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    To the peoples of Eurasia—
From the vast steppes of Central Asia to the ancient civilizations of China and India, from the forests of Russia to the mountains of Iran—whose shared aspirations for peace, prosperity, and dignity transcend the boundaries imposed by geography and history.
And to future generations who will inherit the world we shape today, may they find in our efforts toward equal and orderly multipolarization the foundation for a more just and harmonious international order.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The true measure of civilization is not found in the dominance of one power over many, but in the harmony achieved when diverse nations come together as equals, respecting sovereignty while pursuing shared prosperity. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization represents not merely an alternative to Western hegemony, but a blueprint for how the world might organize itself when no single power claims the right to dictate terms to all others. In this new multipolar dawn, the 'Shanghai Spirit' offers hope that international relations can be governed by consultation rather than coercion, by mutual benefit rather than zero-sum competition."
— Dr Naim Tahir Baig
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The idea for this book emerged from a profound realization during my research into contemporary international relations: the world was witnessing a fundamental transformation in how nations organize themselves, yet Western academic discourse remained largely focused on traditional power structures and alliance systems. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), despite representing nearly half of humanity and encompassing the world's largest landmass, remained poorly understood and often mischaracterized in Western scholarship. This gap in understanding seemed particularly acute given the organization's growing influence and its articulation of alternative principles for international cooperation.

My scholarly journey with the SCO began several years ago when I recognized that President Xi Jinping's repeated calls for "equal and orderly multipolarization" represented more than diplomatic rhetoric—they constituted a coherent vision for reorganizing global governance along non-hegemonic principles. As I delved deeper into the organization's evolution from the Shanghai Five's border security arrangements to its current status as a comprehensive multilateral institution, I became convinced that the SCO deserved serious analytical attention not as an anti-Western bloc, but as a laboratory for alternative approaches to international relations.

This book represents the culmination of extensive research utilizing both primary and secondary sources. I have drawn heavily on official SCO documents, summit declarations, and charter provisions, examining them alongside academic analyses from institutions such as the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, policy reports from leading think tanks, and contemporary journalistic coverage of recent developments. Particular attention has been paid to the landmark 2025 Tianjin Summit, which marked a decisive moment in the SCO's evolution toward greater institutional coherence and global relevance.

The research methodology employed throughout this work prioritizes verifiable sources and maintains analytical objectivity while acknowledging different perspectives on the SCO's role and significance. I have been mindful of avoiding the twin pitfalls of uncritical acceptance of official narratives and dismissive Western characterizations that fail to engage seriously with the organization's stated principles and achievements. The goal has been to present a balanced assessment that recognizes both the SCO's accomplishments and its limitations.

In writing this book, I have been guided by the conviction that understanding the SCO is essential for comprehending the broader transformation of international relations in the 21st century. Whether one views the organization favorably or with skepticism, its influence on Eurasian geopolitics and its articulation of alternative governance principles cannot be ignored. The SCO's promotion of multipolarity, its emphasis on sovereign equality and non-interference, and its institutional innovations in areas ranging from counter-terrorism to cultural exchange all warrant serious scholarly attention.

I am deeply grateful to the many scholars, analysts, and practitioners whose work has informed this study. The research community working on Central Asian and Eurasian affairs has produced invaluable insights that have shaped my understanding of the region's complex dynamics. I particularly acknowledge the contributions of scholars associated with the Carnegie Endowment, whose rigorous analyses of SCO developments have provided essential context for this work. The journalists and policy analysts who have covered SCO summits and declarations have also provided crucial contemporary perspective on the organization's evolution.

This book would not have been possible without access to the extensive documentation maintained by the SCO Secretariat in Beijing and the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure in Tashkent. The organization's commitment to transparency in publishing summit declarations, joint statements, and cooperation agreements has facilitated scholarly research and analysis. I also acknowledge the valuable insights provided by academic conferences, policy seminars, and expert discussions that have enriched my understanding of the SCO's role in contemporary international relations.

The structure of this book reflects my conviction that the SCO can best be understood through a combination of historical analysis, theoretical examination, and contemporary case studies. Beginning with the organization's origins in post-Cold War border security arrangements, the analysis traces its evolution through successive expansions and institutional developments. Theoretical chapters examine the competing interpretations of multipolarization offered by Chinese and Russian leaders, while case studies demonstrate how SCO principles have been applied to specific regional challenges.

I hope this book will contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and its significance for international relations. As the global order continues to evolve, institutions like the SCO that embody alternative approaches to multilateral cooperation deserve serious analytical attention. Whether the SCO's vision of "equal and orderly multipolarization" will prove viable in practice remains to be seen, but its articulation and institutional embodiment represent important developments that scholars, policymakers, and informed citizens should understand.

The arguments presented in this book reflect my own analysis and interpretation of the available evidence. While I have strived for objectivity and balance, I recognize that assessments of contemporary geopolitical developments inevitably involve elements of judgment and perspective. I welcome scholarly debate and discussion of the themes and arguments presented here, as such engagement is essential for advancing our collective understanding of these complex and evolving phenomena.

Finally, I dedicate this work to all those who believe that international relations can be conducted on the basis of equality, mutual respect, and genuine multilateral cooperation. Whether or not the Shanghai Cooperation Organization ultimately succeeds in its stated mission, its attempt to institutionalize these principles represents a worthy endeavor that deserves our serious attention and analysis.

Dr Naim Tahir Baig
PDS&CE, Pakistan
September 2025
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Chapter 1: Introduction – Defining Multipolarization and the SCO's Role
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1.1 Conceptualizing "Equal and Orderly Multipolarization"

The post-Cold War era promised a unipolar moment of American hegemony, yet three decades later, the global order stands at a historic inflection point. The concentration of power in Washington's hands has given way to what Chinese President Xi Jinping terms "equal and orderly multipolarization of the world"¹—a vision that challenges the foundations of Western-dominated global governance. This concept, deeply embedded in Chinese foreign policy discourse since the early 2000s, has emerged as a cornerstone of Beijing's international strategy and represents a fundamental reimagining of how global power should be distributed and exercised.

At its core, "equal and orderly multipolarization" embodies a rejection of hegemonic dominance in favor of what Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi describes as a system where "every country or grouping of countries find its own place" in the global multipolar system.² The term "equal" signifies that all nations, regardless of size or economic strength, should enjoy equal rights, equal opportunities, and equal rules in international affairs. This principle directly challenges the traditional Western notion that great powers naturally assume greater responsibilities and privileges in global governance. As Wang Yi elaborated in 2024, "An equal multipolar world means equal rights, equal opportunities, and equal rules for every nation."³

The "orderly" component of this formulation is equally significant, representing China's vision of structured multipolarity governed by international law rather than anarchic competition. Xi Jinping emphasized at the 2025 Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) Summit in Tianjin that "an orderly multipolar world means all should observe the purposes and principles of the U.N. Charter, and uphold the universally recognized basic norms governing international relations."⁴ This framework explicitly rejects what Chinese leadership characterizes as "Cold War mentality" and "bullying practices"⁵—thinly veiled references to American foreign policy approaches.

The conceptual origins of this terminology can be traced to China's Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, first articulated in 1954: mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence.⁶ These principles have been consistently updated to address contemporary challenges, culminating in Xi Jinping's articulation of "building a community of shared future for mankind," which envisions a world where countries jointly manage global affairs democratically rather than through the dictates of the most powerful states.⁷

This Chinese conception of multipolarization diverges fundamentally from Western liberal internationalist models. Where Western frameworks often emphasize institutional constraints on sovereignty and the promotion of democratic values, Chinese multipolarization prioritizes sovereign equality and non-interference. The approach reflects what Andrew Nathan of Columbia University describes as China's strategic interest in regions where it does not wish to intervene itself—the farther from China's borders, the easier it becomes to match rhetoric with interests.⁸

The theoretical underpinnings of this approach extend beyond mere power politics to encompass what Beijing characterizes as "civilizational diversity." In his 2025 address to the SCO summit, Xi emphasized that the organization should "respect for diversity of civilizations" and reject attempts to impose "the house rules of a few countries" on others.⁹ This represents a direct challenge to the universalist assumptions underlying Western-led international institutions, proposing instead a pluralistic model of global governance that accommodates different political and economic systems.

1.2 The SCO as a Case Study

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization stands as the most concrete institutional embodiment of Chinese multipolarization theory in practice. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has evolved from a modest regional security arrangement among six Eurasian states into what Britannica describes as "the world's largest regional organization by geography and population, covering about 80 percent of the Eurasian landmass and 40 percent of the world population."¹⁰

The organization's demographic and economic weight provides compelling evidence of its significance in the emerging multipolar order. As of 2025, the SCO encompasses 10 full member states: Belarus, China, India, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.¹¹ Collectively, these nations represent approximately 3.5 billion people—roughly 42% of the global population—and account for approximately 25% of global GDP in nominal terms.¹² When measured by purchasing power parity, the SCO's economic significance becomes even more pronounced, with some estimates suggesting it represents over 36% of global economic output.¹³

The SCO's geographical scope is equally impressive, spanning what Russian President Vladimir Putin described at the 2025 Tianjin Summit as territory requiring "a new system of security in Eurasia" that would "replace the outdated Eurocentric and Euro-Atlantic models."¹⁴ This vast region encompasses critical energy resources, with the organization now controlling approximately 20% of the world's oil reserves and 44% of its natural gas following Iran's accession in 2023.¹⁵

The organization's institutional development reflects its growing ambition to serve as an alternative model of multilateral cooperation. The SCO Charter, signed in St. Petersburg in 2002, establishes as fundamental goals the "promotion of a new democratic, fair and rational political and economic international order" and the "strengthening of peace, security and stability in the region in the environment of developing political multipolarity."¹⁶ These objectives directly align with Chinese multipolarization discourse and position the organization as an explicit counterweight to Western-dominated institutions.

Recent developments underscore the SCO's expanding role in global governance. At the 2025 Tianjin Summit, Xi Jinping announced China would establish three major platforms for China-SCO cooperation in energy, green industry, and the digital economy, along with three major cooperation centers for scientific and technological innovation, higher education, and vocational education.¹⁷ He also pledged to establish an artificial intelligence application cooperation center and committed to increasing installed capacity of photovoltaic and wind power by 10 million kilowatts each over the next five years.¹⁸ These initiatives demonstrate how the SCO is positioning itself not merely as a regional security organization but as a comprehensive framework for economic and technological cooperation that could challenge Western-led institutions.

The organization's expansion beyond its original Central Asian focus illustrates its growing global ambitions. The admission of India and Pakistan in 2017, Iran in 2023, and Belarus in 2024 has transformed the SCO from a primarily Sino-Russian arrangement into what Steven Okun of APAC Advisors characterizes as Xi Jinping's effort to position himself as the "architect" of a China-led global governance framework.¹⁹ This expansion has brought together nations representing diverse political systems, economic models, and strategic orientations, united primarily by their shared skepticism of Western hegemony.

1.3 Research Methodology and Scope

This study employs a comprehensive multi-source approach to analyze the SCO's role in promoting multipolarization, drawing primarily on official documents, leader speeches, and institutional analyses while avoiding potentially biased secondary interpretations. The methodological framework prioritizes primary sources, including the SCO Charter and founding documents, summit declarations and joint statements, official speeches by heads of state and government, and institutional reports from SCO bodies such as the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS).

Secondary sources are carefully selected from established academic institutions, policy research organizations, and international affairs journals. Particular emphasis is placed on analyses from think tanks such as the Council on Foreign Relations, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, and the Center for Strategic and International Studies, which provide critical perspectives on SCO activities and multipolarization trends. The study also incorporates insights from regional specialists and China scholars at major universities to ensure balanced analytical coverage.

The temporal scope of this analysis extends from the SCO's precursor arrangements in the mid-1990s through the most recent 2025 Tianjin Summit, allowing for comprehensive assessment of the organization's evolution and impact. Geographic coverage encompasses not only SCO member states but also observer nations, dialogue partners, and affected regions to provide context for the organization's broader international influence.

Several methodological limitations must be acknowledged. First, the relative opaqueness of SCO internal decision-making processes limits access to detailed information about policy debates and institutional dynamics. Unlike more transparent international organizations, the SCO conducts much of its substantive work through confidential channels, making it difficult to assess the depth of actual cooperation versus symbolic unity.

Second, the diversity of SCO member states—spanning different political systems, economic development levels, and strategic priorities—creates challenges in generalizing about organizational effectiveness. What may appear as coherent multipolarization strategy at the rhetorical level may mask significant internal disagreements and competing interests among member states.

Third, the analysis must navigate the politically charged nature of contemporary discussions about global order and multipolarity. Both Western and non-Western sources often approach these topics with normative assumptions that can color empirical assessment. This study attempts to maintain analytical objectivity while acknowledging that complete neutrality is impossible when examining fundamental questions of international order.

The evidentiary standard employed throughout this work emphasizes verifiability and triangulation. Claims about SCO activities and member state positions are supported by multiple independent sources wherever possible. Statistical data is drawn from recognized international databases and official government publications. Quotes and specific policy positions are traced to original sources or authoritative secondary accounts to ensure accuracy.

1.4 Significance in Contemporary Geopolitics

The emergence of the SCO as a vehicle for multipolarization occurs against the backdrop of unprecedented challenges to the post-World War II international order. The organization's growing prominence coincides with what MIT's International Security journal describes as a fundamental shift from unipolarity to bipolarity, driven primarily by China's rise as a great power capable of challenging American primacy.²⁰ This transformation extends beyond simple power transitions to encompass competing visions of how international relations should be organized and governed.

The current geopolitical environment provides multiple catalysts for SCO relevance and growth. The ongoing conflict in Ukraine has revealed deep fractures in the international system, with SCO member states notably maintaining neutral positions that differ markedly from Western approaches. The organization's response to the crisis—emphasizing non-interference and peaceful resolution—exemplifies the multipolarization principle of rejecting bloc confrontation in favor of sovereign decision-making.

Similarly, escalating tensions between the United States and China have created space for alternative institutional arrangements. The Trump administration's imposition of comprehensive tariffs on Chinese goods, including recent threats to target China's energy trade with Russia, has incentivized Beijing to develop alternative economic partnerships through organizations like the SCO.²¹ As CNBC reported following the 2025 summit, these pressures have "accelerated a nascent and cautious rapprochement between New Delhi and Beijing" while strengthening China's ties with other SCO members.²²

The organization's significance extends beyond its immediate membership to influence broader patterns of international alignment. The SCO's emphasis on inclusive economic cooperation and opposition to "hegemonism" resonates with many Global South nations experiencing what the Center for Strategic and International Studies describes as "growing assertiveness among countries of the Global South in shaping their foreign policies independently of traditional power blocs."²³

Energy cooperation represents a particularly significant dimension of SCO influence in contemporary geopolitics. The organization's energy-rich members—Russia, Iran, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan—coupled with major consumers like China and India
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