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From the «Shanghai Five» to the SCO: The History of Regional Cooperation within
the Framework of Regionalism and Regional Security Complex Theory (1996-2001)

The article examines the historical transformation of the «Shanghai Five» into the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation between 1996 and 2001. Particular attention is paid to the transition from a military-border
mechanism aimed at strengthening confidence and limiting armed forces to a sustainable multilateral format
of regional cooperation with a gradually expanding security agenda. The purpose of the study is to identify
the historical logic behind the formation of the SCO and to determine the factors that conditioned the
institutionalisation of regional interaction within the frameworks of regionalism and regional security
complex theory. The source base of the study consists of interstate agreements, joint statements, and
declarations adopted within the framework of the «Shanghai Five» and during the establishment of the SCO.
The authors analyse these documents in order to trace the transformation of cooperation from military
confidence-building measures and the settlement of border-related issues to political coordination, the
formation of a shared understanding of regional threats, and the institutionalisation of multilateral interaction.
In addition, subsequent normative documents of the organisation are taken into account, making it possible to
determine the further development of its organisational and legal structure. The methodological framework of
the study is based on approaches of regionalism, including new regionalism, as well as the regional security
complex theory developed by B. Buzan and O. Waver. The authors apply historical-genetic, problem-
chronological, historical-comparative, and institutional methods. The results of the study demonstrate that
Russian-Chinese strategic rapprochement constituted an important and necessary, but insufficient, condition
for the formation of the SCO. The authors analyse the role of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan as
independent participants in the process of creating regional security mechanisms, guided by their own
interests in stabilising borders, reducing military-political uncertainty, and establishing predictable interaction
with China. The subsequent inclusion of Uzbekistan indicated that cooperation had moved beyond the initial
military-border logic and that the «Shanghai process» had acquired a broader Central Asian dimension. It is
established that between 1996 and 2001 the functions of interaction expanded consistently: from border
stabilisation and confidence-building measures to political dialogue, coordination of approaches to regional
security, and the formation of a common mechanism for countering new transnational threats. As a result of
the study, the authors propose an original periodisation of the development of the «Shanghai process» in
19962001, comprising three interconnected stages: the formation of the treaty and legal foundations of
military-border confidence-building and arms limitations in 1996-1997; the expansion of the multilateral
agenda, political coordination, and cooperation in the field of regional security in 1998-2000; and the
enlargement of the membership and transition to a formal regional organisation in 2001. The authors
conclude that the scholarly novelty of the study lies in interpreting the period 1996-2001 not as a mere
prehistory or exclusively as a preparatory stage in the establishment of the SCO, but as an independent stage
in the institutionalisation of regional cooperation.

Keywords: history of the SCO, Shanghai Five, SCO, Central Asia, history of regional cooperation,
regionalism, theory of the regional security complex, border security, history of international relations.
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«IHanxaii 0ecririnen» LLIBIY-Fa geifin: pernoHaJN3M xk9He aiMaKTBIK Kayincizaik
KellleHI TeOPUsIChI asiICHIHAAFbI OHIPJIIK BIHTBIMAKTACTBIK TApUXbI (1996-2001 xx.)

Maxkanana 1996-2001-xpunap apansirbiHIarsl «lllanxait Oectiriniay 1llanxait BIHTHIMAKTACTHIK YHBIMBIHA
TpaHCPOPMAMSIIAHY TapUXbl KapacThIphULIbl. Herisri Hazap oCcKepH-IIeKapaiblK CEHIMII HBIFAHTY KOHE
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Kapysbl KYIITEepAi LIEKTey TEeTiriHeH KayilCi3[iK calachlHAaFbl KYH TOpTiOi OipTiHZen KeHeireH eHipIik
BIHTBIMAKTACTBIKTBIH OPHBIKTHI KOIDKAKThl (hOpMaThIHA KOIy YAepiciHe ayaapbliafbl. 3epTTeyAiH MaKCaThl
— UIbI¥ KanbINTAaCyBIHBIH TapUXU JIOTHKACHIH aWKbIHAAY XOHE PETHOHAIN3M MEH OHIPIIK Kayinci3aik
KeIIeHI TEOPHSCH asiCBhIHIA OHIPIIK e3apa iC-KUMBULABIH HHCTUTYNMOHAJJAHYbIHA BIKIAI ETKEH
(axTopyap/pl aHBIKTay. 3epTTeyAiH Aepekke3nik HeriziH «lllanxail Oecriri» men6epinae xone IbIY -HbIH
KYpBUTy Ke3eHiHAe KaObUIJaHFaH MeMIIEKeTapalblK —KeJiciMzaep, OipiieckeH MoliMaeMmenep MeH
JeKJIapalysiap Kypaiael. ABTopiap aTajafaH KyKaTTap[sl TalAay apKbUIBI BIHTHIMAKTACTHIK Ma3MYHBIHBIH
OCKEepH CEHIM Imapanapbl MEH IIeKapalblK MICENeNepAi PeTTEeydeH casiCH YiecTipyre, eHIpIiK Kayim-
KaTepyiep Typajbl OpTAaK TYCIHIKTIH  KaJBIITACYbIHA JKOHE KOIDKAaKTBl  ©3apa  iC-KUMBULABIH
WHCTUTYIIMOHAIJBIK TYPFBIOAH paciMienyiHe AeliHri e3repiciH alkpiHmaiapl. COHBIMEH KaTap YHBIMHBIH
YUBIMIBIK-KYKBIKTBIK KYPBUIBIMBIHBIH O/1aH 9p1 JaMybIH aHBIKTayFa MYMKIHAIK OepeTiH KeHiHri HOPMaTHBTIK
KyKaTTaphl Jla eckepiyieni. 3epTTeyaiH oicCHaMalIBIK HETi3iH perHOHANN3M TACUIIepi, COHBIH INIHIE *XKaHa
pernoHanmm3M, coHpaii-ak b. Bysan men O. BaBepniH aliMakTHIK KayillCi3[IiK KemIeHI TEOPHSCH Kypaibl.
ABTOpIap  TAPUXU-TEHETHKAJBIK,  MPOOJIEMANIBIK-XPOHOJIOTHSIBIK,  TAPUXU-CAIBICTRIPMAIBl  JKOHE
WHCTHTYLIMOHAJIBIK OIICTepAl KOoJJaHFaH. 3epTrey HoTmkenepi Peceil mMeH KpITalbIH CTpaTerHsIIbIK
skakpiHAacys! LIbI¥-HBIH KaJBIITACybl YIIIH MaHBI3IBI 9pi KAKETTi, ajaiaa >KeTKUTIKCI3 mIapT OOJFaHBIH
kepceteni. ConpiMen Katap Kaszakcran, KpIprei3cTan sxoHe ToxiIKCTaHHBIH IIEKapanapisl TYPAaKTaHABIPYFa,
ockepH-casich Oenrici3aikTi TeMeHneryre xoHe KpiTaiiMeH Ooipkamasl e3apa ic-KUMBUT KaJBIITACTBIpyFa
OaFBITTFaH ©31HIIK My[AnenepiH OacHIbUIBIKKA ajFaH alMaKTHIK KayillCi3OiK TETIKTepiH Kypy YIepiciHiH
nepbec  KaTBICYIIBUIApBl  peTiHIeri pemi Ae TanganFaH. KeifiHHeH ©O30eKCTaHHBIH — KOCBLTYBI
BIHTBIMAKTACTHIKTHIH 0acTalkpl OCKepH-IIeKapasblK JIOTHKAa IIeHOepiHeH IIBIKKAHBIH JKOHE «IIaHXai
YZepiCiHIH» HEFYPIBIM KEH OpPTAIBIKA3MUIBIK CUIIaTKa He OoyFaHbIH KepceTTi. 1996—-2001-xbuinapsl e3apa
iC-KUMBUT (QYHKIMSIApbIHBIH TOHEKTi TypJe KeHeHIeHi aHbIKTAJIABL IIeKapalblK TYpaKTaHIbIpy MEH CEeHIM
HIapayapblHaH CasCH AMAJIOTKa, alMaKTBIK KayilCi3iKKe KaThICTBI YCTaHBIMIApAbl YIIECTIpyTe JKoHe KaHa
TpaHCIIEKapalbIK Kayil-KaTepiepre Kapchl iC-KUMBUIABIH OPTAaK TETITiH KaJBIITACTBIPYFa KOLIy >Xy3ere
acTel. 3epTTey HoTIKeciHAe aBTopiap 1996-2001-xpuigapiarbl «aHXad YAEpiCiHIH» KaJbIITacyblH YII
e3apa OaifJIaHBICTBI KEe3€Hre OOl KapacTHIpaThblH aBTOPJBIK Ke3eHAeyAi YchHAabl: 1996-1997 xok. —
OCKepH-LIEKapaJblK CEHIM MEH Kapylisl KYIITEpAl IIEKTeyAiH IIapPTTHIK-KYKBIKTHIK HETi3/AepiHiH
Kasnpmracysl; 1998-2000 »xok. — KOIDKaKThl KYH TOpTiOiHIH, cascH YIIECTIpyHiH J>KoHE aHMaKTBIK
KayilCci3iK caJachIHIArbl BIHTBIMAKTACTHIKTHIH KeHeroi; 2001 k. — KaThICYIIbUIAp KYPaMBIHBIH KEHEroi
JKOHE PeCMH aliMaKTBIK YHBIMFa Kellly. Makaia aBTopiapbl 3epTTeyIiH FhUIBIMH JKaHAIBIFBI 19962001 xok.
IIBbIY KypbUTYBIHBIH KaparmaibiM alFbIIapThl HEMECe TeK MaWbIHIBIK Ke3€HI pPEeTiHIe eMec, alMaKThIK
BIHTBIMAKTACTHIKTHIH HHCTHTYIHOHAIIaHYBIHBIH AepOec Ke3eHI peTiHae TYCIHOIpyae HereH KOPBITBHIHIIBI
JKacanmpl.

Kinm ceszoep: I1bI¥ Tapuxsl, [llanxait 6ecriri, ILIBIY¥, Opransik A3usi, aiiMaKTHIK BIHTBIMAKTACTHIK TAPUXBL,
pETHOHAIN3M, alfMaKTHIK KayilCi3/iK KeIIeHI TEOPHsCHI, IEeKapaIbIK KayilCi3aiK, XaJbIKapanblK KaThIHACTAD
TapUXbI.
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Ot «Ilanxaiickoi naTépkn» Kk HIOC: ucropusi pernoHaJbHOI0 COTPYAHHYECTBA B
PaMKax perHOHAJIM3Ma M TEOPUM PErHOHAJBHOI0 KOMILJIEKCa 0e30IacCHOCTH
(19962001 rr.)

B cratee paccmatpuBaercsi uctopust TpaHchopmaumu «lllanxaiickoit matépkm» B Illanxaiickyio
opraHmsanuio corpyaHudectsa B 1996-2001 rr. OcHOBHOE BHHUMaHHE YAENSAETCS MEPEXONy OT BOEHHO-
HNOIPaHUYHOIO MEXaHU3Ma YKPEIUICHHs [OBEpUsS U OIPAaHMYCHUS BOOPYKEHHBIX CHUI K YCTOHYHBOMY
MHOTOCTOPOHHEMY ()OpMaTy perHOHAITFHOTO COTPYIHHYECTBA C ITOCTENEHHO PACIIMpSIONIeiicss MOBECTKON B
cdepe OesonmacHocTH. Llenp wccneqoBaHUS 3aKII0YACTCS B BHIIBICHUH MCTOPUIECKOH JIOTHKH CTAHOBIECHHS
HIOC u ompeneneHnu (HakTopoB, 0OYCIOBUBIINX HHCTUTYIMOHAIHM3AIMIO PETHOHAILHOTO B3aHMOACHCTBHS
B paMKax IOAXOJOB PErHOHalINM3Ma M TEOPUU PETHOHAIBLHOIO KOMIUIEKCa 0€30MacHOCTH. VCTOYHHMKOBYIO
OCHOBY HCCIIEIOBAaHHUS COCTABISIOT MEXIOCYAAapCTBEHHBIE COIJIALICHUS, COBMECTHBIC 3asBICHUS U
nexinapanuu, npuHaTtbie B pamkax «lllanxaiickoi nsat€pku» u Ha dtane co3manus LIOC. ABtopsl
AHAJIM3UPYIOT YKa3aHHBIC JOKYMEHTBI C LIEJIbIO TIPOCTICAUTh U3MEHEHNUE COACPIKAHUA COTPYAHUYECTBA OT MEP
BOGHHOTO JOBEpUsl U YPETYIMPOBaHMUSA TPUIPAHUYHBIX BONPOCOB K MOJUTHYECKOH KOOPAMHAIMH,
(opMupOBaHMIO OOMIEr0 TOHWMAHHS PETHOHAIBHBIX YIpo3 W HWHCTUTYNHOHAIBHOMY O(OpMIIEHHIO
MHOTOCTOPOHHETO  B3aUMOJCHCTBUs. JIONOJIHUTENBHO  YYHUTBIBAIOTCA IOCICAYIOLIME HOPMAaTUBHBIC
JIOKYMEHTBI OpraHU3aluy, I03BOJLIOIUE ONPEACIUTh AalbHeIee pa3BUTHE €€ OpraHU3alliOHHO-TIPaBOBOM
CTPYKTYpBl. METOHOJNIOTUYECKYI0 OCHOBY HCCIICAOBAHUS COCTABIAIOT MOAXOJbl PErHOHANIM3MA, BKIIOYAs
HOBBIM PETMOHAIM3M, a TaKKe TEOpHUS PErHOHAIBHOTO Komiuiekca OezomacHoctH b. bysana u O. Basepa.
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ABTOpaMH  TPHMEHSIOTCS  HCTOPUKO-TEHETHYECKHH,  NPOOIEMHO-XPOHOJIOTHUECKUH,  HMCTOPHUKO-
CPaBHUTENBHBIA ¥ MHCTUTYLIMOHAIBHBIN MEeTO/bI. Pe3ynbTaThl Hcclie10BaHUS NTOKA3BIBAIOT, YTO POCCHHCKO-
KUTalicKoe cTpaTerndeckoe CONMKEHUE SBISUIOCh BaKHBIM M HEOOXOIUMBIM, HO HEJOCTATOYHBIM yCIOBHEM
¢dopmupoBanns IIIOC. ABtopsl anHammsupyloT posns Kazaxcrama, Keipreiscrama m TakukucraHa Kak
CaMOCTOSITENIBHBIX ~ YYaCTHHKOB IIpOIlecCa CO3JaHUs ~PETHOHAIBHBIX MEXaHH3MOB  Oe30IacHOCTH,
PYKOBOJCTBOBABIIMXCSl COOCTBEHHBIMM HHTEpPECaMH B CTaOMIM3al[Md TPAHUIL, CHIDKCHUM BOEHHO-
MOJUTHYECKOH HEONpeneléHHOCTH W (OPMHPOBAaHUM MpeICKa3yeMoro B3amMmozeicTBus ¢ Kwuraem.
Tlocnenyromee BkIIOYEeHHE Y30€KHCTaHa CBHUIETEIBCTBOBAJIO O BBIXOJE COTPYAHHUYECTBA 3a MPEAEIhI
MEepBOHAYAIBHOM BOCHHO-TIOTPAHUYHON JIOTMKM U MNPHOOPETEHHM «IIAHXAMCKUM IIpoleccoM» Oomee
HIMPOKOTO IIGHTPAIFHOA3MATCKOTO XapakTepa. YCTaHOBIEHO, 4To B 1996-2001 rT. mpoHCXOIUIIO
MOCIIeJOBATENIFHOE paclIupeHne QYHKINH B3auMOJEHCTBHS: OT MOTPAHUYHON CTAOMIN3aMU U Mep JOBEpHs
K MOJUTHYECKOMY IHAJIOTY, KOOPAMHAIMU IOAXOMOB K PETHOHAIBHOM 0e30macHOCTH M (OPMHPOBAHUIO
o0Iero MexaHW3Ma HpPOTHBOJICHCTBHS HOBHIM TPAaHCTPAaHWYHBIM yrpo3aM. B pesymprate mcciemoBaHHs
IpPEAJIOKEH aBTOPCKUN BapHaHT IEpUOAM3allMM CTAHOBJICHM «IlaHXaiickoro mponecca» B 19962001 rr.,
BKJIIOYAIOIMHA TPH B3aUMOCBS3aHHBIX JTama: (OPMHUPOBAHHE JOTOBOPHO-TIPABOBEIX OCHOB BOCHHO-
HOIPaHUYHOI'O J0BEPHs M OIPaHUYEHHS BOOPYKEHHBIX cHII B 1996—1997 rr.; pacmupeHrue MHOTOCTOPOHHEH
MOBECTKH, MOJIUTHYECKON KOOPAWHALIMU U COTPYAHUUYECTBA B cepe pernoHaIbHON Oe3omacHOCTH B 1998—
2000 rr.; pacmpeHre cocTaBa YYaCTHUKOB H Iepexo] K popMabHON pernoHansHoi opranuzanud B 2001 T.
ABTOpBI IENAIOT BBIBOJ O TOM, YTO Hay4YHAas HOBH3HA HCCICAOBAHMA 3aKII0YaeTCs B HHTepnpeTanun 1996—
2001 Tr. HE KaK MPOCTOH MPEABICTOPUH HIIH HCKIFOUYUTEIBHO MMOATOTOBUTENHHOTO mepuoaa co3aanus LLOC,
a KaK CaMOCTOSITEIIbHOI0 ATalla HHCTUTYLIMOHAIN3AUHY PETMOHATIBHOIO COTPYTHUYECTBA.

Kniouesvie cnosa: wucropus UOC, Illanxaiickas nsatepka, LOC, IlenTpanpHas A3sus, HCTOpUA
PETHOHAIBHOTO ~ COTPYIHHMYECTBA, PETMOHAIM3M, TEOpUS PETHOHAJIBHOTO KOMIUIEKCa 0e30IIacHOCTH,
HpUrpaHu4Hast 6e30MacHOCTb, HCTOPHS MEKIYHAPOJHBIX OTHOILCHHUH.

Introduction

The relevance of this study is determined by the need for a more consistent understanding of the
historical transition from the «Shanghai Five» to the SCO as a distinct stage in the formation of regional
cooperation. In the scholarly literature, this period is often considered either as a brief prehistory of the
organisation’s establishment or predominantly through the prism of Russian-Chinese rapprochement.
However, such an approach does not fully reflect the complexity of the multilateral processes that unfolded
in Central Asia in the second half of the 1990s. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan were not merely
participants in negotiations between Russia and China, but also independent states interested in stabilising
their borders, reducing military-political tensions, developing mechanisms of mutual confidence, and
creating a sustainable regional security environment. Uzbekistan’s accession to the emerging mechanism in
2001 further demonstrated the expansion of its functional and geographical logic.

The research significance of the issue is also determined by the fact that the formation of the SCO took
place amid the transformation of the international and regional security system following the collapse of the
USSR. The Central Asian states simultaneously faced the tasks of strengthening their sovereignty, defining
new forms of foreign-policy interaction, and responding to transnational threats. Under these conditions,
cooperation within the framework of the «Shanghai Five» gradually evolved from the regulation of military-
border issues towards a broader agenda that included political coordination, the maintenance of regional
stability, and countering terrorism, separatism, and extremism. Thus, this mechanism became one of the first
sustainable multilateral formats in which the interests of Russia, China, and the Central Asian states received
institutional expression.

The research problem lies in determining how the initial mechanism of border-related confidence-
building was transformed during 19962001 into the foundation of a new regional organisation and which
political, institutional, and military-security factors facilitated this transition. Of particular importance is the
question of the relationship between the Russian-Chinese factor and the independent role of the Central
Asian states in the formation of the new cooperation format.

The aim of the article is to examine the historical dynamics of the transition from the «Shanghai Five»
to the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation in 1996-2001 through the lenses of regionalism theory and
Regional Security Complex Theory. To achieve this aim, the study seeks to trace the principal stages in the
development of multilateral interaction; identify changes in the content and scope of the regional agenda;
determine the roles of Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan in the
institutionalisation of cooperation; establish the significance of the multilateral agreements and declarations
of 19962001 for the formation of the organisational principles of the SCO; and demonstrate the explanatory
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potential of regionalism and Regional Security Complex Theory in relation to the historical period under
consideration.

The scholarly novelty of the study lies in considering the years 1996-2001 not as an auxiliary or
preparatory stage in the history of the SCO, but as a distinct period of regional institutionalisation. Within
this approach, Russian-Chinese rapprochement is regarded as an important, but not the sole, condition for the
formation of the new regional mechanism. Particular attention is paid to the independent role of the Central
Asian states, the expansion of the multilateral agenda, and the gradual transition from military-border
cooperation to a comprehensive understanding of regional security. This approach makes it possible to
interpret the establishment of the SCO in 2001 as the result of accumulated experience of interaction and the
institutional development of the «Shanghai Five», while the subsequent legal formalisation of the
organisation continued during the next stage of its development.

Materials and Methods

The source base of the study consists of official interstate documents adopted during the formation of
the «Shanghai Five» and the establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation in 1996-2001. Their
sequential analysis makes it possible to trace changes in the content of regional interaction: from the
regulation of military-border issues and the strengthening of mutual confidence to the expansion of the
security agenda and the formation of a permanent multilateral mechanism of cooperation. Among the
principal sources is the Agreement between the Russian Federation, the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz
Republic, the Republic of Tajikistan, and the People’s Republic of China on Confidence Building in the
Military Field in the Border Area, signed in Shanghai on 26 April 1996 [1]. The document is regarded as the
initial institutional foundation of the «Shanghai Five», since it established the principles of mutual
confidence, transparency, and limitations on military activities in the border area. The Agreement on the
Mutual Reduction of Armed Forces in the Border Area, signed in Moscow on 24 April 1997 [2], is also of
particular importance, as it further developed the mechanism of military-political confidence and gave
cooperation a more sustainable character.

To identify the subsequent expansion of the multilateral agenda, the study draws on documents adopted
at meetings of the leaders of the five states in the late 1990s, primarily the Almaty Joint Statement of 1998
[3], the Bishkek Declaration of 1999 [4], and the Dushanbe Declaration of 2000 [5]. Their comparison makes
it possible to trace the gradual movement of cooperation beyond the initial border and military agenda, as
well as the growing emphasis on regional stability, political interaction, and new transnational threats.
Particular attention is given to the Dushanbe meeting of 2000, in which Uzbekistan participated as an
observer, marking one of the indications of the territorial and functional expansion of the emerging regional
mechanism.

A key group of sources consists of documents adopted in 2001 that were directly related to the
establishment of the SCO. First and foremost, the study analyses the Declaration on the Establishment of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, signed on 15 June 2001 by the leaders of Kazakhstan, China,
Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan [6]. This document is used to determine the nature of the
transition from the «Shanghai Five» to an international regional organisation, the objectives of the new
association, and the principal areas of multilateral interaction. At the same time, the Shanghai Convention on
Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism of 15 June 2001 [7] is examined as a document reflecting
a qualitative change in the security agenda and the consolidation of countering transnational threats as one of
the priority areas of cooperation. In order to define the chronological boundaries of the process under study,
the SCO Charter [8], signed in 2002, is also taken into account. However, it is used not as a principal source
for the period under consideration, but to confirm that the institutional and legal formalisation of the
organisation established in 2001 continued at the next stage of its development.

The theoretical and methodological framework of the study combines approaches associated with
regionalism, including the principles of new regionalism, with Regional Security Complex Theory.
Regionalism is employed to explain the gradual institutionalisation of interstate interaction, the expansion of
the substantive agenda, and the transition from a relatively narrow mechanism of border cooperation to a
formal regional organisation. Within this approach, the formation of the SCO is understood not as a single
political decision taken in 2001, but as the outcome of the consistent development of multilateral relations
during 1996-2001.

The Regional Security Complex Theory developed by B. Buzan and O. Waver is used to explain the
structural preconditions for the development of cooperation. Of central analytical importance is the
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proposition concerning the territorial interdependence of security problems, according to which threats and
responses to them cannot be considered exclusively at the level of individual states. At the same time,
Central Asia is not treated in this study as a fully autonomous regional security complex. Its embeddedness
within a broader post-Soviet security system is taken into account, alongside the simultaneously intensifying
interaction of the Central Asian states with China. This approach makes it possible to view the formation of
the «Shanghai Five» and the subsequent establishment of the SCO as a process that unfolded at the
intersection of post-Soviet and Central Asian-Chinese security dynamics.

The study is based on the principles of historicism, systemic analysis, and comprehensive analysis. The
principle of historicism makes it possible to examine the events of 1996-2001 in their sequential
development and causal interrelationship. The systemic approach is applied to analyse the interaction of the
participating states as elements of an emerging regional mechanism of cooperation, while the comprehensive
approach enables the comparison of military-political, institutional, and regional factors.

The study employs historical-genetic, problem-chronological, historical-comparative, and institutional
methods. The historical-genetic method is used to identify the preconditions for the emergence of the
«Shanghai Five» and the sequence of its transformation into the SCO. The problem-chronological method
makes it possible to distinguish the principal stages in the development of cooperation: the formation of the
military-border mechanism in 1996-1997, the expansion of the multilateral agenda in 1998-2000, and the
transition to a formal regional organisation in 2001. The historical-comparative method is used to compare
the content of interstate documents adopted in different years and to identify changes in the objectives, areas,
and instruments of cooperation. The documents were compared according to several principal parameters:
the composition of participants, the stated objectives of interaction, the nature of the threats under
consideration, the principal areas of cooperation, and the degree of institutional consolidation of the
agreements reached. This approach makes it possible to trace the transition from predominantly military-
border issues and mutual confidence-building measures to a broader agenda of regional security, political
coordination, and countering transnational threats, as well as to identify changes in the composition of
participants and forms of multilateral interaction. Institutional analysis is aimed at identifying the
mechanisms through which norms, practices, and forms of multilateral interaction were gradually
consolidated.

The combination of these sources and methods makes it possible to interpret the transition from the
«Shanghai Five» to the SCO not merely as a sequence of diplomatic meetings and agreements, but as a
historical process of institutionalising regional cooperation, driven by changes in the regional security
environment and the growing interdependence of states in responding to common challenges.

Results

Transformation of the Regional Security Environment and the Preconditions for the Formation of the
«Shanghai Fivey.

The formation of the «Shanghai Five» in the mid-1990s took place amid a substantial transformation of
the political and strategic landscape of Eurasia following the collapse of the USSR. The emergence of newly
independent states in Central Asia altered the configuration of borders, security mechanisms, and interstate
interaction. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan acquired independent international legal status, while at
the same time inheriting a range of unresolved issues related to the former Soviet-Chinese border, military
infrastructure, the regime of border territories, and the need to develop new forms of political confidence
between the states of the region and China. Under these conditions, the security problem had a distinctly
regional character. Threats and risks arising in border areas could not be effectively addressed exclusively
through bilateral mechanisms. For Russia and the Central Asian states, maintaining stability in the eastern
direction remained important, while China was interested in creating a predictable and secure environment
along its western borders. It was precisely the interdependence of security problems that created the
preconditions for the formation of a multilateral mechanism.

From the perspective of Regional Security Complex Theory, this stage can be regarded as a
manifestation of the territorial interconnectedness of national security interests. However, with regard to
Central Asia, an important methodological limitation must be taken into account. In the concept developed
by B. Buzan and O. Waver, Central Asia is not identified as a fully independent regional security complex,
but is considered in relation to the broader post-Soviet space, in which Russia continued to play a system-
forming role. At the same time, the Chinese factor gradually increased the significance of the eastern
dimension of regional security. Therefore, the emergence of the «Shanghai Five» should be understood not
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as the result of the formation of a fully autonomous Central Asian security system, but as a product of the
intersection between post-Soviet and Chinese-Central Asian security dynamics.

The first institutional expression of this tendency was the Agreement on Confidence Building in the
Military Field in the Border Area, signed in Shanghai on 26 April 1996 by Kazakhstan, China, Kyrgyzstan,
Russia, and Tajikistan [1]. Official SCO materials subsequently linked the emergence of the «Shanghai
Fivey directly to this agreement and to the subsequent Moscow Agreement of 1997. The significance of the
1996 document lay not only in regulating specific military issues. It marked the transition of the states from a
logic of mutual suspicion to coordinated measures of transparency and restrictions on military activity in the
border area. From an institutional perspective, the agreement created a sustainable format for multilateral
meetings within which the five states began to develop common norms and practices of interaction. It is
precisely here that the first connection with regionalism theory becomes apparent. At the initial stage, the
«Shanghai Five» did not yet constitute an international organisation in the full sense of the term. There were
no permanent bodies, secretariat, or developed normative structure. Nevertheless, as early as 1996, a
mechanism of regular coordination of interests emerged, based on a shared regional problem. This makes it
possible to interpret this period as the initial, weakly institutionalised phase of regional cooperation.

The next step was taken on 24 April 1997, when the Agreement on the Mutual Reduction of Armed
Forces in the Border Area was signed in Moscow [2]. The official history of the SCO regards the agreements
of 1996 and 1997 as interrelated documents that established a mechanism of mutual confidence in the
military sphere and contributed to the development of partnership relations among the five states. Whereas
the 1996 agreement was primarily aimed at establishing confidence and preventing unintended escalation,
the 1997 agreement brought cooperation to a higher level by providing for measures to reduce military
capabilities in the border area. Thus, interaction acquired a more structured character. The five states did not
merely declare their readiness for peaceful coexistence, but began to establish a mechanism of reciprocal
obligations.

Historically, it was the combination of the 1996-1997 agreements that created the core of the future
«Shanghai Process». However, its content at this stage remained relatively narrow. The principal objective
was to stabilise the border area and establish military-political confidence. It would therefore be premature to
speak of fully developed regionalism in relation to this period. A more accurate characterisation is that this
stage marked the emergence of a sustainable multilateral practice that subsequently created the institutional
preconditions for the expansion of cooperation.

From Border Settlement to the Expansion of Regional Cooperation.

A qualitative transformation of the «Shanghai Five» began to emerge after the initial military-border
tasks had been addressed. The regularity of meetings between the heads of state gradually transformed the
agreements of 1996-1997 from isolated diplomatic acts into the foundation of a continuously reproduced
format of interaction.

The Almaty meeting of the heads of the five states on 3 July 1998 was of particular significance in this
process. The joint statement adopted following the meeting [3] became a link between the initial agenda of
military-border confidence-building and broader areas of multilateral cooperation. Subsequently, the Bishkek
Declaration of 1999 [4] explicitly referred to the agreements embodied in the Joint Statement of the
participants in the 1998 Almaty meeting, thereby confirming the continuity in the development of the format.
The significance of the Almaty meeting lies primarily in the fact that cooperation among the five states
began to move beyond the initial logic of border demilitarisation. The regularity of the meetings itself
became an independent political resource. Sustainable practices of consultation, exchange of positions, and
coordination of approaches to regional issues began to take shape.

This change was directly reflected in the text of the Almaty Joint Statement. Already in its preamble,
the states proceeded from the objective of «expanding and strengthening multilateral cooperation», linking
further interaction not only with the implementation of the 1996—1997 agreements, but also with ensuring
stability and security in a broader regional context [3]. The document’s reference to the role of economic
cooperation in strengthening regional peace and stability is also significant. Thus, the Almaty Statement
demonstrated the beginning of the functional expansion of the «Shanghai Process»: the military-border
mechanism retained its original significance, but gradually became a foundation for the development of
broader multilateral interaction. The wording concerning the «expansion and strengthening of multilateral
cooperation» is indeed contained in the Almaty Statement; the same document also links economic
cooperation with regional peace and stability.
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From the perspective of regionalism, it is precisely at this stage that one can speak of the gradual
functional expansion of cooperation. Regional institutions are often formed not instantaneously, but through
the expansion of an initially narrow range of tasks. In the case of the «Shanghai Five», border issues
constituted this original core. As mutual confidence strengthened, the mechanism began to acquire broader
political content.

This tendency was further developed in Bishkek on 25 August 1999. The Bishkek Declaration
emphasised the need to expand and deepen multilateral cooperation and recorded the parties’ interest not
only in security, but also in the further development of interaction in other areas [4]. The text of the
declaration of the five states noted the results achieved since 1996 and the prospects for further cooperation
in the field of security and other areas. The Bishkek Declaration is of particular interest for the analysis of
institutionalisation because it demonstrates a change in the very understanding of the «Shanghai Process».

Whereas in 1996-1997 its legitimacy was directly linked to the need to address border-related issues,
by 1999 interaction was increasingly perceived by the parties as an independent multilateral platform. At the
same time, the regional security environment was undergoing significant change. Threats that could not be
reduced to traditional interstate conflicts gradually came to the forefront. Political instability in certain parts
of Central Asia, the growing activity of radical groups, transnational crime, and extremist threats contributed
to a broader understanding of security. It is precisely here that Regional Security Complex Theory helps
explain why the functional expansion of the «Shanghai Five» proceeded relatively rapidly. The security of
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Russia, and China depended not only on the condition of their
immediate borders, but also on developments within neighbouring states and transnational spaces. The
emerging threats were interdependent in nature, which objectively stimulated multilateral coordination.

At the same time, the development of the «Shanghai Five» cannot be explained exclusively through the
security dimension. Regionalism makes it possible to identify another aspect of the process: the states
gradually became accustomed to regular summits, joint declarations, the coordination of positions, and the
collective formulation of regional interests. Thus, security acted as a structural incentive, while
institutionalisation served as the mechanism through which interaction was politically consolidated.

Expansion of the Security Agenda and the Transformation of the «Shanghai Fivey in 1999—2000.

By the end of the 1990s, the distinction between the original military-border format and the new content
of cooperation had become particularly evident. The five states increasingly discussed issues that were not
directly related to the reduction of armed forces in the border area. Security acquired a comprehensive
character, encompassing domestic stability, transnational threats, and political coordination. This tendency
was further reflected at the meeting of the heads of state in Dushanbe in 2000. The changing nature of
interaction was most clearly articulated in the Dushanbe Declaration of 5 July 2000. In the document, the
parties declared their intention to make efforts to transform the «Shanghai Five» into a «regional structure of
multilateral cooperation in various fields» [5]. This formulation is of fundamental importance for
understanding the institutional evolution of the mechanism: for the first time, the prospects for its
development were linked not only to the implementation of military-border agreements, but also to the
formation of a broader regional structure. At the same time, the participants expressed their intention to
deepen interaction in the political, diplomatic, trade and economic, military, military-technical, and other
spheres in order to ensure regional security and stability [S]. Thus, the Dushanbe Declaration marked the
transition from a functionally limited mechanism to a model of multisectoral regional cooperation that
directly preceded the establishment of the SCO. In this sense, the Dushanbe Declaration became an
important stage in the evolution of the format. Uzbekistan participated in the meeting as an observer, which
in itself indicated that the mechanism was moving beyond the original configuration of states directly
connected by agreements concerning the former Soviet-Chinese border. Subsequent materials on the history
of the organisation likewise identify the meetings of the «Shanghai Five» in Almaty in 1998 [3], Bishkek in
1999 [4], and Dushanbe in 2000 [5] as successive stages in its development.

The Uzbekistan factor was of fundamental importance. The state did not share a border with China and,
consequently, had not been a participant in the original mechanism of military-border settlement. Its
inclusion in the emerging format meant that the attractiveness of the «Shanghai Five» was no longer
determined by its initial border-related function, but by a broader regional security agenda. This development
can be regarded as one of the most convincing indications of institutional transformation. If participation in a
format ceases to be determined exclusively by the original problem for which it was created, then the
institutional logic itself acquires a degree of relative autonomy. The Dushanbe stage also demonstrated the
strengthening of the political dimension of cooperation. The states began to formulate common approaches
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to issues of sovereignty, domestic stability, and non-interference. As a result, the «Shanghai Five» gradually
evolved into a platform in which security was understood not only in military, but also in political terms.

From the perspective of Regional Security Complex Theory, Uzbekistan’s inclusion also appears
logical. Uzbekistan occupied an important geographical and political position in Central Asia, while many of
the threats discussed within the framework of the «Shanghai Five» were transnational in nature. The
formation of a broader system of regional interaction without Uzbekistan therefore had obvious limitations.
At the same time, it is necessary to avoid a retrospective interpretation suggesting that the establishment of
the SCO had already been predetermined in 1996. In 1996-1997, the primary focus was on a specific
mechanism of confidence-building in the border area. It was only the subsequent evolution of regional
threats, the accumulation of experience in multilateral meetings, and the expansion of the political agenda
that led to the emergence of a new institutional quality.

Thus, the period 1999-2000 should be regarded as a transitional stage. On the one hand, the «Shanghai
Five» retained the characteristics of an informal political mechanism. On the other hand, it was already
ceasing to correspond to its original narrow function. A contradiction emerged between the expanding
agenda of cooperation and the relatively weak degree of its institutional formalisation. The need to resolve
this contradiction became one of the preconditions for the establishment of a new organisation.

Uzbekistan and the Establishment of the SCO: From a Border Mechanism to a Regional Organisation.

The decisive transformation took place in June 2001. The inclusion of Uzbekistan and the subsequent
establishment of the SCO signified a change not only in the number of participants, but also in the very
principle underlying the organisation of regional cooperation. The official Declaration on the Establishment
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation of 15 June 2001 [6] explicitly indicated the continuity of the new
organisation with the «Shanghai Five». The document emphasised the importance of the previously achieved
level of good-neighbourliness, mutual confidence, and cooperation, as well as the need to raise interaction to
a higher level.

An important development was that the membership of the new organisation included Kazakhstan,
China, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. This finally overcame the original linkage of the
mechanism to states directly connected by a common set of border-related issues with China. This makes it
possible to regard 2001 as a dividing line between two historical forms of interaction. The «Shanghai Five»
emerged as an instrument for addressing a limited set of military-border issues. The SCO, by contrast, was
established as a regional organisation with broader objectives. Here, the institutional logic of regionalism
becomes evident: the accumulation of interaction, the expansion of functions, and the increase in the number
of participants created the need for the formal consolidation of a new level of cooperation.

The continuity of the format, together with its qualitative transformation, was explicitly enshrined in the
Declaration on the Establishment of the SCO. The document linked the need to transform the previous
mechanism with raising the «Shanghai Five» «to a higher level of cooperation» [6]. Particularly indicative is
the provision that the organisation was formed on the basis of the agreements of 1996 and 1997, while by
2001 cooperation had already extended to the political, trade and economic, cultural, scientific and
technological, and other spheres [6]. Thus, the SCO’s founding document itself recorded both institutional
continuity with the military-border mechanism of the 1990s and the substantial expansion of its functional
content that had taken place over five years. This is directly confirmed by the Declaration: it refers to raising
the mechanism to a higher level and separately emphasises that cooperation had already extended into the
political, trade and economic, cultural, scientific and technological, and other spheres.

Together with the Declaration on the Establishment of the SCO, the Shanghai Convention on
Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism was signed on 15 June 2001 [7]. Official SCO documents
date it specifically to 15 June 2001 and classify it among the organisation’s fundamental international
agreements. The significance of the Convention extends far beyond the legal formalisation of cooperation in
a single sphere. Historically, it marked a fundamental transformation of the security agenda. In 1996, the
principal focus was on the military activities of states in the area of their common borders; by 2001,
terrorism, separatism, and extremism had become central to normative interaction. This shift reflected a
transformation in the very understanding of threats. The states were moving from a predominantly traditional
model of security, based on controlling armed forces and preventing interstate conflict, towards a model in
which transnational and intra-regional risks played a substantial role.

From the perspective of Regional Security Complex Theory, this signifies a change in the character of
the securitisation of the regional space. Threats were no longer localised exclusively at state borders. They
could move across the territories of several states, assume a networked character, and simultaneously affect
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the domestic stability of different political systems. It was precisely for this reason that cooperation had to
acquire a more permanent and institutionalised form.

At the same time, the establishment of the SCO should not be reduced to a Russian-Chinese project or
explained solely by the convergence of the strategic interests of Moscow and Beijing. Russia and China
indeed played a key role; however, institutionalisation became possible because the Central Asian states
were also interested in a mechanism that combined external security, domestic stability, and international
coordination. Uzbekistan’s accession is particularly indicative in this regard. If the «Shanghai Process» had
retained an exclusively border-related function, Uzbekistan’s participation would have lacked an obvious
institutional logic. Its accession demonstrates that by 2001 the format had already evolved into a mechanism
of broader regional regulation.

The Declaration on the Establishment of the SCO and the Shanghai Convention should therefore be
considered together. The former established the institutional form, while the latter defined the substantive
core of the new security agenda. Taken together, these two documents demonstrate the transition from an
informal multilateral process to a formal regional organisation.

From the «Shanghai Fivey to the SCO: The Interaction of Two Logics of Historical Development.

The history of the formation of the SCO in 19962001 demonstrates that the process cannot be
adequately explained by any single theoretical model. Regional Security Complex Theory and regionalism
reveal different but interconnected dimensions of the same historical process. Regional Security Complex
Theory helps explain why cooperation emerged precisely in this part of Eurasia and why security issues
constituted its initial substantive focus. Geographical proximity, the legacy of the former Soviet-Chinese
border, the interdependence of the interests of Russia, China, and the Central Asian states, as well as the
spread of transnational threats, created structural pressures favouring multilateral interaction.

Regionalism, in turn, helps explain how the initial interaction evolved into a more sustainable
institution. The 1996 Agreement established the first multilateral confidence-building mechanism. The 1997
Agreement deepened this mechanism through specific measures for the reduction of armed forces. The
Almaty Joint Statement of 1998 signalled the expansion of political interaction. The Bishkek Declaration of
1999 consolidated the tendency towards deeper multilateral cooperation. The Dushanbe Declaration of 2000
demonstrated the expansion of the regional agenda and the emergence of Uzbekistan as a participant in the
developing mechanism. Finally, the documents adopted in June 2001 transformed the accumulated practices
into a formal international organisation.

Consequently, the historical logic of the process was not linear but cumulative. No single document,
taken in isolation, created the SCO. A new institutional quality emerged as a result of the successive
accumulation of agreements, practices, political confidence, and a shared perception of threats. For this
reason, the term «institutionalisation» should be applied to the period 1996—2001 in a differentiated manner.
By 2001, a transition had occurred from a weakly institutionalised format to a formal international
organisation. However, this did not yet signify the final completion of its institutional and legal
formalisation. This is confirmed by the fact that the Charter of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation was
signed only on 7 June 2002. The official document established the organisation’s objectives, principles,
structure, and principal areas of activity [8]. Consequently, 2001 should be understood as marking the
completion of the process of establishing the SCO, but not the completion of the organisation’s entire
institutionalisation.

This distinction is of fundamental importance for historical periodisation. If the years 1996-2001 are
regarded exclusively as the prehistory of the SCO, the independent significance of the «Shanghai Processy is
lost. Conversely, if 2001 is treated as the moment at which institutionalisation was fully completed, the role
of the Charter and the subsequent establishment of permanent bodies is overlooked. It is more accurate to
define 19962001 as a distinct stage in the transition from a multilateral military-border mechanism to a
formally established regional organisation.

As a result, the analysis of the documents demonstrates a consistent transformation of three principal
parameters of cooperation. First, its substantive scope expanded: from military confidence-building and force
reductions to political stability and countering transnational threats. Second, the composition of participants
changed: Uzbekistan’s accession represented a departure from the original border-related logic. Third, the
degree of institutionalisation increased: from separate agreements and annual meetings to the establishment
of an international organisation. It is precisely the combination of these processes that makes it possible to
speak of the transformation of the «Shanghai Fivey, rather than merely its renaming. The SCO emerged as a
new institutional quality formed on the basis of accumulated experience in multilateral cooperation.
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Thus, the transition from the «Shanghai Five» to the SCO in 19962001 represented a historical process
involving the interaction of two logics. The first — the logic of regional security — determined the necessity
of cooperation and the expansion of the range of common threats. The second — the logic of regionalism —
provided the institutional consolidation of this interaction. Regional Security Complex Theory explains the
structural causes of rapprochement among the states, while regionalism reveals the mechanism of the gradual
transition from functionally limited border cooperation to a formal regional organisation. It is precisely the
combination of these two approaches that makes it possible to interpret the formation of the SCO as the
result of the historically evolving interdependence between security and the institutionalisation of regional
cooperation.

Discussion

The findings make it possible to interpret the formation of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation in
19962001 not merely as a sequence of interstate agreements or as a consequence of the convergence of the
foreign-policy interests of Russia and China, but as a more complex process of regional institution-building
under conditions of a transforming security environment. Such an approach requires the findings of the
present study to be compared with several strands that have developed in the scholarly literature: studies of
regionalism, research on the specific features of regional interaction in Central Asia, geopolitical
interpretations of the SCO, and studies of the organisation as a mechanism for responding to non-traditional
threats.

The concept of new regionalism is theoretically important for understanding the process of the SCO’s
formation. Within this approach, a region is understood not as a predetermined geographical unit, but as a
space that is formed and consolidated through interaction among states and other actors. B. Hettne and
F. S6derbaum associated the development of regionness with a gradual increase in the intensity of interaction
and the formation of sustainable regional structures [9]. This approach makes it possible to assess the history
of the «Shanghai Five» from a different perspective. In 1996, it was not yet a fully fledged international
organisation; however, the regularisation of meetings, the emergence of legally formalised commitments,
and the subsequent expansion of the substantive agenda gradually increased the level of institutionalisation
of interaction. The transition from military confidence-building agreements to the establishment of an
organisation in 2001 can therefore be regarded as a process of the formation of regionness, rather than
merely as the diplomatic history of several agreements. Understanding regionalism as a process, rather than
exclusively in terms of the existence of a formal organisation, corresponds to the principal propositions of
Hettne and S6derbaum’s approach.

At the same time, the application of general theories of regionalism to Central Asia requires caution. In
A. Bohr’s studies, regionalism in the region is characterised by significant internal constraints arising from
interstate contradictions, border and resource issues, and the desire of states to preserve political autonomy
[10]. R. Allison likewise draws attention to the weakness of many forms of regional cooperation in Central
Asia and uses the concept of «virtual regionalismy» to describe the gap between declarations of cooperation
and the actual depth of integration [11]. These observations are of fundamental importance for interpreting
the early history of the SCO. They demonstrate that the transition from the «Shanghai Five» to the SCO
cannot automatically be equated with regional integration in the European understanding of the process.
Central Asia was characterised by considerably more cautious forms of interstate interaction, which
preserved a high degree of state sovereignty and an intergovernmental mode of decision-making. Yet this
very fact makes it possible to refine the findings of the present study. The SCO was not the result of the
internal integration of the five Central Asian states. Moreover, Russia and China participated in its formation
from the outset, while Turkmenistan did not join the organisation. Consequently, the early SCO represented
a different type of regionalism: regional cooperation formed at the intersection of the interests of the Central
Asian states and two major neighbouring powers. In this respect, the history of the «Shanghai Five» supports
the conclusion that regionalism may develop not only through the internal self-organisation of small and
medium-sized states, but also as an institutional mechanism for structuring relations between regional states
and centres of power external to Central Asia proper.

This circumstance is closely related to the Regional Security Complex Theory developed by B. Buzan
and O. Waver. The authors proceed from the assumption that the security of geographically proximate states
is highly interdependent, as a result of which the principal processes of securitisation and desecuritisation are
clustered at the regional level [12]. At the same time, when applying this theory to the SCO, it is necessary to
take into account the configuration of the post-Soviet space proposed by Buzan and Waver themselves. In
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their framework, Central Asia is not represented as a fully autonomous regional security complex
independent of Russia; rather, its dynamics are examined within a broader post-Soviet complex organised
around Russia as a central power [12].

It is precisely at this point that the findings of the present study make it possible to further develop the
application of Regional Security Complex Theory. The emergence of the «Shanghai Five» demonstrates that,
in the 1990s, Central Asian regional security was being shaped not only within the post-Soviet system. China
was gradually becoming a direct participant in the regional security mechanism. The agreements of 1996 and
1997 linked Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan with China within a single system of
confidence-building measures and military limitations. The early «Shanghai Process» can therefore be
interpreted as a mechanism of interaction between the post-Soviet security structure and an emerging Central
Asian-Chinese security dimension. This conclusion does not require a revision of Buzan and Waver’s
concept, but makes it possible to demonstrate the more complex interregional dynamics that were gradually
taking shape along the eastern boundaries of the post-Soviet space.

Another influential strand of scholarship explains the development of the SCO primarily through
China’s interests. Chien-peng Chung regards the organisation as an important instrument for strengthening
Chinese influence in Central Asia and demonstrates Beijing’s interest in its institutional consolidation [13].
In his subsequent work, he specifically analyses China’s role in the institutionalisation of the SCO and
emphasises the Chinese leadership’s interest in developing the organisation as a mechanism for advancing its
regional objectives [14]. These studies convincingly demonstrate the significance of the Chinese factor and
help explain why Beijing was interested in transforming the initial border mechanism into a more sustainable
structure of regional cooperation.

However, reducing the formation of the SCO primarily to Chinese strategy appears insufficient to
explain the entire process of 1996-2001. An analysis of the sequence of documents demonstrates that
institutionalisation developed through the mutual adjustment of the interests of all participants. Russia was
interested in preserving its role in the security system of the post-Soviet space; Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Tajikistan sought border stabilisation and the reduction of military-political risks; and China aimed to ensure
the security of its western borderlands and develop stable relations with the newly independent Central Asian
states. Uzbekistan’s later participation further broadened the regional basis of cooperation. Chinese activity
was therefore an important, but not the sole, explanatory factor.

A similar conclusion is presented in the collective study by A.J.K. Bailes, P. Dunay, Pan Guang, and
M. Troitskiy prepared for SIPRI. The authors regard the SCO specifically as a regional security institution
that combines the interests of its member states, the task of managing potential Russian-Chinese competition,
and responses to transnational threats [15]. This approach is particularly close to the findings of the present
study because it avoids two extremes: viewing the SCO exclusively as an instrument of Russia and China
and, conversely, interpreting the organisation as a fully autonomous supranational actor. The SCO emerged
as an intergovernmental institution in which diverse national interests interacted, united by the need for a
stable regional mechanism.

A particularly important issue in the historiography concerns the relationship between the SCO and
non-traditional security. S. Aris argues that one of the organisation’s central functions became countering the
so-called «three evils» — terrorism, separatism, and extremism — and suggests that the SCO should be
viewed primarily as a regional mechanism for responding to non-traditional threats rather than as an anti-
Western military-political bloc [16]. This conclusion is consistent with our analysis of the evolution of the
relevant documents. Between the 1996 Agreement and the Shanghai Convention of 2001, a fundamental
shift in the object of security is clearly observable: from regulating the conduct of armed forces in the border
area to jointly responding to threats that were not confined to interstate military confrontation.

The present study, however, places a somewhat different emphasis on this issue. Countering terrorism,
separatism, and extremism is interpreted not as the original cause of the emergence of the «Shanghai Fivey,
but as the result of the expansion of its initial agenda. This distinction is important for historical
periodisation. If the SCO is analysed primarily through the functions it performed after 2001, there is a risk
of retrospectively projecting the organisation’s subsequent counterterrorism specialisation back onto 1996. In
fact, the original basis of cooperation concerned military confidence-building, reductions in armed forces,
and the stabilisation of border areas. Non-traditional threats became a central element of the emerging
system only as the regional security environment itself underwent transformation.

In another study, S. Aris directly associates the SCO with the formation of a distinctive model of Asian
regionalism and draws attention to the specific features of its institutionalisation in comparison with other
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regional organisations [17]. In his monograph Eurasian Regionalism: The Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation, he likewise examines the development of the SCO as a distinct example of Eurasian regional
cooperation and as a mechanism for ensuring regional security [18]. These arguments make it possible to
place the early history of the SCO within the broader debate on the plurality of regionalism models. The
European model of integration should not be treated as the sole benchmark for assessing the effectiveness of
regional institutions. The SCO developed as a sovereignty-centred intergovernmental organisation whose
institutional stability coexisted with a limited transfer of authority to supranational structures.

An important critical strand in the literature concerns the domestic political function of the SCO.
T. Ambrosio draws attention to the consolidation within the organisation of norms related to sovereignty,
non-interference, and the maintenance of the political stability of existing regimes [19]. R. Allison likewise
emphasises the significance of regime security for regional structures in Central Asia [11]. These
interpretations broaden the understanding of security within the SCO and demonstrate that the concept of
regional stability may encompass not only the protection of states from external threats, but also the interest
of political elites in preserving domestic order.

For the period 19962001, however, this approach should be applied with some caution. The normative
dimension associated with sovereignty, non-interference, and domestic stability did indeed become more
pronounced as the «Shanghai Process» expanded. Yet explaining the initial emergence of the «Shanghai
Five» primarily in terms of authoritarian consolidation would be anachronistic. The source analysis
demonstrates that the original core of cooperation was military-border in nature. The regime-political
dimension is therefore better understood as one component of the subsequent functional transformation of
the format rather than as the original cause of its emergence.

A comparison of the existing scholarly approaches makes it possible to identify the principal distinction
of the interpretation proposed here. Studies of the SCO often examine individual aspects of its formation
separately: as an element of Chinese policy in Central Asia [13], [14], as a product of Russian-Chinese
interaction [15], as a mechanism for combating non-traditional threats [16], as a form of Eurasian
regionalism [17], [18], or as a structure contributing to the consolidation of particular political norms [19].
Each of these approaches captures an important dimension of the process, but none fully explains the
historical sequence of the transition from the agreements of 1996—-1997 to the establishment of the SCO in
2001.

In Kazakhstani scholarly literature, the formation and development of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation are examined primarily in the context of regional integration, security, the interaction of the
Central Asian states with Russia and China, and Kazakhstan’s place in the emerging system of Eurasian
regionalism. One of the conceptual foundations of this strand of research is provided by the work of
S.K. Kushkumbayev on regionalisation and integration processes in Central Asia. In examining geopolitical,
ethnopolitical, and security-related factors of regional interaction, the author draws attention to the
combination of the internal interests of the Central Asian states and the influence of external centres of
power [20]. The significance of this position for the study of the history of the «Shanghai Five» and the SCO
lies in the fact that the formation of regional mechanisms of cooperation can be understood not only as the
outcome of major-power policies, but also as a process directly connected with the interests of the Central
Asian states themselves.

The stages in the establishment and development of the SCO are analysed more directly by
E.B. Akhmetov. The researcher examines the formation of the organisation in connection with the task of
ensuring regional military-political security and traces the principal stages of its development and
functioning [21]. In his interpretation, the period preceding the establishment of the SCO appears primarily
as a stage in the formation of the preconditions for its subsequent organisational development. This approach
is relevant to the present study, yet it also raises the question of whether a different periodisation is possible:
the materials from 1996-2001 demonstrate that this period involved not only preparation for the future
organisation, but also the successive institutionalisation of multilateral interaction.

An important strand of Kazakhstani scholarship concerns the study of the China factor and
Kazakhstan’s place within the SCO. A. Serikkaliyeva, A. Amirbek, and E. Batmaz analyse China’s
institutional diplomacy towards Kazakhstan through interaction within the SCO and the New Silk Road
initiative [22]. The authors view the SCO primarily as a security mechanism, while simultaneously linking
the organisation’s development to the changing regional role of China. Kazakhstan, however, appears in their
study not merely as a space for the implementation of Chinese policy, but also as a significant participant in
multilateral interaction. This framing makes it possible to broaden the analysis of the agency of the Central
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Asian states, although the authors focus mainly on a later stage in the organisation’s development. Further
development of this issue can be found in the study by M. Gubaidullina, A. Yelibayeva, and Q. Liu, devoted
to the place of the SCO in the geopolitical configuration of Eurasia [23]. The authors examine the
organisation as a multilateral format of interaction developing under conditions of regional interdependence
among states and the simultaneous existence of differing national interests. Particular attention is paid to the
energy dimension of cooperation, which demonstrates both the potential for cooperation and the persistence
of contradictions among the participants. Of particular relevance to the present study is their treatment of the
SCO as a space for coordinating the interests of several states rather than exclusively as an instrument of
bilateral Russian-Chinese interaction.

In recent years, the broader theoretical context of the analysis of regional processes has also expanded
considerably. L.F. Delovarova and A.B. Yermekov examine the prospects for creating a collective security
system in Asia and the possibilities for Kazakhstani diplomacy in developing multilateral security
mechanisms [24]. Although this work is not directly devoted to the history of the SCO’s establishment, it is
important for understanding a broader trend in Kazakhstani scholarship, in which Kazakhstan is regarded as
a participant in the formation of regional security institutions rather than merely as an object of the policies
of larger powers. This perspective is methodologically consistent with the need to take into account the roles
of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan when analysing the formation of the «Shanghai Process».

The issue of Kazakhstan’s agency in contemporary integration processes is addressed most explicitly in
the work of K. Usserova, F. Kydyrbek, and F. Kukeyeva, which examines Kazakhstan’s place in Eurasian
regionalism [25]. The authors propose moving beyond an understanding of Eurasian regionalism exclusively
as a post-Soviet integration space and instead regard Kazakhstan as an independent participant in broader
continental processes, including interaction within the SCO [25]. Such an approach is of fundamental
importance for the historical analysis of 19962001, since it makes it possible to view Kazakhstan’s
participation in the «Shanghai Five» not as a derivative of Russian-Chinese rapprochement, but as an
independent dimension of its foreign-policy and regional strategy.

Thus, Kazakhstani studies demonstrate a gradual expansion of approaches to the study of the SCO:
from issues of regional integration and military-political security to analyses of the China factor, multilateral
interdependence, and Kazakhstan’s agency within Eurasian regionalism. At the same time, in the works
examined above, the historical dynamics of the specific period 1996-2001 do not constitute an independent
subject of comprehensive analysis through a combination of regionalism theory and Regional Security
Complex Theory. This makes it possible to clarify the research position of the present article: the transition
from the «Shanghai Five» to the SCO is interpreted not merely as a result of Russian-Chinese rapprochement
or as a preparatory stage in the establishment of the organisation, but as an independent process of regional
institutionalisation in which the interests and actions of the Central Asian states were themselves among the
factors shaping the multilateral mechanism of cooperation.

The findings of the present study make it possible to integrate these interpretations through two
analytical logics. Regional Security Complex Theory explains the structural necessity of cooperation arising
from geographical proximity, the interdependence of threats, the post-Soviet security legacy, and China’s
incorporation into regional dynamics. Regionalism, by contrast, explains the form through which this
cooperation developed: the gradual consolidation of norms, the regularisation of meetings, the expansion of
functions, the increase in the number of participants, and the subsequent transition to an international
organisation.

It is precisely the interaction of these two processes that explains why the «Shanghai Five» did not
disappear after the initial tasks of border confidence-building had been addressed. Had the mechanism been
connected exclusively with the technical settlement of border issues, progress in this sphere might have led
to a decline in its significance. The opposite occurred: the format expanded both its functions and its
membership. This indicates the emergence of an institutional dynamic in which an already established
mechanism began to be used to address new common problems.

This interpretation also makes it possible to refine the concept of institutionalisation. The establishment
of the SCO on 15 June 2001 represented a qualitative turning point, but did not signify the completion of the
organisation’s entire institutional and legal framework. The SCO Charter was signed in 2002, while
permanent institutions were established later. The period 1996-2001 should therefore be defined as a distinct
historical stage in the transition from a weakly institutionalised mechanism of military-border cooperation to
a formally established regional organisation, rather than as a process of fully completed institutionalisation.
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Accordingly, comparison with the existing scholarly literature confirms the need for a multidimensional
explanation of the SCO’s formation. The geopolitical interests of Russia and China were an important factor,
but by themselves they do not explain the expansion of the institutional basis of cooperation. Non-traditional
threats exerted a decisive influence on the formation of the new agenda, but the organisation initially grew
out of a military-border mechanism. The characteristics of the political regimes of the member states
influenced the normative principles of interaction, but they were not the sole source of the emergence of the
«Shanghai Process». In this sense, the history of 1996-2001 demonstrates the gradual convergence of
structural security interdependence and the institutionalisation of regional cooperation, which constitutes the
principal analytical distinction of the approach proposed in this study.

Conclusions

The analysis demonstrates that the transformation of the «Shanghai Five» into the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation constituted a gradual process involving changes in the substantive content,
membership, and institutional form of multilateral interaction. Three interconnected stages can be
distinguished in the development of this process. In 1996-1997, the treaty-based and legal foundations of
military-border confidence-building and the limitation of armed forces in border areas were established. In
1998-2000, the scope of cooperation expanded to include issues of political stability and responses to
transnational threats, gradually altering the functional purpose of the original mechanism. In 2001, the
enlargement of membership and the establishment of the SCO consolidated the transition to a formal
regional organisation.

The analysis of interstate documents makes it possible to conclude that this transition was not the result
of a single factor or the implementation of a predetermined model of regional order. Its substance was
shaped through the coordination of state interests, the accumulation of experience in regular interaction, and
changes in the nature of regional security challenges. In this regard, the participation of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan was significant not only for the practical implementation of the agreements
reached, but also for the formation of the multilateral mechanism itself. Uzbekistan’s inclusion at the final
stage of the period under study confirmed the transformation of the original configuration of cooperation and
the expansion of its regional basis.

The combination of Regional Security Complex Theory and regionalism makes it possible to
distinguish between two interconnected aspects of this historical process. The former explains the conditions
under which the security of neighbouring states became increasingly interdependent and required
coordination at the regional level; the latter makes it possible to trace how this need acquired institutional
expression through regular meetings, agreements, common principles of interaction, and, ultimately, the
establishment of the organisation. On this basis, the period 19962001 should be regarded as a distinct stage
in the formation of the SCO, during which the original mechanism of cooperation underwent a qualitative
transformation. The establishment of the organisation in 2001 marked the completion of this stage, whereas
the adoption of the SCO Charter in 2002 and the subsequent formation of its permanent bodies belonged to
the next stage of institutional development.
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