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This paper analyzes Russia’s narratives of identity and international order. These narratives 

are drawn from policy documents, articles and speeches by Russian officials outlining Russia’s 

foreign policy priorities since the end of the Cold War. It explores recent developments in 

Russian foreign policy decision making focusing on increased cooperation between Moscow and 

Beijing as a key element of Russia’s ‘pivot’ to Asia. Specifically, it examines the main 

dimensions of the two countries’ security relationship and explores American perspectives on the 

growing Sino-Russian security ties. It concludes with implications for US interests and policies.  

 

Russia’s Narratives of Identity and the Twenty-First-Century World Order 

 

Russia has a long history of constructing its identity as a European, Asian or Eurasian 

power. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the historically significant identity 

traditions have been adapted and rearticulated by Russian foreign policy makers. The 

integrationist (pro-Western) perspective, which dominated Russian foreign policy thinking in the 

early 1990s, gave way to the balancing approach associated with Yevgeny Primakov, Russian 

Foreign Minister (1996-1998) and Prime Minister (1998-1999), and then to the pragmatic 

perspective associated with President Vladimir Putin (2000-2008 and 2012-till present)
1
.  

Integrationists (Atlantists or pro-Western liberals) viewed Western democracies as 

Russia’s ‘natural partners’. They argued for developing closer ties with the West and integrating 

Russia into the Western community of liberal democracies. They aimed to reduce Russia’s 

strategic involvement in regions (for example, the Asia-Pacific), where the two superpowers 

used to compete during the Cold War
2
.  

In the mid-1990s, the integrationist pro-Western orientation was replaced by Yevgeny 

Primakov’s balancing approach. Enhancing ties with major Asian powers and maintaining 

pragmatic cooperation with key Western partners, while opposing the latter unilateral actions, 
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was top of the Russian foreign policy agenda. Primakov, who supported the concept of 

multipolarity, came up with the idea of a Russia-India-China (RIC) triangle.  

Since the turn of the century, domestic debates on foreign policy have combined balancing 

and Eurasianist perspectives with a review of Russia’s Asian policy.  While Eurasianism – a 

powerful intellectual framework within which the Russia-led integration project is conceived – 

dominates the official discourse, a new understanding of Russian identity has emerged. The idea 

of Russia as a ‘Euro-Pacific’ power, which could benefit politically and economically from its 

engagement in Europe and the Asia-Pacific while avoiding overdependence on Beijing, added a 

new dimension to the academic debate
3
.  

The Ukraine crisis in 2014, which “strained Russia’s relations with the West to breaking 

point”, and the Western sanctions imposed on Russia provided a powerful impetus to Russia’s 

eastward turn. Nadezhda Arbatova and Alexander Dynkin of IMEMO RAS argue that “the 

current crisis stems from the tension of a polycentric world order in which the hierarchy of 

power is changing very quickly”
4
. Russian-Chinese relations – a key element of Russia’s ‘pivot’ 

to Asia – have become even closer. In April 2014, President Putin referred to China as Russia’s 

‘natural ally’
5
.  In July 2014, Putin said: “We need to strengthen overall partnership and strategic 

cooperation with the People’s Republic of China”
6
.  

Some American analysts are concerned about increasing closeness between Moscow and 

Beijing, and potential trajectory of their relationship which could adversely affect US interests
7
. 

In order to understand the dynamics of the bilateral relationship, it is important to address the 

following questions: (i) what are the key drivers of Russia’s policy towards China; (ii) what are 

the two countries’ shared interests and goals.  

 

 

 

Russia-China Relations: A Genuine Partnership or a “Marriage of Convenience”?  
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Since the end of the bipolar confrontation, Russia-China relations have developed into a 

genuine strategic partnership based on common interests.  In 1994, Moscow and Beijing declared 

their relations a ‘constructive partnership’. Two years later, their relations were upgraded to a 

‘strategic partnership’. In July 2001, they signed the Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and 

Friendly Cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and the Russian Federation. The 

Treaty stresses mutual nonaggression, peaceful coexistence, noninterference in domestic affairs, 

international law, respect for sovereignty, territorial integrity and equal security. The Treaty 

promotes security collaboration, however it does not have a mutual defense clause
8
.  

Both countries oppose the Unites States’ unilateralism, interventionism, democracy 

promotion and arbitrary use of force. This can be illustrated by the way they use veto power in 

the UN Security Council. Moscow and Beijing are consistent in their view of international order 

and advocate for a multipolar world with a number of power-balancing centers. Within such a 

configuration, a stable balance of power is possible if the most powerful actors reach a common 

understanding of the emerging international system and are willing to cooperate on a regional 

and global level.  

The two countries’ shared objectives encompass (1) combating transnational threats such 

as terrorism, drug trafficking, organized crime, cyber crime, the proliferation of  weapons of 

mass destruction (WMD), (2) preventing the deployment of weapons in space, (3) resolving 

regional conflicts through political means (as can be exemplified by their support for a broad and 

inclusive intra-Syrian dialogue and their approach to the North Korean crisis), (4) creating a new 

security and cooperation architecture in the Asia-Pacific. Russia and China are “developing a 

strategic energy alliance that will promote international energy security. They are also expanding 

financial, innovation, investment and high-tech cooperation”
9
. 

Moscow and Beijing cooperate closely in various multilateral institutions and frameworks, 

such as the United Nations, the G-20, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), and the 

BRICS. Presidents Putin and Xi Jinping have a good working relationship. They aim to align 

their integration initiatives – the Eurasian integration project and the ‘One Belt, One Road’ 
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project. President Putin has come up with an idea to create the Greater Eurasian Partnership on 

the basis of the above-mentioned integration initiatives
10

.  

 

Expanding Security Collaboration 

 

The bilateral security ties – an important dimension of the broader strategic partnership – 

have been growing in several areas. Both countries share many threat perceptions. They 

frequently hold senior-level political consultations on security issues affecting Central Asia, 

Northeast Asia, and the Middle East. They are worried about the spread of the Islamic State (also 

known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant) in 

South and Central Asia. They oppose the US deployment of Terminal High-Altitude Area 

Defense (THAAD) anti-ballistic missile system in South Korea. They have criticized the US-led 

military operation in Afghanistan and have intensified their diplomatic efforts to facilitate direct 

peace talks between Kabul and the Taliban.  

China has been buying some of the most sophisticated Russian weapons (for example, 

fighter jets and air defense systems). The pace and scope of joint military exercises have 

increased. In addition to ground exercises held since 2005, Moscow and Beijing have held 

maritime drills
11

.  

 

Implications for US Interests  

 

Expanding Sino-Russian military ties has been a source of concern for American policy 

makers. Some American analysts argue that Moscow and Beijing could sell new major weapons 

systems to countries hostile to the Unites States. It is important to note in this context that 

Russia’s arms sales policy is based on security interests. Decisions to sell or not to sell certain 

types of weapons systems to third parties are made “on the basis of Russia’s own security 

concerns”. As Eugene B. Rumer rightly puts it, “a change in Russian arms sales policy toward 

China would require major shifts in the U.S. defense posture” (for example, abandoning missile 

defense programs in Europe and Asia), which would be highly unlikely under any U.S. 
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administration
12

. China and Russia’s increased military exercises may raise the risk of 

inadvertent encounters with other militaries. China’s growing military power makes US 

deterrence less credible and puts additional pressure on US relations with its Asian allies
13

.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Over the past quarter of century, the emergence of a strong partnership between Russia and 

China has been one of the major developments in international relations.  Given the nature and 

dynamics of this relationship, US attempts to counter Russia-China ties, including in the security 

domain, are likely to fail.  

There is a strong consensus among Russian political elites that closer ties with Beijing 

serve Russian interests. That said, one of the major challenges confronting Russian policy 

makers is addressing the problem of growing asymmetry in the bilateral relationship. This will 

require creative thinking, flexibility, smart strategic choices, and ability to strike the right 

balance between different foreign policy priorities.  
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