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Formula)ng policy in the Eurasia and Asia-Pacific region requires Washington to navigate the 

complex dynamics of the US-Russian-Chinese triangle. The strategic partnership between China 

and Russia is rooted in a combina)on of dissa)sfac)on with the current US-led world order and 

pragma)c considera)ons, but is lacking a shared long-term vision for the global order: China 

considers Russia to be on an irreversible path of demographic and economic decline, leading to 

a permanent state of marginaliza)on. However, Russia's historical and cultural iden)ty clashes 

with the idea of being relegated to a subordinate role as a mere supplier of resources to China.1 

Despite this fric)on, there is also a complex rela)onship of interdependence between the two 

na)ons. As a result, this partnership may be constrained and even weakened over )me, as 

evidenced by disagreements over energy, weapons sales, and Russia's annexa)on of Crimea and 

consequent invasion of Ukraine. 

 

Assessing the level of strategic coopera)on in China-Russia rela)ons post-Cold War has proven 

to be a challenging endeavour. Despite numerous aNempts to understand the degree of 

alignment between the two na)ons and how it has evolved over )me, there has been a 

remarkable lack of progress, as reflected in the )tles of major books on the subject. There is a 

substan)al body of research on the topic out there, which can be challenging to navigate. The 

 
1 h#ps://fairbank.fas.harvard.edu/research/blog/sino-russian-rela9ons/ 



aim of this essay is not to discuss the points of fric)on but rather iden)fy where they lie and 

define the future pillars for the in-depth analysis of the drivers of China-Russia rela)onship. 

 

The ques)on of whether the rela)onship between China and Russia is characterised by 

rapprochement or rivalry2 dominated discussions in 2000, and twelve years later, the ques)on 

had barely shiSed to "rivalry or partnership?"3 The descrip)on of this bilateral rela)onship has 

been plagued by imprecise and contradictory terms. Since the mid-1990s, the rela)onship has 

been referred to as "partnerships,"4 including "limited partnership,"5 "strategic partnership,"6 or 

"limited defensive strategic partnership,"7 as well as various "axes," such as "axis of 

convenience,"8 "axis of necessity,"9 or "axis of insecurity."10 Adding to the confusion, the term 

"alliance" has also been used as a point of reference in scholarly discussions of China-Russia 

rela)ons. 

 

None of these, however, or any other applied terms have been defined in a manner that 

produced a clear understanding of the nature of the Sino-Russian rela)ons. This is where 
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Alexander Korolev brings absolutely immense exper)se by assessing China-Russia military 

romance. His ar)cle “How Close Are Russia and China? Assessing Military-Strategic Coopera)on 

in Interna)onal Rela)ons” was first published in the Journal of Strategic Studies in 2020 and 

examined the extent of military-strategic coopera)on between Russia and China in the current 

interna)onal system. Korolev argues that the two countries' rela)onship is not a formal alliance, 

but rather a strategic partnership based on shared interests and mutual support in the face of 

common threats. Dr. Alexander Korolev is a Senior Lecturer in Poli)cs and Interna)onal 

Rela)ons in the School of Social Sciences, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, at the University 

of New South Wales, Sydney and a visi)ng researcher in the Poli)cal Science Department at 

Brown University. His general research interests, interna)onal rela)ons theory and compara)ve 

poli)cs with special reference to China and Russia, are largely reflected in the essay.  

 

The ar)cle has two primary objec)ves, one narrow and one broad, which are interconnected. 

The narrow objec)ve focuses on accurate evalua)ng of the extent and trajectory of strategic 

coopera)on between China and Russia in the post-Cold War era. The inten)on is not to redefine 

the nature of their rela)onship but rather to assess changes in coopera)on over )me and 

provide a rough es)ma)on of the absolute level of coopera)on. Consequently, the analysis 

presented here leans more towards descrip)on and categoriza)on rather than establishing 

causal rela)onships. This approach does not imply that understanding the causes of China-

Russia coopera)on is insignificant; however, it emphasizes the need to define and measure 

variables before delving into their explana)ons, par)cularly given the current state of research 

in this field. 



Hence, the primary emphasis is on describing and quan)fying China-Russia strategic 

coopera)on, rather than exploring its underlying causes. However, since there is a lack of 

exis)ng frameworks to assess alignment, achieving the narrow objec)ve necessitates fulfilling a 

broader goal: construc)ng an objec)ve and logically jus)fiable framework for evalua)ng 

strategic coopera)on. This framework can subsequently be applied to other cases in the future. 

It should be noted that the framework presented below is an ini)al aNempt and will likely 

require further refinement. Nevertheless, it represents a crucial endeavor to address a 

significant gap in the literature on Interna)onal Rela)ons. "Coopera)on," whether in military or 

non-military contexts, is a fundamental dependent variable that permeates the field of 

Interna)onal Rela)ons. Yet, the objec)ve measurement of coopera)on has been limited, which 

has profound implica)ons for research in this field. Consequently, some of the perceived puzzles 

regarding increasing or decreasing coopera)on that scholars have aNempted to explain may not 

actually exist when objec)vely measured, while others might have gone unno)ced. 

 

Dr. Korolev iden)fies seven indicators of military coopera)on and groups them into the three 

clusters of early, moderate, and advanced coopera)on. Each indicator is ordinal, that is, the 

early-stage indicators precede the moderate and advanced indicators. In turn, the presence of 

advanced indicators, even at lower levels, indicates a higher overall degree of military 

coopera)on. In other words, the degree of coopera)on is determined by the highest stage that 

is manifested, and higher stages subsume lower stages. For example, stages 3 and 4 require 

stage 2, and stages 5, 6 and 7 necessitate stages 2, 3, and 4. However, some early-stage 

indicators can be expected to fall off when they are no longer necessary, and their con)nuous 



presence might indicate backsliding rather than development. It is the expansion of higher-level 

indicators that reflects increasing alignment. Importantly, it is hypothe)cally possible to see 

“moderate,” or even “advanced,” indicators without “early” ones depending on peculiari)es of a 

par)cular case.11 

 

Picture 1. Analy0cal framework developed by Alexander Korolev 

 

 

The ar)cle then goes on to provide great amount of empirical evidence and sta)s)cal data 

about the military aspect of Sino-Russian rela)ons. 

 
11 Korolev, Alexander. How Close Are Russia and China? Assessing Military-Strategic Coopera9on in Interna9onal 
Rela9ons. Journal of Strategic Studies 43, no. 2 (2020): 203-3 



While the modern Chinese-Russian strategic partnership is substan)ve and produc)ve, the two 

countries share rather dubious diploma)c past. Gilbert Rozman explores the historical 

background and dynamics of the rela)onship between China and Russia, par)cularly in the 

context of the post-Cold War era, in his book "The Sino-Russian Challenge to the World Order." 

He also examines the factors shaping their bilateral interac)ons, such as shared interests, 

geopoli)cal considera)ons, and strategic coopera)on. 

 

Normaliza)on of Russia-China rela)onship, following the dissolu)on of the Soviet Union, 

started with signing a border agreement in 1991 and, consequently, establishing diploma)c )es 

in 1992. On December 18, 1992, a significant milestone was reached in the Russia-China post-

Cold War rela)ons when Boris Yeltsin and Jiang Zemin signed "The Memorandum of 

Understanding on the Guiding Principle for the Mutual Reduc)ons of Armed Forces and the 

Strengthening of Trust in the Border Region." This memorandum aimed to establish a 

founda)on of trust along their shared border. Over the next two years, nego)a)ons con)nued 

with the objec)ve of reducing military forces in the border region and enhancing mutual trust. 

This progress led to a significant visit by Russia's Chief of General Staff, Mikhail Kolesnikov, to 

Beijing in April 1994. 

 

In July 1994, another crucial agreement was signed between the two countries, known as "The 

Agreement on the Preven)on of Dangerous Military Ac)vi)es." Its primary objec)ve was to 

further reduce tensions along the border and establish protocols for addressing accidental 

border crossings, which occasionally occurred due to the extensive length of the shared border. 



Addi)onally, this agreement facilitated regular informa)on exchanges between the border army 

units of both countries, ensuring transparency in their movements and ac)vi)es. 

 

Just two months later, in September 1994, Jiang Zemin visited Russia, and during this visit, two 

significant documents were signed. The first was the "Joint Statement on No First Use of 

Nuclear Weapons against Each Other and Not Targe)ng Strategic Nuclear Weapons at Each 

Other," affirming their commitment to avoid using nuclear weapons against one another. The 

second was the "Agreement on the Western Part of China-Russia Border," successfully resolving 

the border disputes in the western segment. These developments marked an eleva)on in 

bilateral rela)ons, transi)oning from "good neighborliness" to "construc)ve coopera)on." 

 

These series of agreements and visits between Russia and China during the early 1990s laid the 

founda)on for increased trust, mutual reduc)ons of armed forces, and the resolu)on of border-

related issues. They played a crucial role in shaping the post-Cold War rela)onship between the 

two countries, senng the stage for further coopera)on and collabora)on in various domains. 

 

By 2011, the nature of the rela)onship achieved a “comprehensive strategic and coopera)ve 

partnership” connota)on, the highest level of coopera)on from China’s perspec)ve. 

 



The partnership between China and Russia is mo)vated by two broad factors: common views on 

what they object to in the contemporary world order and prac)cal concerns.12 Regarding world 

order, both countries hope to end what they have seen as US hegemony and ins)tute a more 

mul)polar system. Both China and Russia believe in maintaining geographic spheres of 

influence. For Russia, this means having decisive influence in the foreign policy of the states of 

the “near abroad,” or republics of the former Soviet Union. For China, this means a privileged 

posi)on for its territorial claims in the South China Sea and the maintenance of a friendly 

government in North Korea. For both China and Russia, preven)ng revolu)ons in Central Asia or 

other former Soviet republics that would bring democra)c, pro-Western governments into 

power is a priority.13  

 

The desire to dominate in Central Asia is brilliantly analysed by Carla Freeman in her ar)cle 

“New strategies for an old rivalry? China–Russia rela)ons in Central Asia aSer the energy 

boom.” The increasing demand for energy is a driving force behind China's deepening 

connec)ons with Central Asia, and it also plays a significant role in its rela)onship with Russia, 

both on a bilateral level and within the region. Central Asia holds strategic importance for 

Moscow, considering it as its “near abroad,” a region historically influenced by Russian 

dominance and dependence, falling within the Kremlin's sphere of privileged interests. 

 
12 For Chinese views on world order, see Liselo#e Odgaard, “Between Integra9on and Coexistence: US-Chinese 
Strategies of Interna9onal Order,” Strategic Studies Quarterly 7, no. 1 (Spring 2013): 15–39. 
13 Bolt, Paul. Sino-Russian Rela9ons in a Changing World Order. Air Force Research Ins9tute (AFRI),Strategic Studies 
Quarterly (SSQ),155 N. 



Moscow's control over pipeline networks s)ll places it as an intermediary for energy 

transporta)on between Central Asia and Europe. 

 

However, China's extensive borders with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, coupled with its 

substan)al and expanding investments in oil and gas in Central Asia, pose a challenge to Russia's 

tradi)onal energy dominance. China's presence inherently undermines Russia's posi)on in the 

energy arena. Recognizing the mutual benefits, both powers have sought avenues for 

collabora)on in Central Asia. One such ini)a)ve is the establishment of the Shanghai 

Coopera)on Organisa)on (SCO), a mul)lateral forum that enables them to jointly address 

shared threats and seize opportuni)es in the region. Through the SCO, China and Russia can 

navigate their interests and engage in coopera)ve efforts to strengthen their influence in 

Central Asia. Freeman’s studies on rivalry have explored how various shocks can impact rival 

states or states prone to rivalry, some)mes leading to conflict escala)on and other )mes 

fostering coopera)on. Analysing the impact of the 2008-2009 shock on Russo-Chinese 

compe))on in Central Asia provides a compelling case that draws on the insights from these 

studies.  

 

Recent historical trends demonstrate that both Russia and China, driven by shared interests, 

have ac)vely worked to mi)gate compe))on and iden)fy areas of coopera)on within the 

region. These shared interests primarily revolve around geopoli)cal considera)ons, as both 

Moscow and Beijing have concerns regarding the strategic agenda of the United States. They 

also have a common interest in regional stability, with energy coopera)on playing a significant 



role in their rela)onship. Russia, in its pursuit of new energy supplies, has turned its aNen)on 

eastward, while China seeks to diversify its oil and gas suppliers to enhance its energy security. 

 

However, as many studies reveal, since the decline of the energy boom, Moscow has 

increasingly employed tac)cs to enhance its rela)ve influence in Central Asia, indica)ng its 

growing apprehension regarding China's expanding role in the region. In response to these 

tac)cs, China has sought to provide reassurances but has refrained from making significant 

concessions or accommoda)ons. This dynamic highlights the delicate balance between 

compe))on and coopera)on in Russo-Chinese rela)ons, par)cularly in the context of Central 

Asia.14 
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