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[Abstract]This paper presents theoretical and analytical arguments. The 

theoretical arguments concern that foreign policy transformation in 

contemporary China is challenging the traditional theory of Non-Aligned 

Movement, which is being questioned under the background of the rapid 

rise of China and Russia, the development of their strategic partnership 

and, in particular, the pressure from the West. The theory of Non-Aligned 

Movement born in bipolar world is facing sever challenge in the 

multipolar era with distinct conflicts between China-Russian partnership 

and the U.S. concentrating on the Asia-Pacific region. The paper then 

proceeds to examine the identities of Chinese and Russian political elites 

and academia, analyzing their attitudes toward the initiatives of forming 

alliance between the two great powers in BRICS. It finds disequilibrium 

in this regard: several Chinese prominent scholars strongly insist on the 

necessity and urgency of Sino-Russian alliance, claiming that it is 

beneficial to security and development in the Asia-Pacific, while Russian 

counterparts try to avoid supporting the initiative officially, which 

illustrates the makeshift characteristic in Russia’s foreign policy toward 

the East. It is still too early to rule out the possibility of allying, although 

it has been changing the structure of multilateral relations in the Asia-

Pacific. 
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The Basic Conception of Alliance and Interpretation of Sino-Russian 

Strategic Partnership 

 In the theory of international relations "alliance" refers to an 

agreement between two or more states for mutual support in case of war. 

As Arnold Wolfers points out, contemporary alliances provide for 

combined action on the part of two or more independent states and are 

generally defensive in nature, obligating allies to join forces if one or 

more of them are attacked by another state or coalition.
1
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additionally, argues that alliances may not necessarily be formalized by a 

treaty or agreement; informal protocols of security can be seen as a type 

of alliance, which then may evolve into formal or informal arrangements 

between two or more independent states for security cooperation.
2
 The 

general definition does not see formal agreements necessary; defining 

aligment become even more optional and flexible after the World War II. 

However, it is obvious that both the narrow and general definitions of 

"alliance" emphasize the political or military nature of the collaboration. 

In contemporary international political systems, nonetheless, alliance 

differs from other interstate cooperative forms in economic, social or 

cultural fields. Thus, it is critical to define the circumstances under which 

a treaty obligates one ally to another.  

 In the classical theories, the reason why alliances appear in the 

international arena is that independent countries, especially medium-sized 

states, attempt to maintain a balance of power and protect their common 

interests from the security threats. In other words, the alliance bears the 

defensive nature from the beginning of its formation. It is, 

simultaneously, the rational action of the member-states, which tend to 

calculate the price they pay to protect their national interests. Let me 

emphasize that until the Cold War in the second half of the 20th century, 

ideology was not usually a significant factor in the formation of state 

coalitions, which thus could be formalized among nations of different 

cultures and values. What is more important and indeed necessary in 

modern alliances than in earlier times is integration, e. g. whether in 

military or economic planning, great importance is attached to close, 

cooperative action, joint efforts, and combined agencies. 

 Obviously then, western theories of alliance are composed of such 

key conceptions as national interests, security, balance of power, rights, 

obligations and so forth. In traditional discourse, an alliance is a political-

military organization, which is formalized on grounds of domestic and 

external needs to protect national interests and security. Amidst the 

changes and development of international systems, the stress of military 

security of alignment is being weakened, if not its importance, while the 

conception of alliance is becoming more broad and general. After the 

World War II, in particular, some economic and social non-security 

associations were defined as alliances, making the existence of original 

alignment a predicament. The discourse of China-Russia alliance, strictly 

speaking, originated from the contemporary conception of alignment 

rather than its classical definition. It is a generalized narrative about their 

current relationship under the crucial circumstances facing the two 
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countries. It is difficult to give the relationship an explicit definition if we 

cannot illustrate it with irrefutable proofs, referring to actual treaties or 

actions. Thus, this discourse is merely a hypothesis, bearing neither 

effective results nor meanings.
3
 

 In the 1980s, given the Cold War deteriorative ties between the U.S. 

and the U.S.S.R., China announced a non-alliance policy in order to 

strive for stable and peaceful circumstances for its own development. 

Beijing stated that neither would China become dependent on great 

powers, nor would it ruin world peace by forming aligns with other 

countries. Faced by the global multipolar trend after the Cold War, China 

has been pursuing independent foreign policy of peace and insisting on 

the premise of basic interests of the Chinese people when dealing with 

international affairs. This discourse can be found in series of 

documentations signed by Chinese and Russian governments in recent 

years.
4
 It means that Beijing brings the old policy into construction 

relationship with Moscow and relies on it when resolving all kinds 

contradictions between themselves and with other countries in the world. 

It was recently stressed officially by President Xi Jinping in his speeches 

about the New Concept of Security (2009) and the Concept of Security in 

Asia (2014).  

 Historically, three treaties of alliance were signed by the governments 

of China and U.S.S.R., including Treaty of Fighting against Enemies, 

Mutual Assistance and Aids (1896), Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and 

Alliance (1945) and Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and 

Mutual Assistance (1950), which have some identical characteristics: all 

of them were undertaken against Japan, existed for a short period of time 

and ended on a sour note, while no military actions ensued in any case. 

After a long-time tension in the relationship during the last half of 20
th
 

century, the first president of Russia Boris Yeltsin paid an official visit to 

China in December 1992, and with his Chinese counterpart signed the 

landmark Joint Statement about the Basic Relationship between the 

People's Republic of China and the Russian Federation. The 

memorandum of the Statement claims that a friendly national relationship 

must be maintained and developed under the condition of non-alliance. 

Beijing and Moscow, simultaneously, declared a MOU of disarmament 

and promised to strengthen mutual trust in military actions in their border 

areas and signed series of agreements for cooperation in the fields of 

economy, trade, culture and technology.  
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Generally speaking, it can be concluded that the gist of developing 

Sino-Russian relations was affirmed at the beginning of ties 

rehabilitation. This basis was reiterated during the process of the 

subsequent development of their relations, from the Constructive 

Partnership (1994), to the Four Point Principles, to the Strategic 

Partnership of Equality, Trust and the twenty-first Century (1996), which 

is guaranteed by the 2001 law concerning the Sino-Russian Treaty of 

Friendship. This new type of Sino-Russian relations is assessed by 

scholars as being “formed against a background of transitions both in the 

domestic political and economic structures and in the international 

system”,
5
 which are characterized as “a rational option of the two states 

to establish a new type of ties of non-alliance, non-confrontation and 

against any countries”. The Chinese and Russian governments are never 

tired of claiming in numerous occasions that they consider national 

interests as the primary condition to cooperate with each other and do not 

want to repeat the mistakes of history. To sum up, in the beginning, at 

present and in the foreseeable future, Beijing and Moscow did not, do not 

intend, and are not likely to develop political-military ties with strong 

defensive and aggressive characteristics, but pursue to strengthen their 

relations on the premise of protecting basic national interests. In other 

words, they see their own needs as the main and foremost impetus to 

being close with each other. 

 From the perspectives of western countries, nonetheless, the Sino-

Russian relations have strategic motives. American scholars think that the 

reason why Beijing and Moscow are trying to narrow their differences 

and are advancing closely together is that the first needs political and 

military support for its own economic development, while the latter needs 

markets and capital to reconstruct the country. The New Russia does not 

deem China a rival as the U.S.S.R. once did, but as a useful partner. This 

mindset explains why the two countries have maintained a relatively 

stable relationship since they proclaimed the normalization of their 

diplomatic ties, a status which at times turns out to be a kind of strategic 

mutual independence. In fact, there are some occasions when one side 

asks the other to tighten their relations. In particular, after the boundary 

disputes were resolved in 2008, China and Russia began to be even more 

strategically close: the oil pipelines under construction and the contracted 

energy deals widened their shared strategic border. Both countries 

increased their military budgets in 2014 and have endeavored  to 

strengthen their joint military drills and cooperation in the framework of 

SCO. In 2013, China became the biggest trade partner of Russia. Their 
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trade turnover in 2014 reached a peak of 95 billion dollars despite a 

decline in 2015 due to sanctions on Russian economy. Considering all the 

facts, western scholars have reasons to believe that the Sino-Russia 

relationship of the 21th century is becoming more strategic in contrast to 

the status of mutual utilization at the preliminary stage. After the 

occurrence of crisis in Ukraine, in particular, the West connects the 

annexation of Crimea by Russia with the firm stand hold by China in 

resolving disputes in South China Sea, stating that the two countries have 

the same strategic intents in regional and global affairs. In the eyes of 

western media, meanwhile, another proof of developing alliance between 

China and Russia is that Beijing and Moscow proclaimed in 2015 they 

would jointly hold celebration ceremonies in honor of the 70
th
 

anniversary of the anti-fascist World War II victory.
6
 

 

The Background and Reasons of the Discourse of China-Russia 

Alliance 

 Since an alliance, generally speaking, is established between political 

actors,
7
 it is no wonder that increasing Sino-Russian cooperation 

triggered great suspicion and discussion among worldwide observers. 

 Around 2010-2012, the media and academia began more actively and 

publicly discussing the possibility of forming an alliance between China 

and Russia. Against the backdrop of transformation of international 

systems, regional confrontations, deterioration of relations between 

Russia and the West, the discourse of China-Russia alliance is becoming 

a buzzword. There were harbingers of this discourse earlier, when the 

level of Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership was raised to a new stage by 

some important documents signed at that time. There is an imbalance of 

supportive discourses with respect to the China-Russia alliance theory in 

different countries. Obviously, Chinese academia is more active than their 

Russian counterparts in this respect. For instance, Professor Yan Xuetong, 

director of the Institute of Modern International Relations of Tsinghua 

University, has long been one of the strong advocates and supporters of 

forming an alliance between Moscow and Beijing. He claims that the 

critical point in upgrading Sino-Russian ties to a higher level is whether 

the two countries have common strategic interests and if these interests 

will continue to exist. Yan points out that since neither China nor Russia 

joined western allies headed by the U.S., some countries may view them 

as outsiders and enemies. Thus, Beijing and Moscow are likely faced by 
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threats from these states. Besides, Russia and the West do not trust each 

other. As a result, Moscow cannot find a better partner except Beijing. 

The U.S., meanwhile, is vigilant about the rise of the other two players in 

the triangle structure and become more dependent on the traditional allies 

to resist the threats from the European and Asian Continents. This in turn 

forces China and Russia to unite even more tightly than ever before. Yan 

concludes that in the future 10-20 years, Beijing and Moscow must 

establish an alliance; both of them will benefit from this sort of new 

relationship. He believes there is not going to be a new Cold War.
8
 

 Professor Zhang Wenmu from the Center for Strategic Research at the 

Beijing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics is another important 

representative supporting Sino-Russian alliance theory. His idea is 

relatively less drastic. Zhang considers that sovereign states have natural 

diplomatic rights to ally with other countries. Thus, in the context of 

International Law, any state is entitled to form alliances by arranging 

mutual rights and obligations. Contemporary independent countries 

should not renounce these rights ignorantly. What the Chinese 

government insists on is the independence of foreign policy. It should not 

be interpreted as non-alliance policy. Nowadays it is, probably, not the 

best time to implement alignment, yet it is worthwhile to discuss this 

urgent problem, if only to confirm its specific spheres, missions and 

goals.
9
 Echoing these appeals with the aim to clarify the issue, the 

popular Chinese newspaper Global Times held a workshop and published 

an article titled “China and Russia should establish a Eurasian alliance”. 

The article wrote that the U.S. deems the Eurasian Continent as the main 

battlefield on the chessboard of its hegemonic plan. China and Russia can 

resist American strategic ambition only by allying with each other, since 

their ex parte power is too weak to withstand the pressure from 

Washington. “It is inevitable that China and Russia approach to each 

other closely because of the strategic pressure from the United States. It is 

also a necessary strategic option for the two countries to survive.”
10

 

 The abovementioned ideas met with counterviews from both sides. 

Some Chinese scholars argued that an alliance would trigger senseless 

wars between related countries, boil the positive image of China and 

augment its “soft power deficit” stemming from its allying with much-

criticized Russia, and even bring big harm before the benefits appear.
11
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As to the Russian attitude, there is more surprises and suspicions than 

applause and support. One of Russia's political observers, Alexander 

Drabkin, wrote an article in the well-known newspaper Pravda (Правда), 

arguing that if China views the problem of war and peace as the most 

urgent one at present, Moscow would understand that Beijing plans to 

resolve its security predicament by means of an alliance with Russia. The 

fact that Beijing still insists on the historical basis of last century to 

justify the theory of alliance explains that Beijing chronically attempts to 

resolve realistic problems with the mindset of “new Cultural 

Revolution”.
12

 Other critics point out that Russia would not be willing to 

serve as China’s “little brother” and prefers to maintain friendly relations 

with all Asian states rather than losing current and potential friends. 

Moscow considers that activating bilateral cooperation is just a makeshift 

and short-term turn in Chinese diplomacy. What Beijing counts most is its 

collaborations with Washington in the fields of finance and the innovative 

economy.
13

 The particular mentality of Russian political elites against 

allying with China is probably originated from their fear of China’s 

impact in the Far East and its rapid development. Therefore, the Russians 

prefer to maintain the status quo of strategic partnership for this moment. 

As long as the United State does not take military action against China 

and Russia, there is no chance for the latter to be allies.  

 In the official occasions, the Chinese and Russian governments never 

confirm any intention to establish alliance with each other. During the on-

line communication with Russian netizens in April 2014 president 

Vladimir Putin claimed that his country would not go into alignment with 

China, saying the political-military alliance is outdated.
14

 To echo Putin’s 

comments, Hong Lei, spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

China, declared that Beijing holds the line on non-alliance, non-

confrontation and non-opposition to a third state as relates to the Sino-

Russian Strategic Partnership in his routine press-conference on 

September 17, 2014. Just in the same year, both Andrei Denisov, 

ambassador of Russia to China, and Sergei Ivanov, former Russian 

Defense Minister and current director of the Presidential Office, claimed 

that the current Strategic Partnership is better than an alliance; Russia and 

China will tighten cooperation in the field of military science and 

technology. He also reassured that collaboration in defense affairs is not 

                                                             
12

 Александр Драбкин, В Китае опубликована директивная статься о необходимости создавании 

Евразийского альянса с участием России и Китая против НАТО, Правда, 10 февраля 2012 года. 
13

 Светлана Бономарева, В чем плюсы и минусы союза Китая и России, 31 марта 2013 года, 

http://www.profi-forex.by/news/entry5000018496.html?env=form. 
14

 Путин: Россия не будет создавать военно-политический союз с Китайем, 17 апреля 2014 года, 

http://www.aif.ru/politics/world/1151842 



8 
 

aimed at anyone else, neither is SCO.
15

 

 What are the real reasons behind the narratives of forming Sino-

Russian alliance? I will argue there are four, as follows: 

 Firstly, the subjective differences in defining alliance result in 

misunderstanding of China-Russia relations. The concept of alliances 

became generalized after the WWII. Glenn Snyder clarifies that an 

alliance is a formal interstate unit created in order to protect the member-

states' security or expand their influence with or without using military 

force. This type of alliance is aiming at other specified countries, no 

matter whether the targets are confirmed or not.
16

 From this point of view, 

some critics claim that only if states are united against a third party can 

their organization be seen as an alliance. It is emphasized that a state at 

least can determine “who is our friend and who is our enemy” when faced 

with the key problems of the foreign policy. Thus, the state allows itself 

to have firmer supporters either in security or in wider fields of 

international politics and economy.
17

 In view of this generalized theory, 

whether its nature is political-military or not, the Sino-Russian friendly 

relations can be interpreted as having aggressiveness and exclusiveness, 

and this interpretation could be greatly exaggerated. For instance, one 

Chinese scholar pointed out that “the Sino-Russian unit, particularly in 

the field of the economy, is the optimum option at a time when the United 

States tends to construct a unipolar world but China and Russia want to 

develop multipolar international circumstances.”
18

 In this narrative, 

bilateral political and economic cooperation is illustrated as an ally 

against the West. Besides, after the Cold War, China established 

partnerships with many countries and participated in some regional 

organizations. These actions were also misread as forming alliances or 

pseudo-alliances, the China-Russia Strategic Partnership and SCO 

included. In fact, friendly partnership is one of the forms of Chinese 

diplomacy to strengthen communication with the world. Even if military 

cooperation is included, it lacks substantial security treaties and 

institutions. It is just one of the ways to enhance mutual trust in security 

affairs. After its declaration of sovereignty in 1949, China found that its 

relations with the major powers in the world fell into three types of 

developmental stages: alliance, non-alliance and partnership. The spirit of 
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the last and present one, as Beijing frequently proclaims, is to pursue 

democracy, equality, cooperation and win-win, the essence of which will 

be distorted if its form is misread, and that will lead to improper 

misunderstanding or even contradictions.
19

 

 Secondly, several years ago there occurred the idea that the Non-

alliance policy is out of date. Since the 1980 China started practicing 

peaceful foreign policy centering on Non-alliance principle .In September 

2011, in the white paper published by the Information Office of the State 

Council of China it is once again emphasized that “China consistently 

insists on the Non-alliance policy”.
20

 It is true that during the past 

decades this independent policy has helped China to gain flexible 

diplomatic maneuvering space. Nonetheless, with increasing complexity 

of the multipolar world structure and of the geopolitics around China, the 

necessity to continue the previous policy has been put under debate. 

China is deepening its participation in the ever accelerating globalization, 

and traditional diplomatic theories are bearing pressure from every corner 

of the country. In the debates organized by the Global Times in 2010 

concerning the possibility of discontinuing the Non-alliance policy, the 

weight of the pros and cons was equal. There was a so-called neutral or 

third party, which supported establishing a soft alliance between China 

and Russia, that is, “our country should, on one hand, maintain the Non-

alliance policy, but on the other hand, create prerequisites for forming 

alliances with someone in the future when it is needed.”
21

 Chinese critics 

clarified that the Non-alliance policy was a “long-distance policy” 

founded on the Cold War and Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, 

which should be switched to “coalesced policy” in the face of increasing 

mutual independence in the regional and global spheres. The formation of 

alliances can serve as starting preparation and driving force to promote 

the transition of Chinese diplomacy.
22

 As China’s power and international 

influence are steadily increasing, its national interests are also expanding 

and internationalizing. Some scholars point out that the Non-alliance 

policy will become a burden during implementing national security 

strategy. At present, as illustrated by one of Chinese observers, the most 

convenient option is to form a system of security cooperation on the basis 

of SCO, with the help of Sino-Russian ties and by the aid of five 
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countries in Central Asia.
23

 All the aforementioned arguments have 

increased the appeals for the formation of an alliance between China and 

Russia. Especially after the 18
th

 CPC National Congress there appeared a 

trend of transformation in identity, manners, ideology and actions of 

Chinese diplomacy. It is called the move “from the diplomacy of 

‘passively dealing with the external challenges’ to the dynamic diplomacy 

of ‘actively planning and arranging’”. This kind of change is perceived as 

the “3.0 edition of Chinese foreign policy” and has activated the debate 

around the possibility of revising the Non-alliance policy.
24

 If the 

outdated policy is reserved, as some scholar points out, it will be much 

more difficult for China to create a political-geographic lever to use on 

international affairs due to the lack of assistances from the allies. This is 

the main reason why the traditional policy receives criticism and 

suspicion about its obsolescence.
25

 

 Thirdly, the crisis in Ukraine and the aggravation of relationship 

between Russia and the West has heated the debates about the possibility 

of forming a China-Russia alliance. The annexation of Crimea as the 

climax of the Ukrainian crisis has highlighted not only the internal 

political and ethnic conflicts within the CIS, but also the constructive 

contradictions between Russia and the West. For the past two years, the 

world has been worrying about the advent of a “New Cold War”. The 

resulting heightened vigilance both from the outside world and from the 

two emerging economies has hastened the necessity of uniting China and 

Russia. In fact, when the U.S. put forward its Asia-Pacific Rebalance 

policy in 2011, the Chinese academia thought it would ruin the Yalta 

System established at the end of WWII, which has benefited both China 

and Russia. The fact that U.S. and its European allies have increased the 

pressure on the strategic space of China and Russia, including military 

exercises off China’s coast, highlights the urgency of creating an alliance 

against American strategic compression. To some extent, the mutual trust 

between the West and China-Russia camp has been largely depleted. As a 

result, in the eyes of some advocators of alliances, Beijing and Moscow 

have been forced to develop political-military cooperation. “As to the 

contradictions among the three states, China and Russia have more 

common interests, while their divergences with the U.S. have developed 

into a kind of Cold War, that is, pressure and resistance to pressure.
26

 In 
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response to the oppression, Moscow hit back with the strategies of “pivot 

to the East” and “to the South” – enhancing its military ties with China, 

India, Vietnam and North Korea while economically “looking toward the 

East”.
27

 From the viewpoint of Chinese scholars, when both Washington 

and Moscow are adjusting their foreign policies, the partnership between 

Beijing and Moscow may be changed, if not weakened, and international 

problems are likely to become internalized into domestic politics. 

Therefore, all these challenges, in the mindset of some political elite 

circles, inevitably enhance the need for China and Russia to ally. Russian 

foreign minister Sergey Lavrov once publicly proclaimed that western 

sanctions on Russia promoted the development of relations between 

Russia and the Asia-Pacific countries.
28

 In one word, since the Ukrainian 

crisis complicated the triangle of China-U.S.-Russia relations, the 

possible transformation of Sino-Russian partnership became standing in 

the center of attention of western campaign, the United States in 

particular.  The American political elites allegedly take it for granted that 

the two states in opposition to Washington, ideologically and politically, 

have no other ways but to turn into alignment against the western world.
29

 

In this circumstances, the normal cooperative actions between China and 

Russia during the last several years have been deemed as irrefutable proof 

of their intensions to align. Such activities, as signing a contract in 40 

trillion dollars in 2014 on natural gas project, starting joint military 

exercise in the East China Sea, collaborating in vetoing the Security 

Council resolution concerning sanctions on Syria, deeply strengthen the 

suspicion and awareness of the U. S.. Rather, the increase of military 

budgets in China and Russia in recent two years, emphasizing claims by 

Chinese and Russian officials on the urgency of military modernization, 

and their constant cooperation in the military-technological field 

coincidentally highlight the nervousness of western countries. For 

example, an article published in May 2014 in Diplomatic expressed 

alarmed unease about the warming ties between China and Russia in 

political and military affairs, especially those involving the transfer of 

sensitive nuclear technology.
30

 

 Fourthly, the foundation of common interests in forming a Sino-
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Russian alliance may be exaggerated. Common interests is core variable 

of the theory of alliances. As Hans Morgenthau pointed out, interests are 

the sole criteria for judging and guiding the political actions of all 

states.
31

 Common interests are developed during the process of states’ 

interactions and lay the foundation for forming alliances, referring not 

only to common benefits, but also to the threats and challenges facing all 

the allied states. National interests are composed either of territorial 

integrity, sovereignty and other elements fatal to state existence, or of 

relatively short-term and less important interests in a variety of forms. 

Alliances can help materialize and specify constant identities and related 

policies of the allies. Considering the Sino-Russian relations, we should 

focus on its limits and effectiveness. It must be taken into account how 

many common interests exist between the two countries and if there are 

common threats, and -- if so -- how long they will exist to challenge the 

partnership. The group of Chinese scholars supporting the idea of uniting 

China and Russia in alignment clarify that the common interests 

foundation for the partnership is composed of mutual economic 

complementarity, political assistance, military interdependence and 

security guarantees. In their opinion, if the common interests can be 

calculated in formulas 1+1=2 or 1+1>2, it is reasonable to break through 

any obstacles to align. For instance, Professor Zhang Wenmu once 

pointed out that the impetus which plays the crucial role in forming 

alliances between great powers is not the ideological factors, but the 

meeting point of their national interests, which, in the Sino-Russian case, 

apparently, is much more important than the contradictions. Meanwhile, 

as stated Zhang, as the top two emerging economies in the world, China 

and Russia also have common security needs due to pressure from the 

West and external threats in the geopolitical region.
32

 Professor Yan 

Xuetong share the same idea, claiming China will benefit from allying 

with Russia in security affairs with regard to the North and West of the 

country, with the aim of concentrating on alleviating the strategic 

pressure from the East and South. Upgrading political-military 

cooperation will bring more additional benefits in other fields.
33

 

 To summarize, the debate about the possibility and urgency of 

forming a China-Russian alliance, as it has been discussed and observed, 

is primarily based on the aforementioned four reasons, and it is most 

debated in the circle of Chinese academia, rather than among Russian 
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political elites. It does not mean that the initiative and dominant rights are 

in the hands of Chinese government. Probably, it simply reflects the fact 

that both China and Russia are experiencing diplomatic transformation, 

and the upper class and social society of China, in particular, focus on the 

path transferred from the old to the new era.  

 What is in common in the two countries is that the heated debates are 

mostly found in the political elites’ circles, rather than amongst ordinary 

Chinese and Russian civilians. What interests the latter most is whether 

the bilateral cooperation would bring them more economic advantages, 

while ignoring the political and military aspects. The mindsets of the 

debaters, nonetheless, are different. From the perspective of Beijing, the 

center of its consideration is to carry forward the previous 

accomplishments of reforms, protect itself from regional and global 

turbulences, and create relatively favorable international circumstances 

for further development. Moscow, unlikely to be satisfied with merely 

maintaining stability, is trying to reestablish its past national reputation 

and expand its influence beyond the borders of the CIS. Therefore, both 

Russian politicians and scholars are cautious about the intention to ally 

with China, because, on one hand, they are very conscious of the ultimate 

goal of their country, for which China serves as a temporary useful 

partner; on the other hand, the political elites of Russia know quite well 

about the triangle structure of Russia, China and the West, which may be 

disastrously ruined due to allying by two of the three parts. For all this, 

there seems to be big possibility of forming an alliance between Beijing 

and Moscow, since both of them have the "dream of building a powerful 

country" and are constantly at variance with the West. Are these going to 

be the common grounds for China and Russia toalign, or will such an 

alliance never have a chance? I will argue that, given the currently 

manifested characteristics during the political and diplomatic 

transformational process both in China and Russia, at least in the 

foreseeable future, if not even longer, they are not going to appeal for 

alignment. 

 

 Why China and Russia Are Not Going To Unit in Alliance In 

Foreseeable Future? 

Firstly, the basis of common interests in aforementioned four respects 

(economic complementary, political assistance, military interdependence 

and security guarantees) are not solid enough to support the idea of 

China-Russian alliance, even though they do exist. As to economic 

complementary, there exist realistic problems in China-Russian 

cooperation, for instance, the unfavorable structure of mutual 

collaboration, low level of investment, imbalance in collaborations in 

small business projects, divergence of commercial interests in the third 
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countries, unsuccessful undertaking of signed contracts, and so forth. In 

political terms, although China and Russia hold consensus in series of 

international affairs and support each other, they are not likely to sacrifice 

themselves or compromise when faced with specific cases related to their 

own national interests. For example, Moscow did not take the appeals 

from Beijing into its consideration when it sold military technologies to 

Vietnam and India. In strategic affairs, both China and Russia do not plan 

to totally fall out with the West because of their interactions in many 

interrelated fields. In terms of security concerns, China has its own plan 

on the ground with its own global views, while Russia primarily depends 

on the European continent – neither of them counts on the two-way ally 

to protect themselves.  

National interests laid the foundation of the China-Russia Strategic 

Partnership of Cooperation and serve as the impetus for developing, 

strengthening and increasing the ties. Beijing and Moscow showed 

willingness to establish partnership and develop strategic cooperation 

because of their similarities and common interests in geopolitics, 

developmental patterns and national strategic missions. In other words, 

“the previous driving force for developing relations between China and 

Russia is their ‘simple’ need to be ‘good neighbors’, while the external 

pressure is only a ‘subordinate’ factor.”
34

 The Joint Statement on the 

Basis of Mutual Relations between the People’s Republic of China and 

the Russian Federation, which was signed in 1992 after the first summit 

between the Chinese and Russian leadership, emphasizes that the core of 

the relationship is good neighborliness, friendship and mutually 

beneficial cooperation;
35

 the Joint Statement of 1994 justifying the new 

type of constructive partnership between China and Russia clarifies that 

the two countries will insist on the principle of non-alliance and will not 

act against the third party;
36

 this spirit was maintained until China and 

Russia declared in 1996 that they wished to develop Strategic Partnership 

of Cooperation with equality and trust in the 21th Century.
37

 The Treaty 

of Sino-Russian Good-Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation in 

2001, confirming the legal foundation of the China-Russia Strategic 

Partnership of Cooperation, reaffirmed the principles of non-alliance, 

non-confrontation and non-opposition against third countries.
38

 The joint 
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statement of 2010 stipulates mutual collaboration in the fields of politics, 

economy, technology and culture, putting forward new security concept 

founded on mutual trust, benefits, equality and cooperation, proposing the 

line of non-alliance and International Norms in resolving international 

conflicts.
39

 A statement proclaimed in 2012 especially emphasizes the end 

of the Cold War ideology and confrontation among allies in the field of 

security cooperation.
40

 In the new stage of development, when faced with 

new challenges in global affairs, Beijing and Moscow in their joint 

statements of 2013 and 2014 reinforced the necessity of abandoning a 

zero-sum game mindset and protecting harmonious and safe international 

orders.
41

 

By observing the process of establishing, developing and deepening 

Sino-Russian relations, it could be found that the goal and motivation of 

the relationship is to protect and enhance the states’ national interests. 

These interests are rooted in the consensus confirmed when the 

partnership was founded and resonate in the publically announced 

guidelines. The spirit of the relationship is designed not to be 

aggressively and exclusively against the outside world and has been 

upgraded to the New Security Concept, a new type of relationship 

between great powers and other constructive systems. Therefore, what 

Beijing and Moscow intend to do is not so much to antagonize someone 

as to activate their participation or leadership in global affairs. The rapid 

development of the Sino-Russian partnership for more than 20 years has 

paralleled the domestic political and economic transitions in these two 

countries. Faced with the contemporary challenges of domestic and 

foreign affairs, China and Russia do not have as many either-or choices 

as it was once anticipated. They have to decide what is ultimately 

important for them – to conceive an alliance and trigger a new Cold War, 

to prioritize and accelerate transformational actions, or to combine the 

need for national development with diplomatic strategies in global affairs. 

In the mind of one Russian scholar, the real reason for pushing China 

and Russia to develop close ties under the current complicated 

circumstances is the threat from the United States.
 42

 But at the same time 

the article writes that although threat, suspicion, and even animosity do 
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exist, they are not strong and persuasive enough to force Beijing and 

Russia to choose each other. What they sincerely wish is to become 

strong, rather than to confront the strongest. If the two countries alter the 

initial purpose of their cooperation and change the primary aim from 

economic development to political ambition with the goal of Anti-

Westernism, then there will be another, different pattern of Sino-Russian 

relations, which is more likely to damage the stability of the Eurasian 

region and the whole world. 

Secondly, the systematic structure of cooperation between China and 

Russia is not the style of Hobbes or Locke. In contrast to the liberalistic 

theory of defining cooperation between countries as one of coherent and 

interrelated rules,
43

 the constructivists believe that the state-actors 

complete the social construction of their relations through communicative 

practices and form common understandings and expectations under given 

social conditions. The core of Alexander Wendt’s theorization of 

international politics consists in his intellectual endeavor to develop a 

theory of the international system as a “social construct,” which lies in 

stark contrast to the positivist and materialist conceptions of IR as 

theorized particularly by realists and liberalists. It is an originally 

“cultural” theory of international politics explained by different “cultures 

of anarchy” constructed by the states themselves. This social theory 

hypothesizes the structures of human association as “primarily cultural 

rather than material phenomena” and argues for their function as not only 

behavior-regulating but also identity- and interest-constructing.
44

 The 

core claims of constructivism are: states are the principal units of analysis 

for international political theory; the key structures in the states system 

are intersubjective rather than material; and state identities and interests 

are in large part constructed by these social structures, rather than given 

exogenously to the system by human nature or domestic politics.
45

 Wendt 

theorizes three cultures of anarchy characterized respectively by “enmity 

(Hobbes)”, “rivalry (Locke)” and “friendship (Kant)”.
46

 After a long trial 

period of developing relations and strengthening cooperation, 

undoubtedly, at present China and Russia have reached consensus in the 

fields of politics, economy, culture and security, and are on the way of  

constructing Kantian culture of relationship. The minister of Foreign 

Affairs of China Wang Yi once assessed the base of the China-Russian 

partnership as of trust, support and cooperation, which help to construct 
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the ideological structure of friendship. In this kind of cultural structure 

both countries should identify themselves as equal in power, rights and 

interests, but not as competitors or allies, pursuing balance of power or 

counterbalance.
47

 Under the impact of the Kantian culture constructed by 

the two countries, it is not likely for China and Russia toappleal for 

alliance and break the current system they have worked so hard to build. 

 Nonetheless, some Chinese pundits mentioned in this article claim 

that culture, trust and other ideological elements are not the main 

obstacles on the path to align for China and Russia, and that interests are 

the primary impetus. They view the possibility of a Sino-Russian alliance 

from the perspective of strategy and tactics. I would argue that even 

though a coalition between China and Russia can be justified logically, 

this speculation, nevertheless, exaggerates their common interests and 

security demands, as has been illustrated before, and deconstructs the 

Kantian structure built by the two countries. The seeming tactical 

cooperation between Beijing and Russia is one of the methods of 

expanding collaboration and resolving crises. It cannot be seen as 

tangible proof of their readiness to ally. The nonmaterial ideological 

structure in the relationship of China and Russia should not be ignored, 

since the Kantian culture of friendly cooperation, if formed during the 

process of developing relations between the two players, moulds their 

identity in collaborations with the characteristics of noncompetition, non-

suspicion and non-confrontation. This identification, obviously, 

contradicts the theory of alliances, but emphasizes the balance of power, 

interests and pressures. If China and Russia choose to create an alliance, 

the cultural foundation and their identity within the structure will be 

destroyed. As a result, the relationship will not be promoted, but will  

collapse, so do the regional and global political systems. Therefore, they 

have no choice but to reconstruct the identity, what is likely to complicate 

the path to reform in both China and Russia. In spite of sharing many 

commons in objective and subjective spheres, as the director of the 

Institute of International Studies of China, Qu Xing noted, China and 

Russia would not enter into an alliance, otherwise there is going to be 

another phenomenon, if not a new Cold War.
48

 

 Thirdly, the path of diplomatic transformation in both China and 

Russia makes the alliance unfeasible. The supporters of Sino-Russian 

alliance believe that the on-going diplomatic transformation in the two 

countries will further promote and tighten their cooperation in all 

strategic fields. They claim that, along with the change of political 
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ideology of the new leadership, Beijing and Moscow definitely will 

adjust their foreign policies and developmental theories. Thus, the nature 

and type of relationship between China and Russia will be drastically 

changed. Nevertheless, it is obvious that neither China nor Russia put the 

stress on diplomatic transformation relying on traditional hard power. 

While China is pursuing the smart power of "keeping a low profile" and 

"making a difference",
49

 Russia is prioritizing soft power policies. Allying 

with each other, apparently, is not their first choice for advancing 

diplomatic transformation. The periodic change of Chinese diplomacy, as 

one Chinese pundit perceived, is closely related to the increase of its 

strength and international status, and the change of new leadership.
50

 

Indeed, after the 18
th
 Party Congress of CPC, a transition was perceived 

in Chinese foreign policy from "biding its time" to "taking its 

responsibility", from passiveness to activeness, and from outward 

appearance to inner essence. The Chinese government put forward such 

slogans as "build a culturally strong country" in order to strengthen its 

soft power and immaterial competiveness. There is even a trend of 

replacing the theory of "diplomacy for economic development" with that 

of "diplomacy for national revival".
51

 In May 2014 at the fourth CICA 

summit, Chinese President Xi Jinping announced that Beijing hopes to 

formulate a new Asian security concept, promoting common security, 

comprehensive security, cooperative security, and sustainable security. 

This policy is the manifestation of neighborhood public diplomacy in the 

field of security. The new pattern of public diplomatic ideas, namely, 

focusing on strengthening publicity, civil diplomacy and people-to-people 

exchanges, is aimed at China’s neighboring countries. It can help 

consolidate and expand the social foundations for developing long-term 

relations between China and its neighbors.
52

 This approach is bound to 

lead in the direction of developing smart power of China for the 

foreseeable future. What is strategically important for the new generation 

of Chinese leadership is "making as many friends as possible with the 

premise of non-alliance in order to form a network of partnership around 

the world."
53

 

 In parallel with the Chinese diplomatic transformation featured in the 
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so-called "dream of Chinese diplomacy for national revival", beginning 

from the third term of Vladimir Putin’s presidency, the transition of 

Russian foreign policy aimed at "rebuilding a great power" also centers 

on soft power policy.
54

 Published in 2013, the New Concept of Russian 

Foreign Policy underlined that in the contemporary world traditional 

political-military allies cannot cope with all kinds of new challenges and 

crisis. Russia should construct own diplomatic network and rely on 

flexible participation in multilateral systems of cooperation, in order to 

find efficient solutions to common problems.
55

 In this regard, the Russian 

government has reallocated huge human, material and financial resources 

in such public diplomatic fields as propaganda, educational exchange and 

international aid,
56

 hoping to improve Russia’s national image in the 

international arena and combine domestic development with external 

expansion as the national diplomatic strategy. From this point of view, 

although both China and Russia are undertaking diplomatic 

transformation, the real direction of their initiative is different. The same 

diplomatic mission does not unite the two countries in one alignment. 

China, in particular, is not likely to show its hard power as did Russia, but 

to reserve, accumulate, and then release it gradually. What at present 

China is concerned about is to try completing its own soft power policy 

and enhance its national image. In one word, the diplomatic 

transformation in China and Russia is promoted primarily by the national 

interests of domestic reforms, based on the ideas of sustaining a balance 

between peace and development. China will not abandon the need for 

development for the sake of security and vice versa, while Russia treats 

the weight of development and security on the same level. The China-

Russian relation structure, to some extent, is not compatible with the 

thinking mode of "using allies against allies"; it is utilized for China and 

Russia to realize their dream of strength.
57

 Therefore, it is widely 

supposed in the Russian media that China will not ally with any countries 

to confront others. It prefers to choose a balanceable policy among its 

political rivals. Neither will Russia appeal to an alignment with China, 

since the new policy of "pivot to the East" refers to all the East-Asian 

countries, not just China. 

Finally, the common threats facing China and Russia should not 

become the main driving force for their alliance. In Stephen Walt's theory 
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of balance of threat, the probability of forming alignment is in proportion 

to the extent of the threat facing the allied-states;
58

 while from Kenneth 

Waltz's realistic perspective, the reason for disbanding an alliance is 

resolution of the common threats, especially when allied-states win the 

wars against their common enemies.
59

 It remains to be seen whether the 

threats facing China and Russia have long-range, objective and 

substantial characteristics, or if they are only temporarily and subjectively 

imagined. Rather, do Beijing and Moscow really share the perception of 

serious and urgent threats in the face of them? It must be emphasized that 

common interests are the fundamental and core appeals proclaimed in the 

Treaty of Sino-Russian Good-Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation, 

which serves as the basis for mutual collaboration and should not be 

exaggerated to an unlimited extent. Thanks to this basis, in a range of all-

important international affairs China and Russia can reach to high-level 

consensus and act in the same direction. However, they do not tend to 

change the nature of the current relationship simply for the sake of short-

term security needs. To be more specific, constant interactions in politics 

and economics in the last few years did not expand the grounds and 

sphere of common interests between China and Russia, neither do they 

enhance the appeals for alignment. What has changed or improved is the 

particular ways in response to challenges and threats, but not the form of 

their cooperation.  

 Therefore, although it seems that "political ties, security appeals and 

military cooperation provide prerequisites for forming alliance between 

China and Russia", it does not mean that they must found a coalition 

when opportunity comes. "A condition is different from an option." It is 

not imperative to establish an alliance to promote developing current 

China-Russia partnership, which, if not ostensibly, can satisfy most of the 

appeals in the current framework of cooperation. In sum, as concerns of 

the actual effectiveness, the present Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership of 

Cooperation is not inferior to the imagined alliance.
60

 

While the debate over the new type of Sino-Russian relations in a 

possible upgraded way turns “hot” in China but “cold” in the Russian 

side, Washington is also skeptical of this trend. In the opinion of 

American observers, despite united actions against the U.S., China and 

Russia are not likely to resolve their conflicts in regard to the problems 

left by history due to lack of mutual trust. Moscow, particularly, dreads 
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“intrusion” of China’s political and economic potentiality in the regions 

of the Far East and Siberia. Both China and Russia would not give up 

developing new types of relations with the U.S. 61 Both China and 

Russia cannot cut off their economic and investment ties with the West to 

overcome the contradictions. The two countries do not want to sacrifice 

optimal relations with other states to take a risk in committing to a 

conceivable coalition. I will argue, at the same time, although the 

possibility of a realistic alliance is vague, if the Ukrainian crisis and the 

conflicts in the South Chinese Sea keep deteriorating, the chance is likely 

to be enhanced. It remains to follow the next regional and international 

situations. 

 

The Influence of Upgraded China-Russian Relations on the 

Asian-Pacific Region 

Now that China and Russia, as I argue in this article, are attentively 

strengthening and upgrading current strategic partnership, but would not 

turn to allying in political-military ways, what kind of influence is this 

relationship going to exert on the Asian-Pacific region? Positive or 

negative? 

With Russian President Vladimir Putin going to visit China in late 

June, the leading Moscow-based think tanks are considering the future 

trajectory of Russia-China relations. The first question is: did Russia’s 

“pivot to the East” policy actually take place? Some experts argue that the 

pivot to China is in full swing, while there are a lot of skeptics who think 

otherwise. According to them, Russia has failed to complete the turn to 

the East. The main factor they cite is that economic cooperation between 

Moscow and Beijing is not advancing as quickly as originally anticipated, 

evidenced by the lack of Chinese investment in Russia and the significant 

decrease of the trade turnover between the two countries. According to de 

recently published data, China-Russia trade dropped from about $88 

billion to almost $64 billion between 2014 and 2015.
62

 This trend, if not 

unexpectedly, will change the direction of development of China-Russian 

relations, and deeply influence the relationship structure in Asian-Pacific 

region. In other words, under the pressure of economic sanctions and 

turbulences in northeastern Asia and the whole world, Russia will, on one 

hand, temporarily turn down the idea of allying with China, on the other 

hand, tend to diversify relationship with its Asian-Pacific partners. 

To some extent, Russia’s turn to the East is an unaccomplished fact in 
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terms of diplomatic transformation, but it needs to be observed further. 

The priority in this sphere is cooperation with China, on which Russia 

can rely politically in difficult times but with which economic relations 

are not satisfactory. So far, Russians do not see the advantages of 

rapprochement with China. In order to give substance to these new 

relations, the authorities should compile a list of common goals and 

develop investment and industrial cooperation. China and Russia need 

not seek conflict-free relations, which are nearly impossible between two 

equal powers. Instead, they should create architecture of stability and 

strengthen their cooperative environment. At the same time, Russia is 

engaged in developing relations with the other large Asian partners, since 

some of these countries have the technology and investment resources 

that can be put to use in Russia in order to boost the production of 

commodities for export to Asian markets.  

Russia’s military cooperation with Asian-Pacific countries is a major 

component of regional relations, in particular, its cooperation with 

Myanmar and Indian in the sphere of military technology. Even though, 

as the representatives of Valdai Club assert in their report, the 

collaborations can promote the balance of power and strengthening 

stability in the region, if this trend is going to be upgraded to alignment 

between China and Russia, the situation will change to a great extent. 

With the diversifying process of Russia’s diplomacy, China and 

Russia are lacking cooperation in the field of small and medium-sized 

business, which is overshadowed by the robust collaboration between the 

state gas monopolies of the two countries. Likewise, the model of China-

Russia cooperation is outdated, with Russia exporting raw materials like 

gas and oil and China providing manufactured goods. Politically and 

strategically, China and Russia see each other as close and friendly 

partners, as indicated by the number of their joint bilateral summits, 

readiness to cooperate in the field of security and frequent meetings 

between top Chinese and Russian diplomats and political leaders. 

In fact, today Russia sees China as an alternative to the West and its 

pivot to the East is a result of the deterioration of its relations with the 

U.S. and Europe (which stemmed from the Ukrainian crisis). Such an 

approach hinders any reorientation to the East and reveals the fact that 

Russia hasn’t until recently viewed the Asian vector of its foreign policy 

as self-sufficient and full-fledged.
63

 

In this regard, Russia’s turn to the East hasn’t so far happened, there 

are just some shifts, not to mention the conceivable impact of possible 

China-Russian alliance on the Asian-Pacific region. To maintain their 
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relations on a respectable level, Beijing and Moscow have to be mindful 

about both opportunities and obstacles for their cooperation and look at 

the situation realistically. China and Russia have to understand not only 

where they agree, but also where they disagree. What is most important 

for the two countries is to prevent their different approaches from turning 

into political contradictions. The two countries must be more rigorous in 

coming up with a strategic long-term framework.  

What is most important at present time for China and Russia is to 

combine Russia-initiated Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and the Silk 

Road Economic Belt (SREB), China’s attempt to integrate with Central 

Asia and expand economic cooperation in the region. Ostensibly, the 

integration of these two ambitious projects deal with economy and trade, 

however some Chinese and Russian tend to see it as a political tool, 

aiming at alleviating the their rivalry in Central Asia and nipping the 

potential conflict between them in the bud. 

According to RIAC pundits, such integration between the two 

countries could become a good response and an alternative to the U.S.-

initiated Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). However, currently there is no 

clarity what will be the foundation of such a project. So far, pundits agree 

that the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), the EAEU and the 

Association for Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) might serve as a 

potential platform of potential integration between China and Russia.
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Conclusion 

 This article introduces the conception of alliance and the background 

behind the appearance of the idea of a China-Russian alliance. It then 

analyzes the reasons why, for the present, China and Russia are not going 

to make apolitical-military coalition beyond current economic-political 

partnership. The analysis emanates from three aspects: the basis of the 

relationship, the structure of cooperation and the path to diplomatic 

transformation in China and Russia. These three aspects illustrate the 

essence of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership from the perspectives of 

its basic foundation, developmental procession, and trend. This article 

argues: (1) that the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership of Cooperation, 

officially, is based on the foundation of common interests and goals in 

national development with a spirit of mutual benefit, win-win, and non-

confrontation against a third country; (2) that during the interactive and 

dynamic development of the relations a Kantian cultural structure of 

friendly partnership is formed, and it helped to set the identity of the two 

countries respectively; (3) that the ongoing diplomatic transformations in 
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China and Russia justify the policy of soft power as a principal mission, 

aiming at enhancing the national image and promoting a new 

international order. Beijing and Moscow would not sacrifice the 

imminent domestic missions and diplomatic affairs to take a risk in 

forming to a conceivable coalition. 

 Most importantly, suspicion still exists between Beijing and Moscow, 

especially in elite circles. This fact is not often mentioned by the official 

media of the two countries. From this point of view, the cultural structure 

of the Sino-Russian partnership does not yet fit the Kantian pattern. It 

remains to be seen whether it changes soon or in the future. Truly, all 

depends on the mindsets of the Chinese and Russian elites and the 

direction of diplomatic transformation in these two countries. 

 The current status of the Russian-Chinese relations reflects the 

influence that major international, regional, and bilateral events have on 

the dynamic and character of the China-Russian partnership. The Ukraine 

crisis has an objective role to play in the further strategic rapprochement 

between Russia and China, particularly when it comes to regional and 

global security. This crisis has served as an added factor in Russia’s 

general pivot to the East and its intention to be more closely with China. 

Despite maintaining neutrality on the Ukraine conflict, Beijing has 

nonetheless taken a tough position against the Western media’s anti-

Russian campaign, and it has officially distanced itself from the West’s 

economic sanctions against Russia. In Russia’s turn, Moscow also holds 

itself from intervention into China’s disputes with some South-Asian 

countries on South China Sea. All the facts can calm down the discourse 

over the possibility of forming political-military alliance between China 

and Russia and weaken its negative impact on the situation of Asian-

Pacific region.  


