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Abstract 

On June 15, 2001, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) declared its 

establishment in Shanghai during a summit meeting with its six autocratic 

members: China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. 

Some wonder why six dictatorships would ever pursue international cooperation, 

a move that is considered more common for democracies. In this paper, I answer 

the question by adopting a repeated stag hunt game to demonstrate the strategic 

thought behind the SCO's emergence. I argue that the SCO was a strategy to 

collaboratively suppress separatist groups that are detrimental to the political 

survival of autocrats. This argument is tested together with explanations that see 

the SCO as a platform to counter U.S. presence, satisfy China’s growing energy 

demand, promote trade relations and improve collective identity in the region. 

Quantitative evidence from 1992 to 2011 shows that the level of separatism has 

significantly reduced after the establishment of the SCO; China’s energy import 

and its collective identity with all the SCO members have also significantly 

improved. A qualitative review of the China-Central Asia relationship also give 

supports to the core argument. However, statistical analysis offers less support for 

the arguments of power politics and trade relations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 On June 15, 2001, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) established at 

a summit meeting in Shanghai. It consisted of six states: China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. The SCO emerged from an earlier group 

called the “Shanghai Five,” founded in 1995 to settle border issues, which composed 

of the same states, with the exception of Uzbekistan. The creation of this new regional 

cooperation framework provided a positive dynamic in Central Asia. The SCO’s 

achievement not only surprised the world but also alarmed some potential competitors 

in this region. While some may wonder why six authoritarian regimes would pursue 

international cooperation,1 a means that is considered more common among 

democratic or democratizing countries to aggregate social welfare,2 others speculate 

about the rationale for its creation. Speculations include the following. That the SCO 

is the NATO of the East and would serve to repel Washington’s influence in Central 

Asia and Asia as a whole; the SCO was created to counter the rising “three evils 

force,” terrorism, extremism, and separatism, in the region; the SCO is intended to 

facilitate deeper cooperation in promoting trade relations and managing abundant 

natural resources in Central Asia; or perhaps, that the SCO would become a strong 

authoritarian club, capable of countering liberal ideas and norms supported by the 

West. 

In this thesis, I use three major international relations (IR) theories--realism, 

liberalism and constructivism--to review past research on the SCO. Recognizing their 

limits to justifying the creation of the SCO, instead of relying on the most popular 

realist argument that discards some inherent properties, I offer an alternative 

explanation that puts emphasis on the importance of a country’s domestic institutions. 

I consider that a state behaves according to its perception of its own interests. Such 

interests can vary among different types of regimes. As a consequence, different kinds 

of regimes may have different external behaviors. Such an approach is more 

appropriate in examining authoritarian countries because meeting the domestic 

political demands is a critical force that propels the behavior of an authoritarian 

regime. In order to fend off political challenges from within, an authoritarian regime 

like China will seek to build international institutions to facilitate its political survival. 

Regional security cooperation frameworks like the SCO can help them secure 

legitimacy to rule, without which the regime may face serious grass-root challenges. 

Therefore I argue that the establishment of the SCO provides a way for autocratic 

leaders to collaboratively deal with fierce domestic oppositions, challenges which 

                                                      
1 According to Polity IV, all six countries were not democracy because their rating scales were all 

below +6 in the period of the formation of SCO from 1994 to 2001. 
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they are unlikely to tackle on their own. Although the argument borrows more gist 

from a liberalist paradigm, I also think highly of other existing hypotheses, which 

may be used to further test the validity of the analysis. The objective is not to contend 

which theory is better, but to explore what factors propelled the creation of the SCO. I 

believe that the dynamic comes from various sources; therefore, it might be 

inappropriate to lock ourselves in certain theoretical camps and disregard evidence 

that are not in line with the belief of a certain theory.  

Despite of the existence of many possible explanations, little research has sought 

to provide systematic empirical data to test these hypotheses. Most arguments were 

built upon fractional data, which are less ideal to make inferences. The core objective 

of this thesis is to use valid and reliable empirical evidence to answer the question of 

what mechanism triggered the SCO’s emergence. This argument, together with others, 

is tested by quantitative data dating from 1992 to 2009. On the premise that China 

was a major founder and promoter of the SCO, the quantitative evidence derives from 

Beijing’s bilateral relationship with all other members. This thesis will also 

qualitatively trace the connection between domestic opposition challenges and the 

SCO.  

I organize this paper as such. In section two, I assess three major international 

relations (IR) theories–realism, liberalism, and constructivism–as potential 

theoretical bases for various possible answers to the core question. Believing that a 

state-level analysis is more appropriate for analyzing an authoritarian state’s behavior, 

in section three, I elaborate the hypothesis by adopting the political survival theory. In 

section four, I present a rational game-theoretic model, a repeated stag hunt game, to 

demonstrate how cooperation works to fulfill SCO members’ interests in countering 

domestic oppositions. In section five, I present both quantitative and qualitative 

analysis to check the plausibility of the core argument. Section six offers conclusions 

and policy implications. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

In this section, I use realist, liberal, and constructivist approaches to discuss how 

IR scholars in different camps explain the emergence of the SCO. As we will see, 

each paradigm offers different underlying mechanisms for cooperation among six 

autocratic regimes. 

 

Realism 

 

Realists adopt a rather pessimistic view toward international institutions. From 
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their perspective, the standard norm in international affairs is anarchy, in which each 

state tends to fear others because it is always uncertain as to how others will act. In 

this system, all countries are in constant competition for power, and all countries 

strive to think strategically to maintain offensive capability for external survival. 

Their ultimate goal is to maximize their relative power to overwhelm others’ 

capability. However, cooperation is sometimes possible with the goal to maximize 

self-interest; that is, powerful states will try to establish international institutions to 

maintain power, or even increase it.3 International cooperation, in their view, is a 

function of the distribution of power and the hierarchical struggle among states. To 

them, international institutions are epiphenomenal to states’ internal interests, and will 

change with the international structure.4  

Following a realist view that a state’s behavior is dictated by the change in the 

balance of power, a rising power in a certain region may take advantage of the 

opportunity to act aggressively and secure, or even stretch, their frontiers to defend 

foreign interests raised by its residents.5 Due to the mistrust of other states, states will 

strive to acquire as much wealth and power as possible. Because of this mentality, a 

realist may consider it naïve when a regional power stops pursuing regional hegemony. 

Seeing China as a rising regional power in 2001, John Mearsheimer pessimistically 

concluded that if China’s economy continued to grow as it had over the previous two 

decades, it would become a potential hegemon in the near future.6 Several scholars 

share this realist perspective by arguing that China’s view toward their external 

environment is fundamentally realist-oriented.7 China’s victimized historical memory, 

especially its history of conflicts with Russia and other Western countries during the 

early twentieth century, caused the rising Beijing to feel insecure in its own region. 

From a realist’s perspective, the birth of the SCO is puzzling since China had 

been in many border disputes with its Central Asian counterparts and Russia. Rather 

than establish multilateral institutions for purposes of consultation and disputes 

settlements, China’s should use its rising power to secure interests in Central Asia 

through aggressive means. Some attribute the establishment of the SCO to 

Washington’s growing presence in the region for its global war on terrorism and 

climbing oil demand. China’s active engagement in creating the SCO, therefore, can 

be seen as a means to counter potential opposing powers in this region. Due to its 

                                                      
3 John J. Mearsheimer, "The False Promise of International Institutions," International Security, Vol. 

19, No. 1, 1994-1995, pp. 14-15. 
4 Stephen Krasner, "Structural causes and regime consequences: regimes as intervening variables," 

International Organization, Vol. 36, No. 1, 1982. 
5 Aaron L. Friedberg, "The Future of US-China Relations: Is Confict Inevitable?," International 

Security, Vol. 30, No. 1, 2005. 
6 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 

2001). 
7 Thomas J. Christensen, "Chinese Realpolitik," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 75, No. 1, 1996. 



DR
AF
T

5 

critical strategic location and abundant natural resource reserve, the U.S. government 

had been building friendly relations with newly independent central Asian countries 

after the collapse of Soviet Union. The number of U.S. military deployments in this 

area gradually increased from 124 to 251 toward the end of the twentieth century to 

more than 22,000 troops soon after the 9/11 incident.8 From a strategic standpoint, 

the U.S. military presence in China’s backyard was a cause for concern as it signified 

a potential shift in the balance of power in Asia to Washington, especially if it began 

to acquire resources in this region.  

A realist perspective of this case would argue that a rising power like China is 

not willing to see a burgeoning U.S. influence in Central Asia. In addition, besides its 

military security concern, securing more energy from Beijing’s Central Asian 

neighbors is critical to sustaining its rising power, especially when domestic energy 

consumption exceeded twice the amount of domestic production in 2009. Given that a 

country’s material and military power is closely correlated to its economic wealth, the 

lack of the latter would certainly affect the former. In this case, without sufficient 

energy import, China’s aim to accumulate wealth would be impeded. Since energy is 

of great importance as to whether or not China would achieve status as a great power, 

Beijing would strive to offset Washington’s influence in energy-abundant areas. 

Furthermore, the United State’s cooperation with Central Asia in energy distribution 

may have been seen as a zero-sum game to policy makers in Beijing. One barrel of 

petroleum shipped to others means one less barrel for China in the global market. 

Beijing, therefore, may have sought allies in Central Asia to counter the United State’s 

presence in Central Asia.9 The variables in the external environment explain 

cooperation between Beijing and its SCO counterparts. 

 

Liberalism 

 

There are many branches of liberalism, such as commercial liberalism, 

democratic liberalism, and liberal institutionalism.10 Each approach attempts to 

explain the relationship between liberal factors, peace, and international cooperation. 

Though it focuses on different aspects, the independent variable derives from 

domestic factors rather than external ones, as realists would contend. 

Commercial liberalism is diverse in its argument for a causal effect between 

                                                      
8 Tim Kane, 'Global US troop deployment, 1950–2005,' Center for Data Analysis. Report, Vol. 

06-02(2006). 
9 Sergei Blagov, 'Shanghai group aims to keep US in check,' Asia Times Online, June 19, 2004, Roger 

McDermott, 'Kazakhstan Questions U.S. Military Role in Central Asia,' Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 

2(2005), http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews[tt_news]=30790, Robert G. Sutter, 

"Why Does China Matter?," The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 27, No. 1, 2003. 
10 Joseph S. Nye, "Neorealism and Neoliberalism," World Politics, Vol. 40, No. 1, 1988. 
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interdependence and peace. One explanation focuses on the substitution factor 

between economic exchange and military conquest, which argues that economic 

exchanges with other countries will bring sufficient resources that would be otherwise 

acquired through military expansion. Another important causal argument contends 

that the increased level of economic interdependence will make countries less likely 

to go to war with one another. The decision to wage war against one’s trading partner 

will harm the aggregate economic welfare within one’s own society. Private sectors, 

as a result, will mobilize to dissuade their leader from pursuing military conflicts with 

trading partners.11 Others, however, point out a different causal direction arguing that 

it is peace that promotes trade.12 Therefore, it would be wise to conclude a 

bidirectional causation between trade and peace. Democratic peace theory is another 

line of liberalism. It argues that democratic institutions can force elected leaders to act 

more cautiously, as opposed to a dictator who is given free reign to act capriciously. 

In addition, a liberal state is presumed to bear amity, as opposed to a non-liberal state 

that is presumed to bear enmity.13 Lastly, liberal institutionalism asserts that through 

building international institutions, countries can better work together to secure more 

interest in the long run by reducing transaction costs, providing information, and 

diminishing uncertainty about the future.14 I will discuss this line of argument in 

more detail in the next paragraph. 

In general, liberalist scholars would credit China’s current or future cooperative 

behavior as a result of tighter economic relations with other countries since the late 

1970s when it first enjoyed economic reforms. Cooperation, in return, will result in 

more international trade. As Alastair Iain Johnston’s study of China’s foreign behavior 

shows, China resembles more of a status quo power, satisfied by current international 

orders, instead of a rising revisionist, as a realist would predict. China’s participation 

in, or compliance with, international regimes have increased, which can be seen as 

evidence of China’s willingness to become a more cooperative and responsible state 

in the world.15 Other liberal optimists further assert that although China is still far 

from becoming a democracy, the process of democratization is already well under way. 

Boosted by astonishing economic development, increased income of the middle class, 

                                                      
11 Edward D. Mansfield and Brian M. Pollins, "The Study of Interdependence and Conflict: Recent 

Advances, Open Questions, and Directions for Future Research," The Journal of Conflict Resolution, 

Vol. 45, No. 1, 2001. 
12 Omar M. G. Keshk, Brian M. Pollins and Rafael Reuveny, "Trade Still Follows the Flag: The 

Primacy of Politics in a Simultaneous Model of Interdependence and Armed Conflict," The Journal of 

Politics, Vol. 66, No. 1, 2004. 
13 Michael W. Doyle, 'Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs,' in Michael E. Brown, Sean M. 

Lynn-Jones and Steven E. Miller eds. Debating the democratic peace (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 

1996). 
14 Robert O. Keohane, After hegemony : cooperation and discord in the world political economy 

(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984). 
15 Alastair Iain Johnston, "Is China a Status Quo Power?," International Security, Vol. 27, No. 1, 2003. 
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and the prevalence and convenience of information circulation, Beijing will be forced 

to become more democratic.16 If China indeed becomes more involved in 

international economic activities and more democratic domestically, China will, 

according to a liberalist view, seek more cooperation with the world and eschew 

unnecessary conflicts. 

Adopting a liberalist view, China’s cooperative policies to its neighbors can be 

understood as way to maximize its self-interests through dismantling obstacles 

standing between China and Central Asian countries. Beijing may see that it is best to 

secure economic interests in the region and not act on grudges over unresolved border 

issues, which would bring enormous transaction costs. We can use liberalism to 

explain why the members of the Shanghai Five, the SCO's predecessor, agreed to 

reduce their military presence along disputed borders through a multilateral 

cooperation framework.17 Lower number of disputes will provide mutual economic 

benefits in returns. China, in several cases, yielded more than 50 percent of 

controversial territories to its neighbors; however, such behavior cannot be fully 

explained by a system-centric realist perspective. Rather, a state-centric liberal idea 

can help us understand the mechanism of cooperation in Central Asia. By adopting the 

SCO as a platform, China can secure more economic and energy interests they 

wouldn’t otherwise acquire through forceful reclamations of disputed lands from its 

neighbors. Another possible liberal claim relates to the Chinese Communist Party’s 

(CCP) domestic political survival. Authoritarian rule naturally weakens the legitimacy 

of the CCP to assert control over the Chinese people. If a situation that challenges the 

CCP’s legitimacy arises, Beijing will face huge internal problems, especially since 

democratic momentum has recently been on the rise. In order to avoid this possibility, 

China will seek international cooperation to tackle these issues. This is where the 

SCO can be a useful tool to help Beijing fulfill this objective. I elaborate this part in 

more detail in the next section. 

 

Constructivism 

 

Whereas realists recognize that a state’s foreign policies are dictated by the 

distribution of material capabilities, constructivists attribute them to social 

relationships shaped in the process of social interaction among states.18 Although 

                                                      
16 Aaron L. Friedberg, "The Future of US-China Relations: Is Confict Inevitable?," International 

Security, Vol. 30, No. 1, 2005. 
17 Under the “Shanghai Five” mechanism, heads of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, China, Russia and 

Tajikistan signed the Agreement on mutual reduction of military forces in border regions in 1997. 
18 Ronald L. Jepperson, Alexander Wendt and Peter J. Katzenstein, 'Norms, Idenity and Culture in 

National Security,' in Peter J. Katzenstein ed. The culture of national security : norms and identity in 

world politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996). 
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liberalism and constructivism both argue that a state’s external behavior is influenced 

by domestic institutions, they differ in how they pinpoint this institution. Unlike 

liberalists who argue that individual interests is key to understanding international 

politics, constructivists believe that a state’s perception to international affairs is 

constructed socially through its international interactions with other countries. 

Constructivists are especially interested in understanding the structure of social 

relationships. For them, interstate relations are shaped, to a considerable degree, by 

subjective factors, such as the beliefs and ideas that people have that influence their 

interpretation toward events and data in particular ways.19 In Johnston’s view, 

Chinese participants in foreign policymaking have been successfully socialized by 

three microprocesses – mimicking, persuasion, and social influence – in the process of 

participating international organizations.20 Such socialized structure encourages 

China’s participation in several international security institutions, a behavior that 

deviates from a realist scenario for an assertive rising power. To constructivists, since 

norms, institutions, and other cultural features of domestic and international 

environments are critical in foreign policy, some scholars argue that the reason for 

why there is no NATO in Asia lies in the lack of collective identity among the U.S. 

government and Asian states. Hemmer and Katzenstein argue that countries sharing 

more common ideation on international affairs may be more likely to cooperate with 

each other.21 

From a constructivist point of view, the creation of the SCO can be seen as a 

product of deepening common attitude toward international affairs among member 

states. The development of a common perception makes international cooperation 

more likely. And, in turn, multilateral systems will contribute to greater understanding 

that produces common behaviors. After becoming independent, newly independent 

Central Asian states were concerned with border issues with China. However, since 

these countries began to participate in international events, China and its neighbors 

have had more chances to exchange ideas on such controversial issues. They can view 

strategic environments in a more agreeable fashion, which can narrow their ideational 

gap and which may provide a foundation for them to resolve future disputes. 

Johnston’s three microprocesses may contribute to greater understanding between and 

among China and the Central Asian states. Some scholars attribute the emergence of 

SCO to the consolidation and promotion of authoritarian norms around the world.22 

                                                      
19 Aaron L. Friedberg, 'The Future of US-China Relations: Is Confict Inevitable?.' p. 34. 
20 Alastair Iain Johnston, Social states : China in international institutions, 1980-2000 (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 2008). 
21 Christopher Hemmer and Peter J. Katzenstein, "Why is There No NATO in Asia? Collective Identity, 

Regionalism, and the Origins of Multilateralism," International Organization, Vol. 56, No. 1, 2002. 
22 Thomas Ambrosio, "Catching the ‘Shanghai Spirit’: How the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

Promotes Authoritarian Norms in Central Asia," Europe-Asia Studies, Vol. 60, No. 1, 2008. 
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Unlike realists who emphasizes the calculation of external interest, or liberalist who 

focus on calculations of domestic interest, a constructivist may see the creation of the 

SCO as a result of reaching a deeper collective identity on world affairs among 

member states. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Many arguments mentioned above have contributed to the explanation of the 

SCO. Here I focus on a less-discussed factor that relates closely to the liberal 

paradigm, which treats domestic preferences seriously. This approach is concerned 

with a state’s domestic preference, which is shaped by state-society relations and 

comes first before a variety of foreign policy decisions.23 Here I focus more on 

domestic factors that led China to actively support a regional cooperation framework 

with Central Asian countries. In this section, I first present my reasoning as to why a 

realist system-centric approach may be less ideal in explaining China’s external 

behavior. I will then discuss domestic incentives that triggered authoritarian regimes 

to cooperate with each other. 

Holding the assumption that only the external environment is relevant to a state’s 

external behaviors, realism places many properties of a state as constants. It would be 

inappropriate, however, to neglect the divergent properties within the main actors that 

IR theories try to explain. An authoritarian regime may have different policy agendas 

than a democracy due to the different nature of their political priorities. While some 

countries prioritize their external survival, an authoritarian government like China 

might see internal political survival as their most urgent task. As Susan Shirk pointed 

out, China’s recent foreign policies have much to do with its internal politics that have 

caused insecurities to its leaders. The moment the Chinese Communist Party is unable 

to properly control domestic challenges, it may lose its power.24 China’s internal 

politics should be taken into serious consideration in analyzing Chinese foreign 

policies. Nonetheless, I am not positing that the structure of the international system 

does not affect China’s behavior. In contrast to a realist’s system-centric argument, I 

consider domestic survival as an alternative explanation that puts higher emphasis on 

Beijing’s fear of internal threats raised by its own people rather than threats from 

Moscow or Washington. 

Putting aside the realist assumption that states’ internal properties are constants, 

Robert Keohane argues that “governments calculate their interests minutely on every 

                                                      
23 Andrew Moravcsik, "The Origins of Human Rights Regimes: Democratic Delegation in Postwar 

Europe," International Organization, Vol. 54, No. 1, 2000. 
24 Susan L. Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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issue facing them.”25 From the liberalists’ perspective then, IOs will evolve with 

different calculations of interests, rather than vanish with the shifting power 

distribution. Liberalism considers IOs to have significant impact in facilitating 

international affairs according to the different strategic calculations of each actor. 

States are willing to achieve the Pareto-optimal through coordination even when 

sacrificing relative gains.26 Adopting a liberal approach allows us to evaluate state 

preferences according to their domestic conditions and figure out of the types of 

domestic incentives that may encourage different types of states to cooperate or 

coordinate with each other, even at the risk of losing relative interests. By adopting a 

liberal perspective, different types of regimes may calculate their interests in different 

ways.  

Mansfield and Pevehouse argue that states experiencing democratization are 

more likely to join IOs in order to consolidate during the transitional process.27 Their 

research implies that authoritarian regimes are less likely to join IOs because they do 

not need them to secure the transition to democracy. Andrew Moravcsik, however, 

suggests that non-democracies are likely to cooperate to enhance their domestic 

credibility. Illegitimate leaders often see domestic challenges as more dangerous than 

external threats; therefore, they are willing to join international alliance to undermine 

domestic opponents.28 By joining IOs, authoritarian regimes can avoid facing 

domestic political uncertainty. James Vreeland, in his studies on the admission of 

human rights regimes by authoritarian leaders, sheds further light on the effect of the 

domestic institution within those regimes that induces them to join international 

institutions.29 He argues that if an authoritarian regime allows some political parties 

to exist, though superficially, those parties can force their authoritarian leader to 

cooperate in international institutions during the bargaining process. If their leader 

fails to answer their demands, he or she may risk losing power. From Moravcsik and 

Vreeland’s perspective, the domestic institution within an authoritarian regime can 

effectively trigger international cooperation due to the fear of losing power. 

Jessica Weeks argues that the effect of audience costs can exert an influence on 

authoritarian regimes only when they cannot use monitoring and punishment 

mechanisms to prevent other political elites from coordination. Domestic constraining 

                                                      
25 Robert O. Keohane, After hegemony : cooperation and discord in the world political economy. 

p.107. 
26 Stephen Krasner, 'Structural causes and regime consequences: regimes as intervening 

variables.'p.191. 
27 Edward Mansfield and Jon Pevehouse, "Democratization and International Organizations," 

International Organization, Vol. 60, No. 1, 2006. 
28 Andrew Moravcsik, "The Origins of Human Rights Regimes: Democratic Delegation in Postwar 

Europe," International Organization, Vol. 54, No. 1, 2000. 
29 James Raymond Vreeland, "Political Institutions and Human Rights: Why Dictatorships Enter into 

the United Nations Convention Against Torture," International Organization, Vol. 62, No. 1, 2008. 
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powers, in Weeks’s argument, only exist in the authoritarian regime that is under the 

democratic transition that releases more dynamics of the checks and balance.30 

Fledgling opposition parties can sometimes affect authoritarian government in the 

process of policymaking. Following Week’s perspective, if authoritarian regimes have 

more effective legislative and judicial systems, the executive power may be more 

strongly constrained and therefore is more likely to answer domestic policy demands 

regarding to international cooperation. Echoing this perspective, Vreeland suggests 

that one-party or no-party authoritarian regimes are less likely to join international 

institutions since these countries lack domestic oppositions. However, we can still 

observe cases in which authoritarians with meager domestic constraining institutions 

initiate policies according to their domestic challenges. Even in the one-party or 

no-party regimes, domestic challenges still exist and their potential threats are able to 

influence their leaders’ behaviors. Understanding this determinant of foreign policy 

decision in these kinds of regime is essential to understanding the creation of the SCO, 

because most of its members in the 1990s can be considered authoritarian. In the 

following part, I will borrow the theory of political survival to illustrate what kind of 

incentive mechanisms can effectively force authoritarians to cooperate. 

For any political leader, their main objective is to stay in power. In a democracy, 

the elected leader achieves this goal through elections, which give him mandate of 

leadership from his fellow citizens. Accordingly, the key to being re-elected is to 

please the electorates who are able to enjoy the right of checks and balances through 

the separation of powers. In an authoritarian regime, however, leaders seek to stay in 

power in a manner different from their democratic counterparts. Bueno de Mesquita et 

al. argue that regardless of regime types, all states contain a selectorate, individuals 

who have a formal role to express preferences in their selection of a leader. People 

inside the selectorate have a say in the decision-making process, but are unable to 

influence the outcome. Of those people, there is a subset called the winning coalition, 

whose support is important for the leader to remain in power. In a democracy, the 

winning coalition is quite large, as those who seek to win the election should secure 

more than 50 percent of votes from citizens in a majoritarian democracy. After the 

election, leaders will attempt to reward their supporters with public goods that also 

benefit those who do not support him. In an authoritarian regime, however, the 

winning coalition is smaller.31 Because people supporting authoritarian leaders to stay 

in power often come from internal small political cliques, rewards are more likely to 

go to these small groups, rather than the larger society as a whole. Barbara Geddes 

                                                      
30 Jessica Weeks, "Autocratic Audience Costs: Regime Type and Signaling Resolve," International 

Organization, Vol. 32, No. 1. 
31 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson and James D. Morrow, The logic 

of political survival (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2004). 
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classifies authoritarian regimes into three categories: military, single-party, and 

personalist regimes. In a military regime, the leader’s interest is to maintain hierarchy, 

discipline, and cohesiveness within the military. In a single-party regime, the requisite 

for a leader to stay in power is to unite the party. In a personalist regime, the core of 

several cliques constitutes the basis of support for the leader.32 Winning coalitions in 

these three kinds of authoritarian regimes therefore are the military system, the ruling 

party, and the core of cliques. Brandon Kinne further elaborates that leaders in these 

three types of authoritarian regimes will eliminate policies that do not appease the 

ruling military junta, fail to sufficiently generate the interests of the party, and fail to 

satisfy the leader’s need to maintain political status while initiating foreign policy.33 

Combining these perspectives, the winning coalition in the authoritarian regime 

includes military junta, several top leaders within the ruling party, or personalist 

cliques. The leaders therefore are more likely to reward those in the small winning 

coalition that are able to influence policy outcomes. Individuals outside this circle are 

not the targets of the policy. Implications above may shed light on the kinds of 

conditions that will lead authoritarian regimes to cooperate. 

In authoritarian regimes, parties outside the ruling cliques hardly receive 

sufficient benefits from their leaders. Political or religious opposition parties cannot 

compete with the incumbent for securing power. Following Bueno de Mesquito et al’s 

perspective, though such groups are a part of the selectorate, policymaking interests 

seldom benefit them. Instead, they go to the small winning coalition. Sometimes, in 

search of their political ambitions, those groups will rise up to resist the incumbent by 

means of violence. In order to solve internal discontent, authoritarian leaders often 

choose to repress the opposition. Because the ruling power does not come from all 

constituents of the selectorate, authoritarian leaders are less likely to take care of their 

welfare. In order to survive, they have incentives to quash those who challenge their 

power directly and indirectly. Benson and Kugler argue that political violence is more 

likely to occur in the presence of power parity between the government and its 

opposition.34 In order to survive, the authoritarian government will strive to keep 

opposition forces from growing strong enough to challenge their authorities. 

Repression on opposition groups also serves the interest of the winning coalition in 

authoritarian regimes by making them feel more secure. Appeasement of opposition 

outside their circle may risk redistributing interests once held by the winning coalition, 

and thus give them reasons to challenge the authority in authoritarian regimes. Those 

                                                      
32 Barbara Geddes, "What do we know about democratization after twenty years?," Annual Review of 

Political Science, Vol. 2, No. 1, 1999. 
33 Brandon J Kinne, "Decision Making in Autocratic Regimes: A Poliheuristic Perspective," 

International Studies Perspectives, Vol. 6, No. 1, 2005. 
34 Michelle Benson and Jacek Kugler, "Power Parity, Democracy, and the Severity of Internal 

Violence," Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 42, No. 1, 1998. 
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regimes, as a consequence, will exploit resources to keep oppositions from growing in 

order to protect their regime. Authoritarian regimes have incentives to repel the 

opposition. In this regard, international organizations that assist autocrats to crack 

down on opposition groups become an attractive option for foreign policies. When 

opposition forces within a region support each other to challenge authoritarian 

regimes of that region, it will be beneficial for leaders to cooperate with each other to 

crack down the potential threats to their political survival. Combining the above 

argument, authoritarian regimes will initiate cooperative foreign policies to avoid 

losing power when they face challenges from domestic oppositions. 

In the next section, I adopt a game-theoretic model to examine the mechanism 

behind the strategic behaviors among SCO countries in dealing with domestic 

oppositions that would directly or indirectly threaten the political survival of their 

autocratic regime. The model shows that through cooperation they can assist each 

other to reduce the likelihood of challenges to their political power in the long run. 

 

A STAG HUNT GAME 

 

 In order to offer a deeper rational explanation of Beijing’s strategic thinking in 

its cooperative behaviors toward Central Asia, I adopt a game-theoretical analysis, a 

stag hunt game. A stag hunt game involves a group of hunters who are trying to 

capture a stag. If they cooperate with each other, all of them will eat well. If one of 

them defects to catch a passing hare, he will eat lightly and none of the other hunters 

will eat well. If all of them chase hares, everyone will eat lightly. In a one-round stag 

hunt game, the temptation to defect to protect against the defection of others is 

balanced by the strong universal preference for a stag over a hare.35 Cooperation, 

however, will be achieved only when hunters believe that others will keep their 

commitments. If not, hunters will have the incentive to defect. As a consequence, the 

possibility for defection will appear sometimes. In a stag hunt game, one’s rational 

choice depends on his belief toward how others will act. If he anticipates cooperation 

by his counterpart, he will join the cooperative scheme and risk the defection of others. 

If he anticipates defection, he will defect as well. In this game, there are two Nash 

equilibria, which are both stag hunting and hare hunting.36 

 

[Figure 1] 

 

                                                      
35 Kenneth Oye, "Explaining Cooperation under Anarchy: Hypotheses and Strategies," World Politics, 

Vol. 38, No. 1, 1986. 
36 Brian Skyrms, The stag hunt and the evolution of social structure (Cambridge, UK ; New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
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In figure 1,  is the payoff for both players if they both cooperate in this 

one-round game. In other words, both hunters will get  if they cooperate in trapping 

a stag.  is the payoff for both players if they defect and go catch a hare. In this 

setting, , which means trapping a stag can offer higher payoff to the hunters 

than defecting for a hare. If player A believes player B will cooperate in this game, 

then the best response for A is to cooperate, since getting  is better than . If A, 

however, believes B will defect, then the best reply for him is to defect as well since 

getting  is better than getting nothing. Although cooperation will make both players 

better off, this scenario is unlikely if no binding commitment exists to secure the 

belief system of cooperation. Which Nash Equilibrium will be reached depends on the 

strength of perception and belief. 

In a single-round stag hunt game, cooperation might sometimes occur but also 

sometimes fail. However, a repeated stag hunt game can offer a better payoff structure 

to sustain cooperation in the long run. In a repeated stag hunt game, the hunters form 

a permanent group. Together they will need to hunt for stags again and again in the 

future. In order to maintain a reputation of reliability for future cooperation, hunters 

will be less likely to defect in order to dispel others’ temptation to cheat. Therefore, a 

repeated game can help dispel hunters’ concerns about defection by others, and 

increase the likelihood of cooperation. In other words, the shadow of future 

cooperation will discourage hunters to cheat and ascertain hunters about others’ 

intention to cooperate. This discount factor anticipated by players in the game 

improves the likelihood of cooperation under an iterated scenario. 

 In an iterated game, we set the shadow of future as , where . The 

payoff in the first round equals to a one-round stag hunt game, which might be either 

 or 0. In the second round, the payoff would be  or 0 times a discount 

factor , which equals to , or 0. In order to sustain cooperation in each period, 

some strategies are needed to support each player’s cooperative behavior. Here I adopt 

two commonly used strategies called grim trigger and tit-for-tat (TIT) strategies. A 

grim trigger strategy states that a player will defect forever if the other player defects. 

A TIT strategy states that a player’s strategy depends on the other player’s strategy in 

the previous round. For example, if B plays a TIT strategy in a repeated game, he will 

defect in the second round if A defected in the first round; otherwise, he will 

cooperate. 

 If A and B both cooperate in every game, then they will both get a payoff of 

 in the long run. If A defects in the first round while both players play a grim 

strategy, then player B will defect in the second round and forever. Anticipating that B 

will defect in the next round, A will see it to his best interest to defect as well because 

getting  in the second round is better than getting nothing. Therefore, A will also 
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defect forever. In such a scenario player A will get  in the end. If A defects in 

the first round while both players play a TIT strategy, then B will defect in the next 

round, but A will cooperate since player B cooperated in the previous round. In this 

case, player A will get  in the end. Calculating these three payoffs, the 

payoff of  is greater than , which is greater than . For a 

rational player, cooperation in a repeated stag hunt game will bring more benefit than 

would defection. With a discounted factor, or the shadow of future, cooperation 

among players can be sustained.37 

 

[Table 1] 

 

 Adopting a repeated game of stag hunt, we can find the mechanism of why 

China has actively sought to cooperate with its Central Asian neighbors under a 

multilateral framework of Shanghai Cooperation Organization. All six SCO members 

were facing similar domestic challenges before the SCO was founded. For those 

countries, violent aspiration for separatism and Islamic extremism were two 

threatening domestic challenges. Some of these groups have aimed to topple heir 

governments while others sought independent status. In Central Asia, Islamic 

extremism tried to topple the incumbent for establishing an Islamic state. They 

collaborated with each other and even supported the Muslim Uyghurs in Xinjiang, a 

province of China, to seek independence.38 Confronted with domestic unrest, some 

countries had trouble cracking down such opposition parties due to the lack of 

military capabilities and intelligence. Their physical remoteness also posed a 

hindrance. While newly independent Central Asian states lacked sufficient forces to 

crack down the Islamist extremism, China couldn’t afford to deploy strong forces to 

the remote frontier to repress the separatist aspiration. China fears that if the Central 

Asian countries fail to resist subversive forces, chaos will spread to China and further 

boost the strength of Uyghurs’ aspiration. These countries could not have effectively 

countered such threats without a region-wide framework of cooperation. Under such 

circumstances, security concerns effectively induced them to engage in regional 

cooperation.39 

 The problem of separatism and extremism in those countries is the stag in a 

repeated stag hunt game; the subversive groups within each country are hares. If all 

states choose to catch hares, that is, to crack down only unrest on their soil and ignore 

                                                      
37 For the calculation of payoff, see appendix 1. 
38 Pete Lentini, 'The Shanghai Cooperation Organization and Central Asia,' in Marika Vicziany, David 

P. Wright-Neville and Peter Lentini eds. Regional security in the Asia Pacific : 9/11 and after 

(Cheltenham, UK ; Northhampton, MA: E. Elgar, 2004). 
39 Lillian Craig Harris, "Xinjiang, Central Asia and the Implications for China’s Policy in the Islamic 

World," The China Quarterly, Vol. 133, No. 1, 1993. 
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other parties that pose a threat to their neighbors, they cannot achieve the goal of 

stabilizing the whole region due to the lack of capabilities, resources, and channels. 

Recognizing that the violent movements are supported across the entire region, these 

countries realized that dealing separatists and dissidents by themselves and within 

their own territory will not cut off the support that the oppositions enjoy from parties 

in other countries. Only when leaders cooperate and retaliate against separatism and 

extremism together as a whole can they effectively crack down on movements across 

the region and eliminate external support for such extremist groups. This resembles 

hunters collaboratively setting up traps in their responsible range to catch the big stag. 

 

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 

 

 In the preceding part of this thesis I elaborated on the mechanism behind the 

establishment the SCO, which was founded to eradicate extremist movements in the 

region. In this section I investigate whether empirical support can be found. Aside 

from the main argument, I also test whether the SCO has successfully addressed 

China’s likely concerns about Washington’s energy security and presence in the 

region, as well as its hopes to deepen trade relationship and create a collective identity 

in Central Asia. I use one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to compare the means 

of variables before and after the establishment of the SCO. If the hypothesis holds, the 

result should show statistically significant differences between means, which then 

support the arguments that the SCO has successfully dealt with the problems 

mentioned above. Following the statistical analysis, a qualitative review of the 

establishment of the SCO is presented. 

 

Statistical Analysis 

 

All variables of interests have their dyadic nature, which represent bilateral 

relationships between China and each of its Central Asian counterpart.40 Here I define 

and operationalize six variables, which are SCO, SEPARATISM, USTROOP, TRADE, 

UNVOTE and OIL. The data collected is from 1992, when Central Asia became 

independent from the former Soviet Union, to 2009. The variable SCO represents the 

establishment of the organization. The SCO in each dyadic data after 2001 is coded 1 

and 0 otherwise.  

The variable SEPARATISM aims to approximate the level of extremist 

movements concerned by leaders of the six SCO members. Here I refer to Minorities 

                                                      
40 Although SCO is a multilateral organizations, in China’s perspective, SCO should help to forge 

positive bilateral relationships. In terms of trade, for example, SCO should help to increase China’s 

import-export volume with each of the five countries. 
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at Risk Project (MAR) maintained by the Center for International Development and 

Conflict Management at Maryland University.41 Most of the domestic subversive 

activities in the region, whether they are called “terrorism,” “extremism,” or 

“separatism,” involve minorities in the region who seek to break away from their 

sovereigns. In this respect, MAR data can reflect the nature of the issue. Due to the 

limited time frame of the MAR, only data from 1992 to 2006 can be sorted out. 

Among those minorities, I look at those who actively engaged in cross-border 

movements and sought greater autonomous or independent status in all six countries. 

They are the Chechens, Tartars, Ingush, Komyks, and Tuvinians in Russia; Russians 

and Uzbeks in Tajikistan; Russians and Uzbeks in Kyrgyzstan; Russians and Tajiks in 

Uzbekistan; Russians in Kazakhstan; and Hui Muslim and Turkmen in China. I use 

the MAR dataset to track down the number of mass protests and rebellious incidents 

conducted by these minority groups. MAR codes both mass protests and rebellion 

incidents in terms of their scales from 1 to 7 within each year. I add both the scale of 

mass protest and rebellion conducted by minority groups within the same country to 

represent the intensity of their challenges to their governments. In each dyad, I sum up 

the separatism index of China and its counterparts to represent challenges from 

separatist movements sensed by China. If the hypothesis holds, I expect to see fewer 

minorities challenging governments of China and its counterpart in each dyad after 

2001 due to the emergence of the SCO. This gives support to the argument that 

eradicating cross-border separatists is what China expected the SCO to contribute. 

 Aside from the main variable of interest, four other variables are operationalized 

to test alternative arguments. The data ranges from 1992 to 2009. To test the realist 

perspective, I define the variable USPOWER as U.S. military presence in Central Asia. 

If China intended to use the SCO as a way to increase its influence in Central Asia 

and then fend off Washington’s growing influence, U.S. military deployment in the 

region should have decreased after 2001. The data comes from DoD Personnel & 

Procurement Statistics, which reports the number of U.S. active duty military 

personnel deployment in each country.42 The liberalism perspective argues a positive 

correlation between trade and peace, irrespective of the casual direction. Therefore, 

should this rationale hold, the level of bilateral trade between China and its 

counterpart should have improved after 2001. The data of bilateral trade, TRADE, 

comes from Correlate of War Project and is measured as the log of the sum of total 

trade of each dyad as a percentage of China’s GDP.43 From a constructivist 

                                                      
41 Victor Asal, Amy Pate and Jonathan Wilkenfeld, 'Minorities at Risk Organizational Behavior Data 

and Codebook Version 9/2008,'(2008), http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/mar/data.asp. 
42 See U.S. Military Personnel Statistics, DoD Personnel & Procurement Statistics at 

http://siadapp.dmdc.osd.mil/personnel/MILITARY/miltop.htm 
43 Katherine Barbieri and Omar Keshk. 2012., 'Correlates of War Project Trade Data Set Codebook, 

Version 3.0.,'(2012), http://correlatesofwar.org. 
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perspective, SCO members and the institution itself will influence each other. If such 

argument holds, differences of world views between China and its counterparts should 

be salient before and after 2001. I code this variable, IDENITY, by using United 

Nations General Assembly Voting Data maintained by Anton Strezhnev and Erik 

Voeten, which documents the sameness of voting patterns between two countries.44  

Last, I include an issue linkage theorem to test whether the SCO is used as a 

platform to reach objectives other than security issues. Some analysts consider the 

SCO as a platform to facilitate China’s energy diplomacy in Central Asia.45 The SCO, 

in this regard, is able to link other issues with collective security concerns in this 

region. For instance, by refusing to provide necessary assistance to deal with domestic 

unrest, a stronger state can threaten weaker ones to accept agreements on other issues 

through this multilateral platform. Even if the shared perceived threat from separatism 

disappears, this established forum might leave institutional assets that are able to 

adapt to new environments, such as cooperation on energy issues.46 According to this 

theorem, I include a variable, OIL, to investigate China’s oil imports from the region. 

If energy cooperation is another function inside the SCO, China should seek deeper 

cooperation with Central Asian countries and treat this regional organization as a 

functional platform for negotiating future energy cooperation.47 As a consequence, 

China’s oil imports from the Caspian Sea countries should have increased after the 

emergence of the SCO. The data comes from China Customs Statistical Yearbook 

from 1990 to 2009.48 

 

Statistical Results 

 

 Table 2 reports the results of one-way ANOVA used to test for variables 

differences before and after 2001 when SCO was established. The column “Mean1” 

reports the mean of variable dated before 2001 while “Mean2” reports the mean after 

2001. Due to the possibility of violating the assumption of homoscedasticity in each 

group, I also conduct Levene’s test to check the assumption, as well as use 

Brown–Forsythe test to perform a robustness check. The results of both the F test and 

Brown–Forsythe test show strong statistical significance in four dyad. Levels of 

                                                      
44 Anton Strezhnev and Erik Voeten, 'United Nations General Assembly Voting Data,'(2013), 

http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/12379. 
45 Ariel Cohen, "After the G-8 Summit: China and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization," China 

and Eurasia Forum Quarterly, Vol. 4, No. 1, 2006. 
46 Celeste A. Wallander, "Institutional Assets and Adaptability: NATO After the Cold War," 

International Organization, Vol. 54, No. 1, 2000. 
47 One should be aware of that energy, being a resource sustaining a rising power, can be seen as a 

realist factor as well. 
48 Zhongguo hai guan tong ji nian jian ('China Customs Statistics Yearbook') (Beijing, China: 

Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo hai guan zong shu ('General Administration of Customs of the People's 

Republic of China'), 1990-2009). 
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separatism differ in a sense that the average level of separatist movements is lower 

after the emergence of the SCO. In Russia’s case, although the level of statistical 

significance (p-value=.098) is weaker than the other four dyad, it is acceptable, which 

means that it is plausible that the level of separatist movements has also shown some 

signs of reduction. 

From the realist and commercial liberalist perspectives, I only find little 

statistical support for their arguments. The number of U.S. military personnel 

deployed in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan before and after 2001 are statistically 

different but not in line with China’s hope. Instead, the average number of U.S. 

personnel in both countries increased albeit the total numbers were not great. In fact, 

the average number of U.S. military personnel increased in four countries except 

Russia. At least, it seems plausible to conclude that the SCO does not successfully 

address China’s power politics concerns. In addition, the scale of international trades 

between China and Central Asia has not seen significant improvement according to 

the statistical results. Statistical analysis only found support in improvement of 

China’s trade relations with Kazakhstan and Tajikistan. Trade relations with Russia 

and Uzbekistan have worsened, or at least did not improve, after 2001. The result fails 

to support studies that treat the SCO as a venue for greater scale of trade relationship 

between China and Central Asia.49 

From the constructivist perspective, both the F test and Brown–Forsythe test 

offer strong statistical significance in all five dyadic relationship that the sameness of 

voting behaviors in the General Assembly of the United Nations (UNGA) increased 

after 2001 with a large difference. The distance of perceptions toward world affairs 

between China and its Central Asian counterparts, and even with Russia, greatly 

narrowed. Recognizing that UNGA used democratic procedure to influence a variety 

of global issues, the result supports the arguments that the SCO can promote 

authoritarian norms by acting collaboratively against democratic norms.50 For 

China’s oil diplomacy in Central Asia, I only report China’s crude oil (HS Code 

27090000) import from Russia and Kazakhstan because no oil imports from 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan were reported to the General Administration 

of Customs. Of those, oil imported from Kazakhstan only started in 1997 Because the 

China-Kazakhstan case does not pass the assumption of homoscedasticity, I interpret 

the mean difference using a Brown–Forsythe test score, which shows statistical 

significance (Brown–Forsythe test score: 11.278, p=.007). It implies that the average 

                                                      
49 For example, see positive evaluation in Jing-Dong Yuan, "China's Role in Establishing and Building 

the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)," Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 19, No. 1, 2010. 

p.859. 
50 Thomas Ambrosio, 'Catching the ‘Shanghai Spirit’: How the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

Promotes Authoritarian Norms in Central Asia.' 
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volume of crude oil imports from Kazakhstan is significantly different before and 

after the emergence of the SCO. It increased from an average of 417.36 before 2001 

to 4,277 thousand tons after 2001. The China-Russia case is similar, which sees an 

even greater improvement. The findings give support to those who see the SCO as a 

useful platform for China to tap energy in the Caspian Sea. In sum, I find statistical 

significance supporting the arguments that the SCO, for China, is envisaged to deal 

with domestic separatist movements, as well as improving collective identity with its 

Central Asian counterparts and securing more energy imports from the resource-rich 

region. 

 

[Table 2] 

 

China, Central Asia and Regional Cooperation 

 

 In this section I trace the development of the SCO and aim to provide qualitative 

evidence to support the main argument that the SCO is devised to deal with separatist 

movements that threaten the political survival of autocratic leaders of SCO members. 

Central Asia Joins the World 

 Shanghai Cooperation Organization is an intergovernmental organization 

founded on June 15, 2001. Its members include China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. Since 2000 years ago, people living in this region 

had been connected by the fabled Silk Road. External relations for these states, except 

China, were severed after they became part of Czarist Russia and then the Soviet 

Union.51 Since the dissolution of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 

1991, former Soviet republics have become new independent states. Prior to their 

independence, they were isolated, and any foreign contact was controlled by the 

USSR. Also, there were almost no direct communications or transport links with and 

between adjacent countries. As a consequence, these countries were without 

experienced diplomats and foreign policy experts when they sought to join the 

international community after gaining their independence. Without the USSR’s shelter, 

they had to adapt themselves to survive in an anarchic world and secure their 

interests.52 They expected to position themselves appropriately, identify friends and 

partners around the world, and have a voice in the international arena. For these newly 

independent authoritarian states, one of the primary goals was to secure domestic 

political power amidst uncertain and unstable internal and external environments. The 

                                                      
51 Chien-peng Chung, "The Shanghai Co-operation Organization: China’s Changing Influence in 

Central Asia," The China Quarterly, Vol. 180, No. 1, 2004. 
52 Shirin Akiner, "Regional Cooperation in Central Asia," Economic developments and reforms in 

cooperation partner countries, Colloquium/Colloque 2001, NATO, Vol., No. 1, 2001. 
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policies that they carried out reflected this concern, and consolidated their 

authoritarian regimes. 

 In response to these challenges, these Central Asian countries first established 

diplomatic relations with United States, Europe, and Asian countries. They also 

sought to secure international recognition by joining international organizations. 

These five Central Asian countries were formally admitted as member states of the 

United Nations on March 2, 1992, and since then they have actively participated in 

many organizations affiliated with the UN. In addition, joining regional organizations 

was another one of their top policy goals. After breaking away from the USSR, 

countries that neighbored the Central Asian states, such as Afghanistan, India, Iran, 

and Pakistan, expected to engage and cooperate with Central Asia through regional 

organizations. Although the USSR had collapsed, Russia still wanted to exert 

influence on its former republics through multilateral cooperation in economic, 

defensive, and external affairs. As a result, the Commonwealth of Independent States 

(CIS) whose members included eleven former Soviet republics was established 

toward the end of 1991. Because they only possessed limited resources and governing 

capability after their independence, countries in Central Asia could not rely solely on 

themselves to survive in the world. The CIS thus served as a regional mechanism 

through which they could achieve cooperation. Under the framework of the CIS, 

several regional organizations such as the Eurasian Economic Community (EEC) and 

the Central Asian Economic Forum (CAFE) were established with the goal to create 

custom unions and integrate their respective governments into the global economic 

institutions.53 In addition to these CIS-affiliated organizations, in 1992 Central Asian 

states joined the Tehran-based Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), which 

aimed to facilitate economic and trading cooperation with Central Asia.54 Through 

the ECO, Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey sought to deepen interaction with energy sectors 

in Central Asia and facilitate the trade of energy resources.55 As these examples 

reveal, during the 1990s many regional organizations focusing on Central Asian 

affairs were established. On the one hand, the newly independent countries in this 

region strove to secure foreign relations with the outside world through IOs; on the 

other hand, many other countries coveted their potential strategic, economic, and 

energy resources. Although there were many regional organizations emerging then, 

none of them were effective. Against this backdrop, the Shanghai Cooperation 

                                                      
53 For example, the article 2 of the Agreement on Foundation of Eurasian Economic Community 

prescribes that “The purpose of formation of the EAEC is for the Contracting Parties to effectively 

promote the process of formation of the Customs Union and the Single Economic Space.” 
54 Paul Kubice, "Regionalism, Nationalism and Realpolitik in Central Asia," Europe-Asia Studies, Vol. 

49, No. 1, 1997. 
55 Kaveh Afrasiabi, 'Economic Cooperation Organization Presses Energy Initiative,' EurasiaNet, Dec. 

5, 2000. 
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Organization was created, and it has surprisingly become a prominent and functional 

organization that attracted the attention of other Asian countries such as India, Iran, 

and Pakistan. 

 

Border Disputes and Separatism 

 

Before the emergence of the SCO, territorial disputes and threats from separatist 

movements troubled Central Asian states and the bilateral relationship between them 

and China. During the 1990s, the Chinese government was troubled by unclear border 

demarcations with its Central Asian neighbors. The unrest in Xinjiang also further 

aggravated the situation in the northwest frontier, raising the cost for Beijing to claim 

the region. Deng Xiaoping once said that “on a border this long … if the issue of 

ethnic minorities is not resolved, then the matter of national defense cannot be 

settled.”56 The Chinese government believed that if it could acquire assistance from 

adjacent countries, the separatist problem in its own provinces could be managed 

more effectively. Based on the unsolved border disputes at the time, however, deeper 

cooperation with Central Asia was still unlikely. 

The goal of the East Turkestan Independence Movement, which formed in 

Xinjiang, was to wrest the region away from Chinese control. They had been accused 

by China of launching several armed attacks against the government, military 

facilities, and innocent civilians.57 They allegedly received resources and supports 

from Islamic extremist groups in Central Asia and Taliban under Afghanistan’s 

protection,58 while other Central Asian states were facing threats from this Uyghur 

separatist movement. These Uyghur communities have been cooperating with each 

other, aspiring to establish an independent state called “Turkestan.”59 Aside from the 

East Turkestan Independence Movement, several other Islamic extremist groups in 

Central Asia, such as Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) in Ferghana Valley and 

the Hizb-ut-Tahrir that harbor the vision of establishing an Islamic Caliphate in 

Central Asia, have also been accused of colluding with the Taliban (Rashid, 2002).60 

They collaborated with each other on several terrorist attacks inside Central Asia and 

                                                      
56 Xiaoping Deng, Deng Xiaoping Wenxuan ('Deng Xiaoping’s Selected Works') (Beijing: Remin 

Chubanshe, 1994). 
57 'Beijing's claims of Xinjiang violence rejected by critics,' Taipei Times, Sep 07, 2005, 2005. 
58 Marika Vicziany, 'Islamic Terrorism in Xinjiang,' in Marika Vicziany, David P. Wright-Neville and 

Peter Lentini eds. Regional security in the Asia Pacific : 9/11 and after (Cheltenham, UK ; 

Northhampton, MA: E. Elgar, 2004). 
59 Robert G. Sutter, Chinese foreign relations : power and policy since the Cold War (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2008). p. 316-17. 
60 The Islamic extremism mentioned here includes Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) in 

Ferghana Valley and Hizb-ut-Tahrir that harbor the vision of establishing an Islamic Caliphate in 

Central Asia. For more detail, see Ahmed Rashid, Jihad : the rise of militant Islam in Central Asia 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
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seriously undermined the authority of their governments. This common concern 

ultimately prompted China and the Central Asian countries to collaboratively crack 

down separatist movements. As a consequence, China was more willing to settle 

territorial disputes with Central Asian states, which in return would prevent the 

Uyghur movement from strengthening. After the collapse of the USSR, Beijing had 

the opportunity to assertively reclaim the territory of 34,000 square kilometers from 

Central Asian countries. However, to improve their relationship with Central Asia, 

China chose to make huge concessions in the territorial negotiation in return for 

acquiring assistance to crush regional separatist movements. Since the internal unrest 

was a major threat to the security of the communist regime, Beijing was forced to 

cooperate with adjacent countries to settle territorial disputes and separatist issues.61 

When unrests in Xinjiang became a grave threat, Beijing, from the end of 1991 

to 1995, started negotiating with Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan as a 

group to settle territorial disputes.62 In April 26, 1996, a summit with the heads of 

these five countries was held in Shanghai. During the summit they signed “The 

Agreement on Deepening Military Trust in Border Regions,” which announced that 

they would put behind boundary disputes involving China, and turn to other issues of 

mutual interest and concern.63 One year later, they further signed “The Treaty on 

Reduction of Military Forces in Border Regions” in Moscow. This multilateral 

negotiating framework, agreed upon by the five states, was subsequently called the 

“Shanghai Five.” Under the agreement, from 1994 to 1999, armies that had been 

stationed along the disputed borders were to be gradually withdrawn. China also made 

huge concessions during the negotiation. Beijing only reclaimed 22 percent of the 

disputed lands from Kazakhstan and 32 percent from Tajikistan.64 But China 

consequently received promises from other members to crack down on Uyghur 

separatists in their own countries.65 This showed that the basis of the multilateralism 

between China and Central Asia was to make concession on territorial disputes in 

exchange for collectively solving the problem of separatism. 

 

Creation of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

 

After the territorial issues were addressed in the Shanghai Five framework, the 

                                                      
61 M. Taylor Fravel, "Regime Insecurity and International Cooperation," International Security, Vol. 30, 

No. 1, 2005. 
62 Ibid. p.78. 
63 Chien-peng Chung, 'The Shanghai Co-operation Organization: China’s Changing Influence in 

Central Asia.' p.900. 
64 M. Taylor Fravel, 'Regime Insecurity and International Cooperation.' p.80. 
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countries involved started building the mutual trust needed to broaden the scope of 

multilateralism. After the admission of Uzbekistan as the sixth member on June 15, 

2001, the Shanghai Five evolved into the “Shanghai Cooperation Organization” 

(SCO). During the conference, all of the six members signed the “Declaration on 

Establishment of Shanghai Cooperation Organization” and “The Shanghai 

Convention on Fighting Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism.” Article 6 stipulated 

that all members shall cooperate and assist each other through various ways, such as 

the exchange of information and experience and the training of military forces. The 

content of this declaration showed that their goals were not limited to cooperation in 

fighting terrorism, separatism, and extremism, but they also anticipated to broaden the 

scope of regional cooperation to include political, economic, cultural, scientific, and 

technological issues. Many of the summits that followed focused on combating 

problems of extremism, crime, and the trafficking of illegal narcotics. For example, 

on June 17, 2004, the heads of six states signed and adopted “Agreement among the 

member states of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation on combating the trafficking 

of illegal narcotics and psychotropic substances” and “Convention on privileges and 

immunities of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation.” 

On the eve of the Summit of Heads of State of 2004, the “SCO Regional 

antiterrorist structure” (RATS) was established in Tashkent. In addition to SCO 

Secretariat, RATS was one of the two permanent functioning bodies in action under 

the SCO framework. Its coordination function can strengthen mutual beliefs among 

members regarding their resolve to tackle separatist or terrorist movements. This 

might reflect that the core objective so far does not divert from the main tasks of 

Shanghai Five. The Tashkent Declaration of Heads of Member States of Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization stated that “SCO member states will strengthen cooperation 

in security field, with the purpose of increasing efficiency of countering against 

terrorism, separatism and extremism and protecting their common interests. The 

Heads of States make note of the expediency of carrying out of joint antiterrorist 

exercises with the participation of law enforcement bodies and special services aimed 

at strengthening coordination in struggle against these threats.” Aside from signing 

security agreements, under the SCO framework, joint military drills in combating 

regional extremism had been regularly conducted since 2002. For example, in 2002, 

China and Kyrgyzstan jointly conducted an anti-terrorism drill on their border. In 

2003, China, Kazakhstanm, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan jointly conducted an 

anti-terrorism drill. In 2005, China and Russia jointly conducted a military drill for 

the first time under the SCO framework. In 2006, China and Tajikistan jointly 

conducted anti-terrorism drills. 

As the repeated game-theoretic model would predict, Russia, China, and the 
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Central Asian states need a regional institution to deal with the stag, which in our 

study is represented by extremism, separatism, and terrorism; each of them could not 

achieve this alone. If they did not act as soon as possible, the discounted factor would 

cost governments more for the problem, which means that the later they start 

cooperation, the higher the cost and the lower the payoff.  

The shadow of the future, in this regard, can effectively encourage them to build 

up cooperation framework, which in the beginning was the Shanghai Five and later 

the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. With the basic cooperation principles set by 

the Shanghai Five, the countries involved went further to deepen their cooperation in 

repressing domestic unrests through the sharing of information, experience, and law 

enforcement bodies. Though the SCO is expected to expand its current scope, the 

initial goal of the members was to eliminate the immediate threats against their 

regimes. In our model, an authoritarian regime whose legitimacy is precarious cares 

more about surviving rather than providing public goods; therefore, the SCO’s 

survival and expansion may result from its effectiveness in helping its authoritarian 

members to survive domestic challenges. The goal of other regional organizations, 

such as CAFE, EEC, or ECO, however, were seen as less attractive to these 

authoritarian states because they aimed at facilitating economic or trade issues, 

objectives which did not have much priority. Such explanation might shed light on 

why the SCO is more successful than other regional organizations in Central Asia. 

  

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

In this paper, I tested the validity of several IR theories that seek to explain 

China’s active stance in boosting its relationship with Central Asian countries through 

the establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. The result shows that 

domestic unrest indeed constituted a threat that forced Beijing to seek security 

cooperation with its neighbors. Such finding further corroborates with China 

specialists’ argument that domestic unrests constitute a great challenge to Beijing. 

Although China is an authoritarian country, it cannot act at will as its leadership is 

bound by internal politics. Domestic factors have certainly played important roles in 

shaping Beijing’s foreign policy. Aside from separatism, other problems that affect 

China’s external behavior are the power struggle within the party, nationalism, and 

rural protests. Currently there is much literature that advances these hypotheses, but 

they fall short of theoretical foundation and valid empirical evidence. Further research 

should put more emphasis on the relationship between China’s domestic factors and 

its foreign policies and run tests with falsifiable data. In this way we can make better 

contributions by testing existing arguments. Aside from domestic factors, I also find 
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that constructivist, and issue linkage arguments, can account for China’s Central 

Asian policy. Such finding implies that authoritarian norms might have started to gain 

more importance around the globe. With several other autocratic countries currently 

participating in the SCO as observers, such phenomenon might further develop and 

acquire the capabilities to counter Western norms in other international organizations. 

China’s oil diplomacy in Central Asia also works well, which is beneficial to the 

Chinese economy but might trigger more serious competition among emerging 

countries in securing energy from the Caspian Sea. A new Great Game becomes more 

likely.  

This research also offers some policy implication for countries that seek a stake 

in Central Asia. Since countering extremism, separatism, and terrorism are matters of 

great concern to SCO members, those who encourage these movements may not find 

any support. When Russia tried to legitimize the secession movements in Abkhaz and 

South Ossetia of Georgia by seeking recognition from the SCO in 2008, all of the 

other members refused to endorse Moscow’s action.66 Russia’s bilateral relations with 

Central Asian states are an issue of interest. Since there are reasons for former Soviet 

republics to worry about Russian-sponsored secession on their soil, provoking these 

issues may further alienate Central Asia from Moscow’s influence. In addition, 

Washington may continue to seek security cooperation with Central Asian countries 

since the SCO does not seem to create significant obstacles to U.S. military 

deployment in the region. Because domestic energy insecurity also constitutes a 

problem for the United States and European Union, they may continue to expand their 

influence in Central Asia without triggering China’s realist nerve. 

It remains skeptical that the SCO will become a NATO in the East. Once the 

separatist problems are successfully managed, the legitimacy and function of the SCO 

may disappear. If security issues disappear in the future, cooperation in exchanging 

energy resources may become a critical pillar to sustaining the SCO. According to the 

findings in this paper, China’s energy issue seems to have relaxed a bit after the 

creation of the SCO. To China, the major player in the SCO, energy cooperation with 

Central Asia is more important than trade. In this respect, countries that seek natural 

resources in this region through seeking membership in the SCO might face 

opposition from Beijing. Because the quantity of resources is fixed and finite, fewer 

competitors in the SCO will best serve China’s interests. In this regard, the SCO is not 

likely to accept more members, since no country can be accepted if there is even one 

dissenting party. China may be inclined to oppose the enlargement of the SCO. 

For academic purposes, this research examines how authoritarian institutions 

                                                      
66 Mark N. Katz, 'Russia and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization: Moscow's Lonely Road from 

Bishkek to Dushnbe,' Eurasian Insight, Sept. 3, 2008  
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trigger cooperative behaviors. Such institutions exert a greater influence on 

authoritarian leaders than expected since seeking domestic survival should be the 

most important task for the regime. This reveals that the linkage between comparative 

political theories of authoritarian regimes and international relations theories are a 

promising path for scholars to explore further. Different types of authoritarian regimes 

have different domestic institutions and might therefore behave differently. 

Consequently further investigation of different institutional features among military 

juntas, one-party states, personalistic regimes, monarchies, and theocracies should be 

conducted to study their relationship with foreign policies. An open mind is also 

needed while assessing authoritarian leaders’ behaviors. Sometimes they enact a 

policy not at their own discretion, as argued by people with dichotomous judgment 

toward democracy and non-democracy, but from their rational calculation of interests 

that weighs the repercussions caused by the domestic politics. An authoritarian regime 

is not destined to be intransigent. From this research we can see that under certain 

circumstances, autocrats compromise. 

 

APPENDIX 

 

The sum of payoff for player A under a scenario of continuous cooperation equals 

 
Let  

 

 

Give the discounted factor ,  

 
 

The sum of payoff for player A under a scenario of grim trigger equals 

 

Using the same method, we can find the sum of payoff equals  

The sum of payoff for player A under a scenario of tit for tat equals 

 
Let     
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Give ,   

 
 

Table 1. A Repeated Stag Hunt Game 

 Cooperation Grim Trigger Tit for Tat 

A’s strategy C, C, C, C D, D, D, D D, C, D, C 

B’s strategy C, C, C, C C, D, D, D C, D, C, D 

A’s Payoff* 
   

* See Appendix for the calculation of A’s payoff 
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Table 2. ANOVA Test Results 

SEPARATISM N Mean1 Mean2 Levene F Test B-F Test 

CHN-KAZ 15 7.67 2.17 .524 40.642* 46.144* 

CHN-KYZ 15 9.00 4.00 .864 18.281* 18.987* 

CHN-RUS 15 19.78 15.83 .425 3.188 4.042 

CHN-TAJ 15 6.89 1.67 .341 26.467* 32.038* 

CHN-UZB 15 6.00 2.00 .308 28.800* 26.916* 

USTROOP       

CHN-KAZ 18 6.90 8.00 4.292 .424 .485 

CHN-KYZ 18 2.80 8.88 .442 5.141* 4.493* 

CHN-RUS 18 71.90 65.63 .129 .694 .723 

CHN-TAJ 18 .40 2.63 71.614* 4.279 7.262 

CHN-UZB 18 1.10 3.88 7.654* 9.161* 7.855* 

TRADE (log)       

CHN-KAZ 18 -2.764 -2.353 4.726* 29.649* 26.745* 

CHN-KYZ 18 -3.628 -3.569 1.279 .158 .136 

CHN-RUS 18 -1.715 -1.743 2.440 .258 .299 

CHN-TAJ 18 -4.518 -4.038 3.624 13.693* 12.213* 

CHN-UZB 18 -3.524 -3.284 2.789 3.986 4.457 

UNVOTE       

CHN-KAZ 18 .615 .805 5.830* 40.850* 48.107* 

CHN-KYZ 18 .639 .837 8.561* 20.927* 24.314* 

CHN-RUS 18 .506 .756 14.075* 15.649* 19.508* 

CHN-TAJ 18 .651 .849 4.289 11.323* 13.421* 

CHN-UZB 18 .317 .765 .841 20.302* 21.980* 

OIL 
      

CHN-KAZ 15 417.26 4,277.1 11.025* 3.963 11.278* 

CHN-RUS 19 386.91 114,54 13.072* 28.83* 40.085* 

       
 

* Statistical significance is smaller than .05 

Note: Column “N” is the sample size of each ANOVA test; column “Mean1” and “Mean2” are 

the average value before and after 2001; column “Levene”, “F Test” and “B-F Test” 

respectively report the Levene, F and Brown–Forsythe statistics 

 

Figure 1. A one-round Stag Hunt Game 
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