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INTRODUCTION
In the light of the present political crisis
in Ukraine and Russia’s involvement in it, particularly the Ukrainian Civil war and Crimea
annexation, Asia is becoming more and more
important for Russia. The West1 has become
hostile towards Russia; it is implementing economic sanctions and other means of political
and economic pressure such as imposing restrictions on entering the European Union and
the USA for some Russian politicians and businessmen. Among all, the main Asian partner for
Russia is China. This research paper focuses on
current relations between Russia and China,
outlining the reasons for establishing a strategic partnership between these two countries in
the contemporary context and explaining why
those bilateral relations are sustainable in the
future.
SINO-RUSSIAN RELATIONS
For the past few decades we have seen а
significant rise of Chinese economic and political strength. China has become a “major hub of
the global economy”2 due to its rapid economic
growth. It also proves to be a leader in the Asian
regional subsystem: it has not only economic
strength, but also political power and diversified economic and political relationships with
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world’s “core” countries, including Europe, the
United States and Russia. These factors make
China stand out against other Asian regional
powers.
China is rising to dominate Asia in both
political and economic sense and has already
reached the second position in the world in
terms of GDP, with only the United States surpassing it. While some analysts predict that
China will soon pass ahead of the United States
in economic terms, the majority of scholars are
skeptical about it because much depends on
the methods of calculation and the choice of
critical measures. Nevertheless, Chinese economic strength is indisputable and it is one of
the strongest players on the international arena
economic-wise.
Some experts say that the power dynamics in the world are reshuffling and the source
of influence is shifting from the West to the
East. According to professor of Politics and
International Affairs at Princeton University
G. J. Ikenberry, “American era is coming to
an end, as the Western-oriented world order is
replaced by one increasingly dominated by the
East”3 with China to serve as the main source of
Asian dominance.
Considering Russia, it has shown a high
degree of stability despite a sharp decrease in
oil prices – an economic determinant which is
an integral part of the Russian economy – and
the ability to withstand economic and political pressure coming from the outside. Russian
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Ruble was very volatile in the wake of the sharp
decrease in oil prices and economic sanctions
imposed on Russia in response to the Ukrainian
crisis. Russian Ruble depreciated dramatically
but later it stabilized on acceptable level contrary to more pessimistic expectations of most
of the Russian and foreign analysts.
Partnership between Russia and China –
two global powers – is a promising alliance
which shares the same interests, and is able to
withstand global threats and shape the existing
world order. This is the main reason to maintain
and develop Sino-Russian relations further.
Two areas where Russia and China especially need each other are energy and global
governance. Energy cooperation is one of the
most valuable assets that Russia can offer to
China in exchange for further mutually beneficial political and economic cooperation. Russia
is planning to increase its energy presence in
Asia. According to “Energy Strategy of Russia
for the Period up to 2030”, published in 2010,
Russia is planning to increase oil exports to the
Asia-Pacific region from 8 to 22-25 per cent
and natural gas from zero to 20 per cent up to
2030.4 In the light of the recent crisis in Ukraine
with all its negative consequences for Russia,
Russian energy presence in East Asia, particularly in China, may even exceed the aforementioned numbers.
Considering global governance, the both
countries seek political cooperation in order to
maintain equitable and promote a multipolar
world order, and to withstand global threats.
In April 1997 Moscow and Beijing adopted
the “Joint Declaration on a Multipolar World
and the Establishment of a New International
Order”.5 The aim of this document was to
promote sovereignty and the equality of all
members in the international community. Also,
Beijing is interested in having a protected and
peaceful northern border with Russia, “so that
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it can concentrate its military resources and
planning on other strategic theaters, above all
in the Western Pacific.”6
FOREIGN FACTORS
Nowadays, it is important to think trilaterally: the United States, Russia and China are
powerful players on the international arena
with complex system of interrelations. The
United States conducts powerful and comprehensive foreign policy affecting almost every
country in the world. With its influence on the
East Asian countries – to larger extent on Japan
and South Korea and to less extent on Vietnam
and Philippines – along with the local tensions
between China and its aforementioned regional
neighbors, there is a threat for China to end up
in the middle of a “geopolitical encirclement”
if the relationships between Russia and China
will deteriorate. In this case the United States
will have more leverage to influence China`s
economic and political decisions.
Besides, energy security of China will be
under threat because the sea routes through
which China imports energy resources are controlled by the countries that can be easily influenced by the United States, particularly Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia. Such a scenario
is unacceptable for China which increases the
importance of the bilateral partnership with
Russia from the Chinese perspective.
Russia also becomes an important strategic ally of China due to its ability to conduct
aggressive foreign policy towards the West, a
foreign policy that China is not willing to conduct due to various reasons. Among those reasons are strong economic ties with the West,
particularly with the United States and adherence of China to less aggressive and more moderate foreign policy.
The both countries can cooperate to balance regional power dynamics and to contain
the United States with its extensive foreign policy fueled by their ambitions of a global hegemon, which corresponds to the interests of the
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both countries. Close cooperation between
Russia and China is important to maintain an
equitable world order and promote multipolarity in the world.
Economic cooperation and further integration is another important part in Sino-Russian
relations. “…colossal potential for business cooperation – a chance to catch the Chinese wind
in the sails of our economy”,7 Putin writes in
his article “Russia and the Changing World”.
Dmitri Trenin, the director of Moscow Carnegie Center, suggests that “while shared global
and regional interests are important to the SinoRussian relationship, they are not the only glue:
trade and investment play a key role.”8 According to statistics published by General Administration of Customs of China on the 10th of
January 2014, Russia is the 10th largest trading
partner of China, with trade volume amounting
to US $89.21 billion.9 Trade volume in 2014
was the US $95.3 and in 2015 it is expected
that trade volume may reach US $100 billion.10
Economic cooperation and integration is an integral part of Sino-Russian relations.
Economic collaboration with China is also
a great opportunity to develop the economy of
the Russian Far East and Siberia, and to integrate further those regions with other better developed regions of the country. Financing from
China helps to develop the infrastructure of the
remote Far Eastern regions. Therefore this area
attracts more Russians to settle, both from central and provincial areas. Economic activity in
these areas increases and generates income for
the federal budget.
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However, there are some issues with possible Chinese active presence in Russian Far
East. Chinese investments can pose a threat to
Russian national economic security, with more
and more Chinese nationals populating these
regions. Inability to assimilate them in Russia
may lead to serious territorial tensions in a few
decades: the Chinese settlers might attempt to
hold referendums to secede and join the PRC,
possibly justifying their claims with the Crimean
precedent. Russia can end up being in conflict
with one of its most important strategic allies.
But, if it is the case, it is a long-term perspective.
In the first instance, China needs to develop its
North-Western part, which is characterized by
low density of population amounting to several
million people comparing to almost 1.3 billion
population in the Eastern part of China (note,
that the total population in China is 1.357 billion as of 2013),11 so that Chinese territory will
be more evenly populated before the issue of
overpopulation of Chinese territory will become
of a high concern. Along with Chinese policy of
population control, this issue might never arise.
However, it should be kept in mind.
SUSTAINABILITY OF SINO-RUSSIAN
RELATIONS
Bobo Lo, an expert in Sino-Russian relations, in his book “Axis of Convenience” suggests
that the relationship between China and Russia
has become closer because of the common selected interests without sharing the same values.
This means that the long term sustainable partnership between these countries is impossible.12
In the case of Russo-Ukrainian relations we have
seen that sharing the same values and even possessing the same national identity did not prevent
those countries from breaking up and having serious conflicts. As another example, Japan and the
United States are close partners, yet having very
different history and different values. Therefore, it
is arguable that interests, not values, are the main
determinants in building mutually beneficial sustainable strategic relations.
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Furthermore, according to A. Voskressenski, the Dean of the School of Political Affairs
and Professor of Comparative Politics and Asian
Studies at MGIMO University, “In non-Western
democracies that are building societies of this
synthetic type, values are not always completely
separated from interests.”13 Claiming that there
are number of different determinants in SinoRussian relations and suggesting that their relations are non-sustainable in long term due to
different set of values seems incomprehensive,
at least.
Also, Bobo Lo argues that China “recognizes that Russia can be a difficult, unreliable
partner – and sometimes competitor – but also
that it has no choice but to work with it.”14 This
statement is quite arguable, however. Russia
is – quite the opposite – reliable partner for
China. Today Russia has serious tensions with
the West and betraying China in any way will
be a strategic failure for Russia. Moreover,
relationships of Russia with the West have always been, to various extents, complex: there
were booms and falls in those relations but
some degree of tension always remained. The
West always perceived Russia as a competitor
and even as a potential threat, which has its
own serious implications. The fact that NATO
has been continuously expanding to the East
and that the military potential of the organization is increasing recently suggests that there
is a deep and long-lasting internal struggle between Russia and the West; and Russia views
this process as a direct threat to national sovereignty. This fact makes Russia a reliable partner for China. Indeed the reliability of the both
counterparts is one of the main reasons for establishing a trust-based strategic Sino-Russian
relationships.
China and Russia have their own models of development, different from the Western ones. Ideas of Westernization and “democratic transition” are not necessarily ideal and
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universal;15 and it may not fit Russia and China
in the way it fits “core” Western countries. Simply copying the same models of development
does not result in its successful implementation
and does not guarantee the same outcomes those
models produce in other parts of the world.
Moreover, both Russia and China view the
promotion of human rights and democracy by the
West on their territories as directed against their national sovereignty. National sovereignty is viewed
as an overall control over the internal affairs by
the government and exclusion of any external parties from any internal decision-making process.16
Perception of a concept of national sovereignty by
Russia and China is very similar, which is another
important common point between these countries.
According to Allen Carlson, sovereignty “lies at
the core contemporary China`s evolving relationship with the rest of the world.”17
SINO-RUSSIAN RELATIONS
UNDER THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT
It is important to study the relationships
between Russia and China under the historical context. At previous points in the history,
namely from the 16th to the end of 20th century Russia was stronger than China economically, politically and militarily. And history
has shown that the dominance of one country
may lead to suppression of another even without direct military conflicts. Indeed, Russian
Empire pressed China to sign unequal treaties
in the 19th century, such as Treaty of Kulja,
Treaty of Aigun, Treaty of Saint Petersburg
and Li-Lobanov Treaty. They are appraised
differently by different scholars but there is
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a consensus that those treaties, to various extents, favored Russian Empire and, therefore,
were unbeneficial for China.
Many things have changed since the 20th
century. The power dynamics have shifted and
the East gained such economic strength that it
now has capabilities to challenge the West.18 China for the first time in the modern history dominates economically over Russia. It means that
the future period of bilateral relationships should
be studied under different dimension where Russia is economically weaker than China.
There were no open wars or even major
military conflicts between Russia and China
when Russia was stronger. And, perhaps, there
would not be any direct military conflicts in the
future when China is stronger. Both countries are
strong militarily and politically (however, China
is stronger economically) and they have very
complex relations with countries in their neighboring region. Sino-Japanese, Sino-Korean, Sino-Vietnamese, and Russo-Ukrainian relations
are graphical examples. Therefore, China and
Russia are not interested in any kind of conflicts
between each other as it may result in a number
of negative consequences for the both countries.
However, China might use its economic
superiority to influence Russia. The first such
a case was 2014 negotiations over a gas deal19
when China got beneficial terms. Meanwhile,
according to some experts, the terms of this
gas deal are the best terms possible for Russia.20 It means that China might have used its
economic superiority to get even better terms,
but it has chosen different model of interaction
with Russia. If it is the case and China develops
further the relationships with Russia based on
mutual respect, then the future of Sino-Russian
18
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relations is optimistic and cooperation will be
efficient and productive.
Despite the fact that China and Russia
recognize the importance of bilateral relations, today the West remains the main partner both for Russia and China. Trade volume
of Russia with the European Union is about
8 times greater than trade volume between
Russia and China. And probably neither Russia nor China will sacrifice their relationship
with the West at any circumstances. Therefore, the scenario when Russia or China will
be forced to choose sides – either bilateral
partnership or partnership with the West –
should be avoided. Otherwise, not only the
loss of partnership will be a strategic failure
for both Russia and China but also it might
degenerate into more serious tensions in the
Eurasian region.
It is also important to emphasize that
Russo-Chinese strategic partnership does not
pose threat to any other nation. These bilateral relationships are not substitutes, but rather
complements to their individual relations with
the West. Many respected scholars view SinoRussian relations as a peaceful alliance and not
as an alternative to the United States and Europe. According to Professor A. Voskressenski,
“China and Russia are not working and are not
planning to work in concert against any third
country. This strategic cooperation vis-à-vis the
outside world is aimed at present only at deterring any outside policy that might possibly hurt
the national interests of the two countries.”21
As for now, relations with China are stable
and are characterized by trust and respect. “Our
nations have created a solid mechanism of bilateral ties, reinforced by legally binding documents. There is an unprecedentedly high level
of trust between the leaders of our two countries. This enables us and the Chinese to act in
the spirit of genuine partnership, rooted in pragmatism and respect for each other’s interests”,22
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Putin writes. And it is acknowledged both by
Russian and Chinese political elites and expert
communities.
CONCLUSION
All in all, the partnership between Russia
and China is strategically important for the both
counterparts. Further development of friendly
relations is a natural process of rapprochement
between two neighboring countries, which
share a wide range of similar interests.
The relationships between Russia and
China are sustainable in the future. Close coop-

eration is for the best interests of both sides. If
Sino-Russian relationships deteriorate for some
reason, then China will end up surrounded by
unfriendly states – Japan, South Korea, Vietnam, Philippines and Russia, and its energy security will be under the threat; and Russia will
lose its vital strategic ally and could possibly be
increasingly isolated.
China and Russia have their own rich histories. Their identities are very different from
those of the United States and Europe. Thus,
Russia and China require different approaches
of understanding each other, dealing with each
other and evaluating their relations.
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