
regional organization, let alone a European Union. Actually, the SCO explic-
itly failed at this: the Central Asia Cooperation Organization (COCA), cre-
ated after the ‘‘Stans’’’ independence, was merged in 2005 with the EurAsEC.
Moroever, the very presence of two major ‘‘godfathers’’ (Russia and China) in
the SCO creates additional hurdles. And the highly centralized, and personal-
ized, power structures of these countries are no guarantee of their long-term
political stability. Quite the opposite, as a matter of fact, and this basic reality
may become a genuine test for the SCO, especially for its two major members.

All in all, one should not expect from the SCO what it cannot deliver in
terms of regional security or economic integration. The most obvious success
of this organization has been its very existence and survival more than a
decade after it was established. And in spite of all the reservations expressed
above, the SCO has contributed to de-isolating the ‘‘Stans,’’ including, indi-
rectly, Turkmenistan. Ultimately, it has helped in facilitating communica-
tion, improving to some extent trust, or at least preserving peace among five
Central Asian countries that were mostly unprepared both to face indepen-
dence and to cooperate with each other and the rest of the world. In that
respect, it has played a positive role. But again, the SCO is just one facet of
the Central Asian reality, far from representing the whole picture of this
increasingly important region.
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