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KEYWORDS ABSTRACT
Russia—China Relations, The article examines the role of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) in
Central Asia, shaping regional and international dynamics, with particular attention to Russia’s
Regional Organisations, participation, drawing on insights from the Copenhagen School. It explores how the
Strategic Alliances, SCO advances a distinct model of regional governance, thereby influencing the
SCco political and strategic trajectories of its member states and neighbouring regions.

Russia views the SCO as a platform that reflects its dual strategic orientation:
engaging in regional multilateral frameworks to safeguard its immediate interests,
while simultaneously seeking to assert greater status within the international
system. The expansion of the SCO’s membership is evaluated, as it represents a
broadening of its reach and influence. Russia’s engagement within this framework
is explored, highlighting its evolving relationship with China in the aftermath of the

Received June 17, 2025 2022 Ukraine war. Ultimately, the article positions the SCO within the broader

Revised November 5. 2025 analytical context of international relations theory, assessing its contribution to the
Accepted December 2, 2025 configuration of the global balance of power.
Introduction

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Moscow has sought to reclaim its influence internationally by
participating in and shaping multilateral institutions (Russo and Gawrich, 2017) —as a co-architect
of alternative power centres that challenge Western dominance. The SCO exemplifies this strategic
intent.

Russia’s approach to international organisations is shaped by its desire to reaffirm its status as a
great power. Endowed with abundant natural resources, notably oil and natural gas, and possessing
one of the world's formidable military forces, Moscow commands significant assets for international
influence. Despite its significant military capabilities and abundant natural resources, Russia faces
a series of structural weaknesses that constrain its ability to function as a fully-fledged great power
in the contemporary international system, namely its economic vulnerability, its demographic
decline and the technological gap with leading Western and Asian powers (Fakiolas, 2012).

The SCO offered Russia a mechanism to address non-traditional internal security threats,
particularly pressing in the early 2000s. (Stobdan, 2008: 527-530; Wang and Dehang, 2019: 65—79).
Participation in the SCO was thus shaped by Russia’s domestic security experiences, particularly
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during the turbulent post-Soviet decade, when internal instability—exemplified by separatist
conflicts and extremist violence—was increasingly intertwined with transnational jihadist networks,
reinforcing Moscow’s perception of terrorism as both a domestic and regional threat (Bailes et.al.,
2007).

Therefore, the SCO’s founding emphasis on combating the so-called “three evils”— terrorism,
separatism, and extremism — aligned closely with Russia’s strategic concerns. Russia viewed the
SCO as a platform to legitimise and internationalise its counterinsurgency efforts, particularly in the
Muslim-majority regions bordering Central Asia.

The SCO’s geographical and strategic centre—Central Asia—occupies a unique position in Russia’s
regional calculus. Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Central Asia emerged as a weak
subcomplex or a proto—regional security complex Troitskiy, 2015: 4-7), a region characterised by
fragile institutions, limited intraregional cohesion, and strong dependence on external actors.
(Bobokulov, 2012: 105-112; Mayer, 2021: 210). Although originally part of the broader post-Soviet
security space, Central Asia gradually acquired a more autonomous role, rather than remaining
confined to Moscow’s traditional sphere of influence (Troitskiy et. al., 2007: 30—44).

While the Central Asian security environment reflects a web of interdependent concerns among
neighbouring states, the region’s vast geographical expanse and the limited power-projection
capabilities of its constituent countries inhibit the formation of a cohesive, security-wise integrated
space. Instead, what emerges is not a self-sustaining regional system but one defined by the
predominance of a single external actor—Russia—whose presence and capabilities largely shape the
contours of regional order (Nourzhanov, 2009). The defining feature of this security regime lies in
its asymmetrical power hierarchy, where Russian unipolarity functions as the central force that could
regulate both intra-regional relations and external interactions (Somzhurek et.al., 2018). This rather
aligns with the characteristics of a “centred great-power complex”, as this category denotes a regional
system in which one or more great powers are deeply embedded in, and exert decisive influence over,
the regional security dynamics, shaping the balance of power, alliances, and institutional frameworks
(Eyvazov, 2018; Kocatepe and Sahin, 2024).

The notion of penetration is central to understanding how regional orders evolve within the RSC
framework. (In Barry Buzan and Ole Waver’s framework (2003), penetration refers to the
involvement of external great powers in the security dynamics of a regional complex, thereby linking
global and regional security levels. This mechanism occurs when regional actors, unable to maintain
equilibrium internally, seek external allies to offset local rivalries or threats, thus inviting external
powers to shape regional outcomes. When local actors are unable to maintain equilibrium internally,
they seek external partners to offset rivalries or threats, allowing great powers to shape regional
outcomes). Smaller or weaker states in Central Asia often resort to bandwagoning—aligning with a
stronger power either out of necessity, due to geographical proximity, or as a strategy to ensure
regime survival in the face of internal instability or regional rivalries (Aben, 2019: 55-59). The
participation of Central Asian states in frameworks such as the SCO illustrates this strategic
pragmatism: by aligning with a potential hegemon while maintaining a degree of autonomy, they
aim to hedge against both domestic insecurity and external dominance.

Yet, Russia demonstrates a hesitancy within its immediate neighbourhood, even if the SCO often
operates under asymmetrical power relations, while symbolically multilateral (Kubicek 1997: 646,
652; Allison, 2004: 468-71). A single dominant power cannot provide collective goods such as
security, economic stability, and institutional coherence in Central Asia. The United States, China,
and Russia each function as penetrating powers, seeking to promote regional order according to their
own strategic preferences.

Within this framework, Russia’s participation in the SCO reflects an effort to cultivate regional
stability through managed multipolarity, positioning itself as a stabilising force while simultaneously
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constraining the influence of extra-regional actors, particularly the United States. However, the so-
called “New Great Game,” often invoked as the contemporary analogue to the nineteenth-century
imperial rivalry between Britain and Russia, has yet to fully materialise as a coherent strategic
contest among external powers in Central Asia. (Brzezinski, 1992; Edwards, 2003: 83-102; Blank,
2012: 147-160, Patnaik, 2019: 160; Kocatepe and Sahin, 2024: 5,11,15).

By the late 1990s, the growing penetration of “extra-regional” actors—particularly the United States
and later China—was perceived by Moscow as a direct challenge to Russian security and economic
interests. It viewed the reduction of such external influence as essential to preserving regional
stability and ensuring that no competing power could leverage Central Asia against Russian strategic
objectives. In addition, the maintenance of Russia’s position as the principal transit hub for Central
Asian hydrocarbon exports became a critical dimension of its regional strategy, linking security
considerations to energy and economic interdependence (Troitskiy, 2015: 8).

Managing the rising presence of China in Central Asia became another significant objective for
Moscow. China, as the name of the organisation betrays, acted as the driving force behind the
creation of the SCO (Yuan, 2010), motivated by pragmatic needs such as the delimitation of borders
and the fight against extremist organisations with which it was in open conflict (Kaukenov, 2007).
Beijing leveraged the Central Asian states’ cautious attitude toward Russia’s lingering influence
(Zhuangzhi, 2004; Dadabaev, 2014). Given claims for an underlying anti-American sentiment
(Matveeva and Giustozzi 2008: 10) in the region and the shared concern with Russia regarding the
establishment of a U.S. presence there, the founding of the SCO created a mechanism through which
the two countries could foster a relationship that might prove mutually profitable (Syroezhkin, 2002:
251—2; Ambrosio, 2015).

Although Russia recognised the economic opportunities associated with China’s development, it
remained wary of Beijing’s expanding footprint in a region that Moscow traditionally viewed as
crucial to its security and geopolitical interests. Initiatives such as the construction of the
Kazakhstan—China oil pipeline and the Turkmenistan—China gas pipeline—marking the first
breaches in Russia’s long-standing monopoly over Central Asian energy exports—provoked
considerable alarm in Moscow, as they signaled a tangible reorientation of regional energy flows and
influence toward China (Bin, 2012: 51). By participating in the SCO, Russia sought to institutionalize
Sino-Russian cooperation, ensuring that China's activities in Central Asia would occur within a
framework that acknowledged Russia's strategic concerns.

Instead of a single hegemon ensuring order, Central Asia functions as a peripheral arena of
competing hegemonic projects—each exporting distinct models of stability (Patnaik, 2019: 148-149).
The U.S. seeks liberal institutional integration and security partnerships, China promotes economic
interdependence, while Russia emphasises strategic control and security cooperation grounded in
historical ties and shared threat perceptions. Within this triangular configuration, the SCO serves as
a mechanism of negotiated hegemony, where Russia and China attempt to establish a regional order,
effectively promoting a co-hegemonic framework. By joining the SCO, Russia implicitly
acknowledged both the structural constraints of its hegemonic position in Central Asia and the
realities of China’s rising ambitions, as well as the formal sovereignty of the newly independent
states. For several Central Asian states, whose political memory remains marked by past imperial
subordination to Moscow, the presence of another great power capable of balancing Russia’s
preponderance offered a strategic hedge (S¢epanovic, 2021: 13-18).

China’s entry into Central Asia transformed the structure and logic of the subcomplex, illustrating
the growing importance of economic and political dimensions alongside traditional security
concerns (Spechler, 2002: 42-47). While the immediate post-Soviet period was dominated by
Russia’s hard security influence, China’s gradual penetration reframed the regional balance toward
a broader agenda encompassing economic interdependence, infrastructure connectivity, and
political stabilisation.
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Its rise introduced an alternative mode of regional influence, one less dependent on coercive
instruments and more rooted in economic statecraft. From the perspective of RSC theory, this shift
underscores a key analytical insight: regional stability increasingly depends on cross-sectoral
linkages. China’s engagement has diversified the sources of power within the complex, creating a
multilayered structure where security is embedded in flows of trade, investment, and diplomacy.
This not only mitigates Russia’s monopolisation of influence but also illustrates that regional orders
evolve through changes in the sectoral balance of security dynamics. In Central Asia, therefore, the
emergence of China as a major actor marks the transition from a narrowly militarised complex to a
hybrid security-economic system, where the pursuit of stability is inseparable from the management
of economic dependencies and political alignments.

This process blurs the boundaries between regional complexes, transforming the Central Asian
system from a relatively insular post-Soviet sphere into a multidimensional platform of cross-
regional interaction.

Russia has perceived the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), rather than the SCO, as the
primary instrument for counterbalancing the expanding U.S. strategic footprint in the region
(Zengin and Topsakal, 2020: 26-29). Its participation in the SCO, however, reflected a dual calculus:
while it served to institutionalise a framework for regional balancing vis-a-vis the United States, it
also enabled Moscow to moderate and manage the increasing influence of China within Central
Asia’s geopolitical landscape, especially its economic expansion into the region. Moscow also aimed
to use the SCO as a platform for promoting a multipolar world order, as declared in its founding
documents (Allison, 2004: 479). In this vision, the organisation would serve as a counterweight to
Western-dominated institutions and the U.S.-led global governance architecture. Through the SCO,
Russia hoped to strengthen political, security, and economic ties among the states in the new setting
in Eurasia (Laruelle and Peyrouse 2013, Gaspar, 2023: 1-10) in a way that would collectively diminish
Western influence in the region (Jia, 2007: 13).

Therefore, Russia envisioned the SCO not merely as a regional security arrangement, but as a
strategic tool for sustaining its great power status, managing the complexities of its relationship with
China, and shaping the broader Eurasian political and security landscape (Mohanty, 2007: 245—

257).

The Transformation of Russia's Objectives through its Participation in the SCO

Over time, Russia’s original targets in the SCO have evolved in response to shifting geopolitical
realities and the dynamic interaction between Moscow, Beijing, and the broader international
environment. Although Russia sought to use the SCO primarily as a mechanism to manage China's
influence in Central Asia and to maintain a degree of regional leadership, as China’s economic and
political clout continued to grow — both regionally and globally — Russia increasingly recognised
that a purely balancing strategy against China was unsustainable. Instead, Moscow adapted by
embracing a more pragmatic approach, seeking to leverage Sino-Russian cooperation within the SCO
as a means of reinforcing its own international standing. The evolving Sino-Russian partnership,
based more on strategic necessity than deep mutual trust, became increasingly central to Russia’s
foreign policy, particularly as relations with the United States deteriorated sharply after the mid-
2000s (Rahman, 2011).

Central Asia then suddenly assumed new importance for the USA within the context of the “War on
Terror.” The United States established military bases in Uzbekistan (Karshi-Khanabad) and
Kyrgyzstan (Manas) to support operations in Afghanistan, marking a period of heightened U.S.
presence and influence in the region. This development was met with growing suspicion in both
Russia and China, which viewed the deployment of U.S. forces in what they considered their
traditional sphere of influence as a direct challenge to regional security arrangements.
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As the SCO evolved into a more structured regional platform with growing geopolitical weight, the
United States attempted to engage it diplomatically (Boland, 2011). Notably, in 2005, Washington
sought observer status within the SCO — a move that was ultimately rejected, reportedly under
pressure from Russia and China. The SCO’s joint declaration that year called for a timeline for the
withdrawal of U.S. forces from Central Asia, signalling a clear resistance to American military
presence and political influence in the region (Sun and Elmahly, 2019).

This rejection of U.S. overtures reflected deeper structural tensions. While the U.S. emphasised
democracy promotion, counterterrorism cooperation, and energy development, the SCO prioritised
non-intervention, regime stability, and state sovereignty — principles often interpreted as shielding
authoritarian regimes from external criticism or interference. Authoritarian governance functions as
a constitutive feature of the Central Asian international society, underpinning its normative
foundations, which define the region’s political order (Buranelli, 2020: 1005-1010). These
ideological divergences, combined with the geopolitical ambitions of Russia and China, made the
SCO an unlikely partner for the U.S., despite shared interests in combating terrorism and ensuring
regional stability.

Unlike the relatively cooperative tenor of U.S.-Russia relations in the early post-Cold War period,
the altered geopolitical reality— especially following the 2008 Georgia conflict, the 2014 Ukraine
crisis, and the imposition of Western sanctions —pushed Russia to pursue closer alignment with
China. The SCO, originally conceived partly as a platform to hedge against Chinese expansion,
became increasingly useful as an instrument for Russia to project an image of multipolarity and to
resist Western influence, alongside Beijing (Lanteigne, 2018).

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 further entrenched Russia’s strategic reorientation. Faced
with deepening international isolation from the West, Russia increasingly turned to platforms like
the SCO to maintain geopolitical relevance and present an alternative vision of international order,
one less centred on Western norms and institutions. Within the SCO, Moscow aligns closely with
China's rhetoric on multipolarity, although their actual strategic priorities sometimes diverge
(Snetkov and Lanteigne, 2015).

While the SCO has succeeded in establishing a baseline of political coordination among its member
states (Rahman, 2011) — evident, for instance, in their aligned voting patterns at the United Nations
if needed—important divergences remain, with Russia often standing apart. These differences are
especially pronounced in sensitive areas such as nuclear development and military technology,
where distinct national priorities continue to shape divergent foreign policy choices (Hansen, 2012:

95—102).
The Significance of SCO Expansion

The increasing number of applications for membership in the SCO underscores its growing
geopolitical relevance and appeal as an alternative multilateral platform to Western-led alliances
(Cheng, 2012). The accession of India and Pakistan in 2017 (Khetran, 2019)—despite their long-
standing conflicts and mutual distrust—demonstrates the SCO's capacity to act as a geopolitical
umbrella that accommodates divergent interests in the pursuit of regional stability and strategic
cooperation.

Although their inclusion expanded both its geographical scope and international stature, it
complicated Russia’s objectives. On one hand, the inclusion of these major regional powers enhanced
the SCO's global profile and bolstered the organisation's claim to represent a significant portion of
the non-Western world (Allison, 2019). On the other hand, it introduced new complexities: India’s
historical tensions with China and Pakistan risked undermining the organisation’s cohesion. For
Russia, however, the expansion provided an opportunity to position itself as a balancing actor within
the SCO, mediating between rival interests and reinforcing its diplomatic relevance (Kuhrt, 2019).
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