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Abstract 
The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) started from solving boun-
dary issues, grew from counter-terrorism cooperation, developed and dee-
pened in political, economic, cultural, educational and other fields of cooper-
ation, and gradually developed into a new model of multilateral cooperation. 
This paper intends to outline the main achievements, challenges and pros-
pects of the SCO after the two decades of its existence. After debate and dis-
cussion, the results that emerge from this paper show that over the past 20 
years since the SCO establishment in June 2001, its concept of cooperation 
has been constantly enriched and developed. Its cooperation mechanism has 
been constantly enriched and improved; and its areas of cooperation have 
been expanded. However, with its development over time and the advance-
ment of its cooperation practices, the SCO also faces challenges and devel-
opment difficulties on its way forward; these include the facts of: the intensi-
fication of great power game in the region, the weakness of the sense of 
community between its member states and the transformation of cooperation 
pattern faces after expansion. Looking ahead, the Shanghai Spirit will guide 
its multilateral cooperation vision. The SCO mechanism provides an impor-
tant guarantee for its multilateral cooperation ahead. The new type of inter-
national relations will serve as an important driving force for its multilateral 
cooperation vision. Based on our findings, this paper reasoned that the SCO 
is fully capable of exerting greater influence and delivering greater results in 
the years to come. 
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1. Introduction 

The establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a major 
international event in contemporary international political life. Twenty years af-
ter its establishment in June 2001 (Jia, 2007), the SCO has become the largest 
and most populous regional cooperation organization in the world, covering 
three-fifths of the Eurasian continent and with a population of over three billion 
(IISS, 2018). The establishment of the SCO is of great significance to promoting 
peace and security, prosperity and development in Central Asia, Eurasia and the 
world at large. Based on the existing literature, also following Boland’s (2011) 
observation, the writings that address the issues surrounding the SCO, often do 
so with a great deal of subjectivity. Various scholars bring up different points of 
view regarding the major issues surrounding this organization. Among these 
great questions that keep dividing various researchers, we are thinking here just 
of the one that is to know, if the United States, the European Union and NATO 
should be interested in the SCO or ignore it. Some see it as a “paper tiger” while 
others describe it with suspicion as a counterweight to NATO (Germanovich, 
2008). Some others question whether it was a nascent military alliance and oth-
ers also see it as a means for stability, peace, security and prosperity in the re-
gion. However, as Boland (2011) also argues, the activities and orientations of 
the SCO suggest that it is evolving into something more in the middle of these 
scholar’s positions, in response to changing issues and games at the global level, 
and in the Eurasian region in particular. The obvious constant is that the vast 
majority of recent writings by various scholars around the world are increasingly 
focused on the issues surrounding China-Russia-India-Pakistan relations within 
the SCO and the security-related [issues] that the organization embraces (Fan, 
2021; Wang & Kong, 2019; Efremenko, 2019). While the primary facts [basics 
and fonts] about the organization do not attract enough scholars’ attention [also 
found by Boland (2011). 

Against this backdrop, this paper proposes to outline the major achievements, 
challenges and prospects of the SCO after the two decades of its existence. For 
twenty years after its establishment on June 15, 2001, it is also crucial to dwell on 
its evolution, especially in order to determine where the organization seems to 
stand and go. These just rise up the gaps that this paper intends to cover through 
the contributions and innovations that it tries to bring, proposing to outline a 
detailed summary of the achievements of the SCO over the last twenty years, 
while analyzing the existing challenges that the SCO faces and exploring the way 
of the SCO’s further development. Hence, the central question of this paper, af-
ter twenty years of the existence of the SCO, what can we retain of its main 
achievements, challenges and prospects? 

Apart from this introductory section, the rest of this paper is organized as fol-
lows. The second section provides a brief overview of the SCO. The third section 
outlines the main achievements of the SCO. The fourth section identifies the 
major challenges facing the SCO. The fifth section explores on the prospects of 
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the organization. And finally, the last section is devoted to the conclusion. 

2. The Brief Overview of the Shanghai Cooperation  
Organization (SCO) 

The SCO is a permanent intergovernmental international organization, much of 
whose history is ostensibly tied to the rapprochement between Russia and China 
to cooperate on common geo-economical-strategic objectives for the long-term 
economic integration of the Asian continent (Rowden, 2018; SCO, 2021). Its 
birth dates back to 1996 via the establishment of a loose grouping between Chi-
na, Russia and the three former Soviet Republics: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan. They met [in this loose grouping] to resolve border disputes, both old 
ones between China and Russia, and more recent ones that arose after the disso-
lution of the Soviet Union in 1991 (Rowden, 2018; SCO, 2021). The group first 
met in Shanghai and thus became known as the “Shanghai five” (Rowden, 2018). 
On June 15, 2001 in Shanghai, these “Shanghai five” decided to form themselves 
into a new permanent international organization, the SCO, with headquarters in 
Beijing (SCO, 2021). They added Uzbekistan the same year, becoming a group of 
six member states (SCO, 2021). The Charter of the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization was signed at the SCO heads of state meeting in St. Petersburg in June 
2002 and entered into force on September 19, 2003 (SCO, 2021). It is the basic 
statutory document that defines the goals and principles of the organization, as 
well as its structure and main activities (SCO, 2021). Inspired by the spirit of 
Shanghai, the SCO conducts its domestic policy on the basis of the principles of 
mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, mutual consultation, respect for cultural 
diversity, and the desire for common development, while its foreign policy is 
conducted in accordance with the principles of non-alignment, non-targeting of 
third countries, and openness (SCO, 2021). Between 2004 and 2005, the SCO 
admitted Mongolia, Pakistan, India and Iran as non-voting “observer states”. 
But via the historic Shanghai Cooperation Organization Heads of State Council 
meeting held on June 8-9, 2017 in Astana in June 2017, the SCO took a major 
step forward by formally admitting Pakistan and India as full voting members at 
the same time (Rowden, 2018; SCO, 2021). With the entry of India and Pakistan, 
the eight full members of the SCO now represent approximately 20% of the 
world’s GDP and about 42% of the world’s population, as well as four of the de-
clared nuclear powers (Rowden, 2018). In the future, the SCO is considering 
admitting Turkey and Iran, as full members (Rowden, 2018). Thus, currently, 
the SCO has eight member states: the Republic of India, the Republic of Ka-
zakhstan, the People’s Republic of China, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Islamic Re-
public of Pakistan, the Russian Federation, the Republic of Tajikistan and the 
Republic of Uzbekistan; four observer states: Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, 
Republic of Belarus, Islamic Republic of Iran, and Mongolia; and six dialogue 
partners: the Republic of Azerbaijan, Republic of Armenia, Kingdom of Cambo-
dia, Democratic Federal Republic of Nepal, Republic of Turkey, and Democratic 
Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka (SCO, 2021). 
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Until further notice, the SCO claims to pursue the following main objectives: 
to strengthen mutual trust and neighborliness among member states; to promote 
their effective cooperation in the fields of politics, trade, economy, research, 
technology and culture, as well as education, energy, transportation, tourism, 
environmental protection and other areas; to make joint efforts to maintain and 
ensure peace, security and stability in the region; and to advance towards the es-
tablishment of a new democratic, equitable and rational international political 
and economic order (SCO, 2021). With regard to the organization and func-
tioning of the SCO, it is worth noting here that the Heads of State Council 
(HSC) is the supreme decision-making body of the SCO. It meets once a year 
and adopts decisions and guidelines on all important issues of the organization 
(SCO, 2021). The SCO Heads of Government Council (HGC) meets once a year 
to discuss the multilateral cooperation strategy and priority areas of the organi-
zation, to resolve important economic and other cooperation issues, and to ap-
prove the organization’s annual budget (SCO, 2021). The official languages of 
the SCO are Russian and Chinese (SCO, 2021). In addition to the meetings of 
the HSC and HGC, there is also a mechanism for meetings at the level of heads 
of parliament, secretaries of the Security Councils, ministers of foreign affairs, 
defense, emergency relief, economy, transportation, culture, education, and 
health care, heads of law enforcement agencies and supreme and arbitration 
courts, and attorneys general (SCO, 2021). The Council of National Coordina-
tors of SCO Member States (CNC) serves as the coordinating mechanism of the 
SCO (SCO, 2021). The organization has two permanent bodies: the SCO Secre-
tariat, based in Beijing [the SCO’s main permanent executive body], and the Ex-
ecutive Committee of the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS), based in 
Tashkent (SCO, 2021). The SCO Secretary General and the head of the SCO 
RATS Executive Committee are appointed by the Council of Heads of State for a 
three-year term on a rotating basis in Russian alphabetical order with no possi-
bility of extension (SCO, 2021). They are backed by their assistants and Secreta-
riat officials recruited from among the citizens of the organization’s member 
states (SCO, 2021). Vladimir Norov (Uzbekistan) and Jumakhon Giyosov (Taji-
kistan) have held respectively the positions of secretariat general and directors of 
the executive committee of the regional anti-terrorism structure since January 1, 
2019 (SCO, 2021). In terms of external communication, the SCO cooperates well 
with a number of international, global and regional organizations, including the 
United Nations, the Commonwealth of Independent States, the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations, the Collective Security Treaty Organisation, the Eco-
nomic Cooperation Organisation, the Conference on Interaction and Confi-
dence-Building Measures in Asia and the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (SCO, 2021). 

3. Main Achievements 

On the basis of our analyses, observations and facts, we identify three main 
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achievements of the SCO after its twenty years of existence, which we propose to 
outline here in this point in the successive way, namely: The enrichment and 
development of cooperation concept (i), the enrichment and improvement of 
cooperation mechanisms (ii) and the extension of cooperation areas (iii).  

3.1. The Enrichment and Development of Cooperation Concept 

The fundamental reason why the SCO has maintained its vitality and become an 
influential regional international organization in the face of changes in the in-
ternational landscape over the past two decades lies in the “Shanghai Spirit”. 
“The Shanghai Spirit” is the spiritual home of the SCO, “a unique source of 
smooth development of the SCO, and an important guide for developing 
state-to-state relations, coping with global threats and challenges and resolving 
international differences” (CMFA, 2016). 

The core of the Shanghai Spirit is “mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, 
consultation, respect for the diversity of civilizations and pursuit of common 
development”. The “Shanghai Spirit” was formed during the period of the 
“Shanghai Five” (Rowden, 2018). Two important documents of great signific-
ance were the Agreement on Strengthening Military Trust in Border Areas 
(1996) and the Agreement on Mutual Reduction of Military Forces in Border 
Areas (1997) signed by China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 
The two documents broke through the traditional mode of cooperation and 
emphasized multilateral security cooperation on the basis of common interests, 
giving birth to the “Shanghai Spirit”. With the development of the Times and 
changes in the international situation, the Shanghai Spirit has been enriched and 
developed. At the 2018 SCO Qingdao Summit, President Xi Jinping delivered an 
important speech entitled “carrying forward the Shanghai spirit and building a 
community with a shared future”, in which he put forward the “five views”, 
which added new content to the Shanghai spirit and promoted the building of an 
SCO community with a shared future. “Five views” specifically refers to: innova-
tive, coordinated, green, open and sharing development view; common, com-
prehensive, cooperative and sustainable security view; open, inclusive, mutually 
beneficial and win-win cooperation view; equality, mutual learning, dialogue 
and inclusive civilization view; extensive consultation, joint contribution and 
shared benefits global governance view. The SCO community with a shared fu-
ture built on the basis of the five views includes a five-in-one community with a 
shared future: economic community, a world of common prosperity; security 
community, a world of universal security; peace community, a world of lasting 
peace; civilization community, an open and inclusive world; ecological commu-
nity, a clean and beautiful world. 

In short, the 20-year development of the SCO has formed the “Shanghai Spi-
rit”, and in accordance with the innovation of practice and the requirements of 
the times, the “Shanghai Spirit” has been endowed with new connotation—the 
Five Views of the “Shanghai Spirit” (Xia & Yun, 2019). The enrichment, en-
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hancement and development of the Shanghai Spirit “is of great significance to 
the international community’s search for a new, non-confrontational model of 
international relations, which calls for abandoning the Cold War mentality and 
transcending ideological differences” (CMFA, 2006). 

3.2. The Enrichment and Improvement of Cooperation  
Mechanisms 

As a multilateral regional international organization, the SCO cooperation me-
chanism is an important support for its existence and development (Dadabaev, 
2014). Twenty years, with the development of the international and regional sit-
uations, between the SCO member states within the organization in a safe, eco-
nomic, political, social, and human all-round cooperation in various fields, co-
operation issues gradually spread, cooperation behavior is becoming more 
transparent, cooperation attitude increasingly open, cooperation mechanism 
more enriched. 

Over the past two decades, the SCO has been operating on the basis of its or-
ganizational structure and has formed a mechanism of meeting and cooperation. 
According to the provisions of the SCO charter, the organizational structure of 
the SCO mainly includes various institutions and some specialized organiza-
tions. Among them, the SCO is mainly composed of conference bodies and 
permanent bodies. The conference bodies include the meeting of heads of state, 
the meeting of heads of government (Prime Ministers), the meeting of ministers 
of foreign affairs, the meeting of heads of ministries, the council of national 
coordinators, etc. Permanent bodies refer specifically to secretariats and regional 
counter-terrorism bodies. In addition, in accordance with the development of 
the situation and the different requirements of specific fields of expertise, the 
SCO has also established a number of non-governmental professional organiza-
tions, such as observer delegation mechanism, interbank association, business 
council, SCO forum, etc. (Zhu & Wei, 2017). In terms of operating mechanism, 
it mainly includes three parts: conference mechanism, professional mechanism, 
observer state mechanism and partner state mechanism. Over the past two dec-
ades, the SCO has developed meeting mechanisms of various sizes, and meetings 
of various types and levels, mainly including: SCO summit, the prime minister 
regular meetings, parliament meetings, defense ministers meetings, foreign mi-
nisters meeting, the supreme court and the attorney general meetings, interior 
minister of public security meetings, the transport ministers meetings, culture 
minister meetings, economic and trade ministers meeting, finance ministers and 
central bank governors meetings, justice and security council secretary meetings 
and SCO member states joint military exercises and other activities. Specialized 
mechanisms, such as SCO forum, address problems in specialized areas; the ob-
server state mechanism and the dialogue partner mechanism are aimed at exten-
sive contact and cooperation with other countries. 

In brief, guided by a new type of state-to-state relations, the SCO cooperation 
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organization has established a new type of regional multilateral cooperation 
mechanism. The SCO is different from a traditional alliance or a regional organ-
ization with management functions. It is based on reality and feasibility and 
creates an effective mode of regional cooperation that suits the characteristics of 
the region. It is both realistic and future-oriented and focuses on the region and 
the world at large (Zhang, 2020). 

3.3. The Extension of Cooperation Areas 

The SCO has grown from security cooperation to political, economic, cultural 
and people-to-people cooperation. It is fair to say that security cooperation is 
one of the original driving forces for the formation of the SCO as a regional or-
ganization. It is also the most cohesive and vigorous area of cooperation of the 
SCO (Wang & Kon, 2019). With the development of the SCO, the scope of co-
operation has been constantly expanded, and cooperation has taken shape in po-
litical, economic, military, cultural and other fields on the basis of security co-
operation. Multi-dimensional cooperation has become an important driving 
force for the further development of the SCO. 

Defense and security cooperation is a priority area of SCO cooperation, and is 
a major driving force for the SCO’s development. SCO security cooperation in-
cludes traditional security and non-traditional security. Traditional security co-
operation mainly includes ensuring border security, military exchanges, military 
exercises and other military mutual trust practices. Non-traditional security co-
operation is a major part of the security cooperation among SCO member states, 
which is mainly manifested in joint efforts to combat the “three forces” of ter-
rorism, extremism and separatism, and crack down on drug trafficking, transna-
tional crimes and illegal immigration (Emilian, 2012). Currently, SCO security 
cooperation is focused on non-traditional security areas, while non-traditional 
security cooperation is mainly focused on counter-terrorism cooperation. As 
early as the Shanghai Five, the predecessor of the SCO, carried out coun-
ter-terrorism cooperation. When the SCO was established in 2001, it issued the 
Shanghai Convention on Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism, 
laying a solid foundation for joint counter-terrorism efforts. Since the September 
11 attacks, the SCO has strengthened anti-terrorism cooperation in legal basis, 
institutional framework and anti-terrorism exercises. With the advent of the in-
formation age, terrorism has also begun to grow with the help of the Internet, 
which breeds network terrorism. The heads of state council of SCO member 
states in 2020 issued “the statement to crack down on using the Internet and 
other channels to spread of terrorism, separatism and extremism”, which points 
out that in the SCO regional anti-terrorism organization framework, it is very 
important to exchange information to found that using the Internet to promote 
terrorism, division and extreme activities, competent authorities of member 
states should be supported in deepening cooperation in this field (CMFA, 2020b). It 
is fair to say that over the past 20 years, the SCO has been deeply engaged in coun-
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ter-terrorism cooperation. Adhering to joint counter-terrorism and coordinated 
actions, it has achieved remarkable results and effectively safeguarded security 
and stability in central Asia. 

Actively promoting practical cooperation in various fields is an important de-
velopment direction of the SCO. The SCO needs to further expand cooperation 
areas on the basis of deepening security cooperation. At present, SCO coopera-
tion has expanded to multi-field and multi-level cooperation, specifically, in 
terms of political cooperation, which mainly focuses on solving boundary issues 
and consolidating political mutual trust and good-neighborliness among SCO 
member states. They expressed support in the name of the SCO on issues of 
concern to the member states. The member states elaborated on many occasions 
their common position on Afghanistan, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, Iraq, the 
Korean Nuclear issue and other issues. On the reform of the UN Security Coun-
cil, The Astana summit declaration stressed that reforms should follow the prin-
ciple of the broadest consensus, and that deadlines should not be set and signifi-
cant differences should not be forced to vote. In terms of economic cooperation, 
which covering trade and investment, customs, finance, taxation, transportation, 
energy, agriculture, economy, finance, investment and other fields. As digital 
technology has become an important engine for economic development, there is 
great potential for cooperation in the field of digital transformation. The SCO 
points out the importance of enhancing all-round cooperation in the field of di-
gitalization and narrowing the digital divide in economic development (CMFA, 
2020c). In terms of educational cooperation, at the SCO Heads of State Summit 
in Bishkek in 2007, the President of Russia Vladimir Putin proposed the estab-
lishment of the SCO University, which was unanimously endorsed by all mem-
ber states. At present, there are 74 SCO universities under the program, 14 in 
Kazakhstan, 20 in China, 9 in Kyrgyzstan, 21 in Russia and 10 in Tajikistan. To 
cite here only in a lapidary way: Astrakhan State University, Russian People’s 
Friendship University, Ural Federal University, Bishkek Humanities University, 
Xinjiang University, Dalian University of Foreign Languages, Harbin Institute of 
Technology, Northeast Normal University, Satbayev Kazakh National Technical 
University, Karaganda State Technical University, S. Toraighyrov Pavlodar State 
University, M.Auezov South Kazakhstan State University, Kyrgyz State Technic-
al University, Osh State University and Tajikistan University of Technology. 
These universities, which are part of the SCO University networks, implement 
educational programs that focus on the following areas: Information Technolo-
gy, Nanotechnology, Pedagogy, Regional Studies, Ecology, Economics, Energy 
(URFU, 2015). In terms of public health cooperation, following the outbreak of 
COVID-19 in 2020, the SCO focused on public health cooperation, stressing that 
the SCO should strengthen cooperation in the field of public health, coordinate 
and coordinate measures to respond to emergencies in the field of health and 
epidemic prevention, and strengthen scientific and technological cooperation in 
drugs, vaccines and testing reagents (CMFA, 2020a). This is why, despite the dif-
ficulties and critical states that some of its member states found themselves in 
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during this COVID-19 pandemic [to mention here only the cases of China, India 
and Russia], they were able to quickly see the light at the end of the tunnel. It is 
indeed an overall success in this health field of the SCO under the wind of 
COVID-19 after going through the great fear and uncertainty. This is mainly 
due to the hope that China has given following its resilience and quick rebound 
from the COVID-19. China’s quick discharge from the weight of the COVID-19 
has served as a relief to other SCO member states, especially through the sharing 
of its experience, and also its preparatory role in the distribution and sharing of 
some medical materials, basic necessities and various aids between them, the 
SCO member states: such as masks, respirators and others … (RNA, 2020).  

4. Major Challenges 

Over the past 20 years since its establishment, the SCO has developed and im-
proved its cooperation concept, operation mechanism and cooperation areas, 
and made remarkable achievements in practice, such as border disputes, com-
bating the “three evil forces” [terrorism, separatism, and extremism], and in-
creasing economic cooperation within and between its member states and across 
the region. However, the SCO also faces challenges and development difficulties 
on its way forward. We have been able to identify three of its major challenges 
that we want to outline here successively in this point, namely: The intensifica-
tion of great power game (i), the weakness of the sense of community (ii) and 
the transformation of cooperation pattern faces after expansion (iii). 

4.1. The Intensification of Great Power Game 

At present, there are four great powers in and outside the SCO region: the Unit-
ed States, China, Russia and India. Among them, the United States is well a ma-
jor power outside the region; China, Russia and India are rather major countries 
within the region. The United States is stepping up its competition in Central 
Asia (Fredholm, 2013; Rowden, 2018). As for the establishment and develop-
ment of the SCO, some Western scholars, mainly from the United States, have 
made a realistic interpretation, pointing out that the SCO is a product of region-
al rivalry under the new international pattern and the international situation, a 
reproduction of the Warsaw Organization, and a “club of centralists” from the 
perspective of geographical location and membership (Kagan, 2008). The es-
sence of the SCO is still a traditional regional security cooperation organization 
and a geopolitical weight for China and Russia to challenge the Western world 
led by the United States in central Asia (Blank, 2005; McDermott, 2012). Thus, 
in the past 20 years since the establishment of the SCO, the United States has 
stationed troops in Afghanistan under the pretext of “anti-terrorism” and inten-
sified its competition in Central Asia. After Biden took office, the United States 
withdrew troops from Afghanistan, but did not relax its scramble for Central 
Asia. The United States, through the Trump administration, has successively 
launched the so-called Indo-Pacific Strategy, which implies that India, the Unit-
ed States, and other major Asian democracies, including Japan and Australia, 
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will join together to contain the rise of China in the new framework of growing 
influence that speaks of the “New Cold War” (Chen, 2018; Makengo, 2020). Al-
so, the New Afghanistan strategy, is a comprehensive regional strategy, which 
called for a shift from a time-based approach to one based on battlefield condi-
tions; the use of all the tools of American power: diplomatic, economic and mil-
itary; and “crushing Pakistan and supporting India” in Afghanistan. These are to 
enable the United States to achieve significant results in Afghanistan; to avoid an 
abrupt withdrawal from Afghanistan that could create a vacuum in Afghanistan 
for the reproduction of terrorism; to prevent the revival of terrorist sanctuaries 
that threaten U.S. security and the flow of weapons and nuclear materials into 
the hands of terrorists and enemies; and to impose U.S. leadership in the region 
(Tian, 2018). And the New Central Asia Strategy, which re-emphasizes the 
so-called “holy trinity”: strong the United States support for the independence, 
sovereignty, and territorial integrity of all Central Asian nations, whose objects 
were: supporting and strengthening the sovereignty and independence of Cen-
tral Asian states, individually and as a region; reducing terrorist threats in Cen-
tral Asia; expanding and sustaining support for stability in Afghanistan; foster-
ing connectivity between Central Asia and Afghanistan; promoting rule of law 
reform and respect for human rights; and promoting the United States invest-
ment in and development of Central Asia. These were in keeping with the logic 
of allowing the United States to retain influence and interest in Central Asia af-
ter the departure of U.S. forces in the region (Putz, 2020). Again, the United 
States has also strengthened the “C5 + 1” mechanism with Central Asian coun-
tries and intensified its efforts to contain and suppress China and Russia, inten-
sifying the dispute over order in Central Asia (Rowden, 2018). Moreover, in or-
der to compete with China for dominance in Central Asia, the United States has 
hyped up Xinjiang-related issues, smearing China’s image and alienating rela-
tions between China and Central Asian countries. It is fair to say that the great 
power competition that the United States is determined to instill in the SCO re-
gion has greatly worsened the external environment of the SCO and put the SCO 
under unprecedented geopolitical pressure (Hao, 2021). 

4.2. The Weakness of the Sense of Community 

The SCO currently comprises eight member states: China, Russia, India, Pakis-
tan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. The concrete structure 
of the eight member states is “3 + 5” [three big countries plus five small and me-
dium-sized countries]. Although the eight-member SCO is guided by the 
“Shanghai Spirit” and the SCO community with a shared future, generally 
speaking, the awareness of the SCO community with a shared future is still rela-
tively weak. Specific performance is as follows: First, the game between China, 
Russia and India has weakened the SCO’s sense of community to some extent. 
China, Russia and India are all big countries. They all want to exert their status 
and influence in the SCO and try to play a key leading role in the development 
of the SCO. Second, the national strategies of the five small and medium-sized 
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SCO countries focus on their own development and give more consideration to 
their national interests. The four Central Asian member states, which gained in-
dependence after the collapse of the Soviet Union, cherish their hard-won status 
of independence and sovereignty. They always put their own interests above 
everything else and have no intention to cede more rights to the SCO. All these 
are not conducive to the establishment of a collective identity and common goals 
of the SCO (Hao, 2021). As a developing country, Pakistan’s strategic focus is on 
domestic development, and its motivation for joining SCO is to rely on this 
regional international organization to provide security guarantee and devel-
opment impetus for itself. Third, the operating mechanism of the SCO has, to 
some extent, restricted the sense of community. At present, the SCO adheres 
to the “consensus” decision-making mechanism, which greatly limits the deci-
sion-making efficiency and action of the SCO. As a result, it is difficult for the 
SCO to respond promptly and effectively to member states and major political 
events in the region—that just shows the weaknesses of its community sense. 
The bottom line here is that the SCO’s sense of community still really needs to 
be strengthened. 

4.3. The Transformation of Cooperation Pattern Faces after  
Expansion 

In June 2017, the Astana Summit of the SCO officially admitted India and Pa-
kistan as two new member states, achieving the first expansion of the SCO since 
its establishment and increasing the number of full member states to eight. With 
the accession of India and Pakistan as two new full member states, the number 
of SCO member states should increase, while the collision of interests and role 
positioning among member states should also undergo corresponding changes. 
Moreover, the cohesion and centripetal force within the SCO should only en-
counter new shocks (Boyi & Dekai, 2020), and the cooperation pattern of the 
SCO should also be transformed. 

Before the expansion of the SCO, the SCO cooperation framework was a pat-
tern of equal participation among member states led by China and Russia, 
namely the “2 + 4” pattern [China, Russia plus Central Asian members]. On the 
one hand, SCO cooperation practices insist on equal participation and joint lea-
dership by member states. When making decisions, the SCO adheres to the 
principle of equality and consensus. Every member state has veto power, and the 
four central Asian member states have equal status with China and Russia, as 
well as the opportunity to practice multilateral balanced diplomacy (Renwick, 
2008; Li, 2021). Of course, among the six SCO member states before its expan-
sion, China and Russia, as world powers, are far ahead of the other four Central 
Asian states in terms of national strength, status and influence. Therefore, in or-
der to ensure the legitimacy, effectiveness and sustainability of the SCO, China, 
Russia and central Asian member states have formed a pattern of cooperation 
within the SCO featuring “leading by major countries and equal participation by 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.910014


Y. Xue, B. M. Makengo 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.910014 195 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

small and medium-sized countries” (Li, 2021). 
Under the principle of consensus within the SCO framework, China and Rus-

sia provide the SCO with major capacity and influence and lead the Central 
Asian member states to participate in cooperation. For example, China and Rus-
sia bear a large proportion of the SCO’s financial and material support, and pro-
vide important cooperation ideas and practical proposals for the SCO’s devel-
opment. 

After the expansion of the SCO, the cooperation pattern of “major powers 
leading” in the SCO is put to the test. Since the expansion of SCO membership, 
its internal power structure has undergone significant changes and its internal 
cooperation pattern has further increased in complexity. In 2017, the SCO ad-
mitted two countries, India and Pakistan. The inclusion of India as a member 
has broken the “two-engine” pattern of China and Russia. As a major country in 
South Asia, India’s accession directly leads to changes in the relations between 
major countries in SCO: from bilateral relations between China and Russia to tri-
lateral relations between China, Russia and India; from the “two carriages” of 
China and Russia to the “strategic triangle” of China, Russia and India; from one 
group of major powers, China and Russia, to three groups of major powers, China 
and Russia and India (Rowden, 2018). Moreover, one of India’s strategic demands 
for joining the SCO is to prevent China from being “dominant” in Central Asia, 
and the complex relations of competition and cooperation between China and In-
dia affected the SCO’s development to a certain extent. Thus, the expansion of the 
SCO has added to the complexity of relations between major powers within the 
organization. But rather, the basic framework under which the “two carriages” of 
China and Russia jointly lead the development of the SCO has not changed signif-
icantly—at present, China-Russia relations are at their best in history. 

5. Prospects 

Currently, the SCO is at a critical juncture of building on past achievements and 
forging ahead into the future. The future direction of the SCO must be mapped 
out in advance, both from the external environment and with a view to its own 
development. As a regional multilateral international organization that has been 
responsible for regional governance since its inception, the SCO is fully likely to 
play a greater role and make greater achievements in the future. We project here 
in succession three great directions, in the form of directive thoughts, that ex-
plore the path for further development of the, namely: The Shanghai spirit pro-
vides direction for multilateral cooperation (i), the SCO mechanism provides 
important guarantee for multilateral cooperation (ii) and a new type of interna-
tional relations as an important driving force for multilateral cooperation (iii). 

5.1. The Shanghai Spirit Provides Direction for Multilateral  
Cooperation 

The “Shanghai spirit” proposed by the SCO is completely different from the 
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ideas of previous Western-led international organizations. It rejects the tradi-
tional theories and modes of thinking on international relations such as ze-
ro-sum game, Cold War mentality and clash of civilizations, and the “five views” 
advocated by the SCO has won wide support and recognition from the member 
states. The Shanghai spirit, with the five views as its core, has led the SCO to 
create a new model of international relations featuring partnership rather than 
alliance and cooperation rather than confrontation (Fredholm, 2013). The 
Shanghai Spirit put forward and practiced by the SCO is an innovative and use-
ful exploration of establishing a fair and equitable order in central Asia and the 
international political and economic order. It provides useful lessons for regional 
and even global governance in the face of profound change. The “Shanghai Spi-
rit” is integrated with the “two constructs” of building a new type of internation-
al relations and a community with a shared future (Yang, 2015; Makengo, 2020). 
It represents the trend of the times and the aspirations of developing countries, 
and contributes new wisdom and ideas to regional governance under the new 
circumstances. It will help change the fragmentation of regional governance and 
even global governance. Building a new international order that better reflects 
the rights and interests of developing countries and emerging countries is of 
great guiding and practical significance. 

5.2. The SCO Mechanism Provides Important Guarantee for  
Multilateral Cooperation 

Over the past 20 years since its establishment, the SCO has been actively and 
steadily advancing its development in accordance with the principle of seeking 
common ground while shelving differences and seeking mutual benefit and 
win-win results, thus forming the SCO mechanism (Fredholm, 2013; Fan, 2021). 
When the SCO was founded, it adopted the Shanghai Convention, which, for the 
first time in the world, clearly defined the concepts of terrorism, extremism and 
separatism, providing a legal basis for member states to jointly combat the “three 
forces”. Since then, the SCO has constantly improved its laws, regulations and 
institutions on security cooperation, providing legal tools for security coopera-
tion among member states and effectively maintaining security and stability in 
the SCO region. The SCO is also making steady progress in institutionalizing 
economic cooperation. At present, the SCO member states are actively negotiat-
ing and signing the Agreement on Trade Facilitation among the SCO member 
States and the Framework Agreement on Trade in Services among the SCO 
member states, which will lay an indispensable legal foundation for promoting 
regional trade facilitation. In addition, significant progress has been made in the 
institutionalization of the SCO in political and cultural fields. It is fair to say that 
the SCO has made remarkable achievements in cooperation mechanisms. On the 
one hand, it has provided an important guarantee for the SCO’s development, 
and on the other hand, it has contributed the “SCO wisdom” and “SCO plan” to 
the international community. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.910014


Y. Xue, B. M. Makengo 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.910014 197 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

5.3. A New Type of International Relations as an Important  
Driving Force for Multilateral Cooperation 

Over the past two decades, the SCO has been open to the outside world, guided 
by a new type of state-to-state relations, and actively building a network of mul-
tilateral partners. The new type of state-to-state relations featuring mutual re-
spect and win-win cooperation is an important driving force for deepening SCO 
cooperation (Yang, 2015). To be specific, the new type of state-to-state relations 
of the SCO is mainly manifested in the following three aspects: First, the rela-
tions between the eight SCO member states. The SCO member states adhere to 
equality, mutual respect, fairness and justice regardless of size and strength, and 
solve traditional and non-traditional security issues through dialogue and con-
sultation. Through openness and cooperation, to seek mutual benefit and 
win-win results and jointly promote development and prosperity in the SCO re-
gion. Second, the relations between member states, observer states and partner 
member states. At present, the SCO has eight member states, has four observer 
states including Afghanistan, Belarus, Iran and Mongolia and has six dialogue 
partners including Azerbaijan, Armenia, Cambodia, Nepal, Turkey and Sri Lan-
ka. The SCO member states, as well as observer and partner member states, re-
spect each other, consult on an equal footing, actively seek common interests 
and promote regional security, stability and prosperity. Third, the relations be-
tween SCO and the United Nations and other global and regional international 
organizations. Over the past two decades, the SCO has always upheld the au-
thority of the United Nations, actively established contacts and conducted coop-
eration with the United Nations and its branches, and actively fostered a new 
type of international relations. In 2004, the SCO become UN observers, get in-
volved in the rights of the General Assembly and work since then, the SCO car-
ried out effective cooperation with some UN branches, such as the UN office on 
drugs and crime, the Secretariat of the United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific, the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization, the UN Security Council Anti-Terrorism Commis-
sion and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) (Hao, 2020). All in 
all, cooperation within the SCO and with the UN and other international organ-
izations is based on mutual respect, openness, inclusiveness and mutual benefit, 
which provides inexhaustible impetus for the development of the SCO. 

6. Conclusion 

The findings of this paper show that over the past 20 years since the SCO estab-
lishment in June 2001, its concept of cooperation has been constantly enriched 
and developed. Its cooperation mechanism has been constantly enriched and 
improved; and its areas of cooperation have been expanded. However, following 
its development over time and the advancement of its cooperation practices, it 
also faces challenges and development difficulties on its way forward; these in-
clude the facts of: the intensification of great power game in the region, the 
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weakness of the sense of community between its member states and the trans-
formation of cooperation pattern faces after expansion. With regard to its pros-
pects, the Shanghai spirit will guide its multilateral cooperation vision. Also, the 
SCO mechanism provides an important guarantee for multilateral cooperation 
ahead. The new type of international relations will serve as an important driving 
force for its multilateral cooperation vision. Finally, based on our results, we be-
lieve that the SCO is fully capable of exerting greater influence and delivering 
greater results in the years to come. 
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