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To characterize the bilateral partnership, this paper applies the neoclassical 
geopolitics approach. We first measure China’s potential, and the perception of 
Chinese geopolitical agents, and placed within the international distribution of 
capabilities. This is followed by our analytical results on Sino-Russian relations 
in the spheres of potential, strategic culture, and geopolitical design. The paper 
concludes that while there is a strategic necessity for China to strengthen the 
partnership, the Sino-Russian relations are unlikely transforming into a traditional 
military alliance, due to Beijing’s self-interest to maintain trade relations with 
Western countries, to avoid being tainted by Russia’s deteriorating reputation, 
to grasp its goal of multipolar world order, and to spread positive narratives 
of China as a new global leader. The Sino-Russo relations has been shifting its 
nature from “marriage of convenience” to “marriage who pretend to be a good 
couple.”
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1 Introduction

This paper addresses the topic of the steadfast and broad deepening of Sino-Russian 
cooperation. How has this cooperation evolved, and what are its drivers on the Chinese side? 
The paper’s objective is to describe and explain the causes of China’s relations with Russia in 
line with the milieu of the international distribution of capabilities. We claim that the Sino-
Russian relations will tend to strengthen.

Accordingly, in Section 1 we assess China’s relative potential by examining the country’s 
geographical location, economic strength, military capabilities, and population. In Section 2, 
we appraise systemic stimuli and China’s status by addressing the significant treaties and 
agreements China has signed with Russia, analyzing the permissiveness and clarity of the 
international system, and determining the opportunities and threats associated with Sino-
Russian relations. In Section 3, we characterize the Chinese geopolitical agent, analyzing its 
perception of geographical space, exploring Chinese strategic culture, and assessing the 
personal pro-Russia stance of the Chinese geopolitical agent. In Section 4, we present our 
results about China’s responses to systemic stimuli and its relative material potential, the 
Chinese geopolitical agent’s strategic culture, perception of space, and geopolitical design, and 
also China’s geopolitical continuities.

We cover roughly the period from 2000 to May 2023, having examined political speeches 
(Taliaferro, 2006), texts of treaties between the two states, academic literature, and economic, 
military, and population statistical data.

Previous literature has also addressed many empirical elements covered in this paper. For 
example, literature has asserted that Russia and China, among other rising powers, are 
dissatisfied with the current balance of power and not only wish to change it, but have already 
begun to form a bloc to counter it (Hart and Jones, 2010; Binder and Lockwood Payton, 2022). 
Other pieces of literature claim that China and Russia share similar worldviews (shared norms, 

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Bhawna Pokharna,  
Government Meera Girls College Udaipur, 
India

REVIEWED BY

Syeda Naushin,  
University of Malaya, Malaysia
Seung-Youn Oh,  
Bryn Mawr College, United States

*CORRESPONDENCE

Nuno Morgado  
 nuno.morgado@uni-corvinus.hu

RECEIVED 08 June 2024
ACCEPTED 29 August 2024
PUBLISHED 25 September 2024

CITATION

Morgado N and Hosoda T (2024) A pact of 
iron? China’s deepening of the Sino-Russian 
partnership.
Front. Polit. Sci. 6:1446054.
doi: 10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Morgado and Hosoda This is an 
open-access article distributed under the 
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or 
reproduction in other forums is permitted, 
provided the original author(s) and the 
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the 
original publication in this journal is cited, in 
accordance with accepted academic 
practice. No use, distribution or reproduction 
is permitted which does not comply with 
these terms.

TYPE Conceptual Analysis
PUBLISHED 25 September 2024
DOI 10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-09-25
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054/full
mailto:nuno.morgado@uni-corvinus.hu
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054


Morgado and Hosoda 10.3389/fpos.2024.1446054

Frontiers in Political Science 02 frontiersin.org

political identity, geopolitical culture, and styles of negotiation; 
Ambrosio et al., 2020; Bossuyt and Kaczmarski, 2021; Malik, 2021; 
Paikin, 2021; Petersson, 2021). Others have confirmed that China and 
Russia are the frontrunners in the international struggle against the 
United  States (Bossuyt and Kaczmarski, 2021; Sutter, 2021; 
Vinogradov, 2021; Sempa, 2022). The relation between the two 
countries has been covered too, from the perspectives of an “axis of 
convenience” (Paolo and Carteny, 2022), a “quasi-alliance, or entente” 
(Lukin, 2021) to a “Sino-Russian alliance” (Sempa, 2022), which 
contradicts the alternative hypothesis that Sino-Russian relations are 
very fragile—such as Xin claims (Xin, 2021, 95).

We have identified a gap in the literature in relation to the dearth 
of studies that go beyond the classical realist conceptual framework, 
as Bossuyt and Kaczmarski (2021), among others, call for. 
We therefore apply the neoclassical geopolitics approach—a two-level 
approach that combines an examination of the international system 
with domestic-level variables.

2 Theoretical background

We follow and apply the theoretical-methodological framework 
of neoclassical geopolitics developed by one of the authors (Morgado, 
2020, 2023).

The international system is the independent variable for 
neoclassical geopolitics, as it is for neoclassical realism (Ripsman 
et al., 2016). Therefore, the paper starts with assessing China’s relative 
potential by examining China’s geographical location, economic 
strength, military capabilities, and population. This step contributes 
to the following one: an appraisal of systemic stimuli and China’s 
status that addresses the significant treaties China has signed with 
Russia, analyzes the permissiveness and clarity of the international 
system, and determines the opportunities and threats in Sino-Russian 
relations. Regarding the intervening variables, the paper revisits and 
develops the research agenda of one of the current authors (Morgado, 
2023)—namely, identifying and characterizing the geopolitical agent. 
Identifying geopolitical agents involves pointing out who the crucial 
individual(s) are that constitute the foreign policy cabinet.1 As China 
is an autocracy, the research will focus on the formal agents of political 
power and leave aside the study of the clusters of foreign affairs-, 
defense-, and intelligence experts.2 After identification follows the 
characterization of the geopolitical agents. For the purposes of this 
paper, the characterization of the geopolitical agent includes an 
analysis of perceptions of geographical space, brief considerations of 
China’s strategic culture, an exploration of the personal pro-Russian 
stance of the Chinese geopolitical agent, and a general estimation of 
the geopolitical agent’s resource extraction capabilities. We provide 
details about these methodological tasks in the respective sections of 
the paper (Figure 1).

1 The geopolitical agents or the “foreign policy executive” are “…the top 

officials and central institutions of government charged with external defense 

and the conduct of diplomacy” (Taliaferro, 2006, p. 470).

2 Ripsman et  al. (2016, p.124) called them the FDIB—foreign, defense, 

intelligence bureaucracy.

The (1) assessment of China’s relative potential (by examining 
China’s geographical location, economic strength, military capabilities, 
and population) allows an initial understanding of the ‘raw’ 
capabilities that China has at its disposal.

The (2) measurement of systemic stimuli and China’s status (by 
considering the significant treaties China has signed with Russia, 
analyzing the permissiveness and clarity of the international system, 
and determining the opportunities and threats in Sino-Russian 
relations) helps refine the nature of the distribution of power at the 
regional and world level, allowing a better systematization of the 
threats and opportunities perceived by China.

The (3) analysis of China’s geopolitical agent (through perceptions 
of space, strategic culture, and personal positions) involves 
scrutinizing what kind of perceptions the geopolitical agents have 
about the implications of the incentives associated with the 
geographical setting in geostrategic formulation and foreign policy 
conduct. The hypothetical causal link is that if the geopolitical agents 
are not clearly aware of the sum of the findings of geopolitical studies,3 
and if they consequently accumulate observable failures in foreign 
policy, then the latter can be considered misguided in terms of their 
sense of space (geomisguided). Strategic culture and personal positions 
are also crucial for explaining the intentions of the geopolitical agents 
(Chauprade and Thual, 1998, 496). The paper also addresses the 
geopolitical agent’s capacities within the domestic power structure. In 
other words, it acknowledges not only that geopolitical agents’ 
capacities are constrained by their perceptions (i.e., one cannot act 
accurately when one cannot perceive accurately) but also by the 
domestic power structure (i.e., one may well perceive and may 
be capable of acting well per se,yet may not have the necessary freedom 
from the domestic power structure to act). In these terms, the inquiry 
into the domestic power structure involves observing the convergence 
or divergence between the preferences of the geopolitical agents and 
those of the nation. The greatness of relative material state potential is 
ultimately connected to the variable ‘geopolitical agent’s capacities’ 
(i.e., a state cannot act beyond its capabilities).

The theoretical framework is concluded with a definition of the 
key concepts employed in the paper. Accordingly: (a) “the 
international system” refers to the interstate political system 
characterized by an anarchic ordering principle (Ripsman et al., 2016, 
43); (b) “relative material state potential” designates “the capabilities 
or resources… with which states can influence each other” (Wohlforth, 
1993, 4),4 meaning both material and non-material resources; (c) 
“strategic culture” corresponds to “…a set of inter-related beliefs, 
norms, and assumptions…” that establish “…what are acceptable and 
unacceptable strategic choices…” (Ripsman et  al., 2016, 67); (d) 
“perception of space” signifies what meaning the geographical setting’s 
incentives have for the geopolitical agents (assuming that the 
geopolitical agents are aware of these incentives); (e) “geopolitical 

3 These geopolitical studies’ findings come from dialectic inquiry and 

comparison between the geohistorical approach that examines former policies 

on one hand, and the study of geopolitical design, which reflects upon present 

policies and future scenarios on the other, using the method of controlled 

comparison to refine conclusions.

4 Wohlforth gave this definition of state power, but we consider it more 

appropriate for state potential.
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design” indicates both a list of state objectives (national objectives) 
and their hierarchy (Chauprade and Thual, 1998, 486–487). Finally, 
(f) a “geopolitical continuity” occurs as a “dynamic of continuity” that 
can be  deduced from the durability of specific objectives—or, as 
Chauprade and Thual put it, “geopolitics considers the importance of 
the fact in relative terms, including that fact in durable dynamics” 
(Chauprade and Thual, 1998, 483).

3 China’s potential

To apply the model of neoclassical geopolitics, this section 
evaluates China’s geographical location, economic strength, military 
capabilities, and population as elements of its relative potential, i.e., 
mobilizable assets for achieving its strategy.

3.1 Geographical location

Located in the east of Eurasia, China has 14 land-based neighbors 
with different historical origins, political systems, levels of economic 
development, and socio-cultural conditions. It creates a complex 
diplomatic and security environment around China. In addition, 
China is separated by a sea from major maritime nations such as 
Japan, the United States, and Australia on the other. As a result, a 
V-shaped geopolitical ‘hotspot line’ around China traverses five 
regions (North Asia, Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia, South Asia, and 
Central Asia), having a significant impact on China’s geopolitical 
perceptions (Sun et al., 2016). China’s core interest in the complex 
geopolitical setting prevents its powerful neighbors on land and sea 
from cooperating to pinch China from behind or both sides (Wan and 
Wang, 2009) and a “Uniting with the North, advancing to the West, 
cooperating with the South, and exploring the East” approach is 
promoted (Mao, 2014).

Russia in particular, a major power adjacent to China, has had a 
profound influence on Chinese foreign policy, defense strategy, 
economy, and society since the founding of the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC), and even after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the two 
nuclear and conventional powers5 continue to share a 4,179 km long 
border that creates the geopolitical setting of adjacency. Hence, crucial 
goal for Beijing is how to maintain stable relations with Russia.

3.2 Economic strength, military capabilities, 
and population

China’s increasing global influence can be  seen not only in 
numerical indicators—its population of over 1.4 billion people, the 
world’s second-largest economy, the world’s second-largest military 
expenditure, the world’s highest number of rocket launches (People’s 
Daily, Jan 21, 2022)—but also in its increasing scientific achievements, 
such as space exploration and the rise in the number of citations of 
papers written by Chinese scholars in scientific journals with 
international reach (China Daily, 2023). Beijing is also increasing its 
international influence thought promoting China’s positive narratives, 
and financing & sending staff to international organizations.

3.2.1 Economic strength
Although the Chinese economy is growing steadily and has 

potential, it is undeniable that the real economy is facing a variety of 
structural problems and challenges. Beijing expects some of the 
problems can be  ameliored by strengthening economic ties 
with Russia.

Since 1978, China has developed its export-oriented socialist-
market economy, and China’s nominal GDP in 2010 reached 
$5.878 trillion, $404.4 billion more than Japan’s. Since then, China has 
had the second-largest economy in the world. China’s nominal GDP 

5 Russia’s conventional ground forces have been degraded by some failures 

in Ukraine. It has become clear that serious problems exist with its tactics, 

force structure, inflexible command, and control systems, weapons systems, 

and logistics.

FIGURE 1

Model of neoclassical geopolitics. Source: Morgado, 2023, 14.
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for 2022 was RMB121.020 trillion (US$17.7 trillion), RMB13 trillion 
more than the previous year, and catching up with the United States 
(US$20.9 trillion). According to Lin Yifu, a former World Bank vice 
president and adviser to Chinese Communist Party (CCP, officially 
CPC), the Chinese economy has strong untapped potential, even 
though the war with Ukraine is impacting the country, and it is 
expected to overtake the United States as the world’s largest economy 
in terms of total GDP around 2030 if Beijing maintains annual growth 
of 5% (South China Morning Post, 2022). According to statistics 
released by the National Bureau of Statistics of China in February 
2022, China’s GDP per capita (nominal) in 2022 was 85,698 yuan 
(US$12,300), an increase of 3.0% year-on-year (National Bureau of 
Statistics of China, 2023).6 As a result, the country is expected to 
become a “high-income country” (as defined by the World Bank at 
$12,695 GDP per capita or more) by 2025 at the latest. However, 2022 
GDP growth reached only 3.0%, far below the official target, although 
the IMF estimates 5.2% GDP growth in 2023 (IMF, 2023).

One of structural economic challenges of PRC is strong 
dependence on public investment. It is associated with local 
government insolvency, and defined by its low level of economic 
efficiency and weak innovation capacity of state-owned enterprises, 
which often rely on advanced technology from the West including 
semiconductors. China has an export-led growth model that depends 
on Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC), especially the Strait of 
Malacca, although Beijing attempts to adopt so called “dual 
circulation” strategy with promotion of both export and 
domestic economy.

3.2.2 Military capabilities
Since July 2013, when Xi Jinping (then General Secretary of the 

Party) emphasized the steady promotion of the construction of a 
“strong maritime nation” (following the policy defined by Hu Jintao), 
preparations for establishing maritime supremacy have been 
underway. This approach including the strengthening capability of the 
People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), the Chinese Coast Guard 
(CCG) under the command of the People’s Armed Police, Maritime 
Militias (MM), and the preparation of maritime-related rules and 
practical guidelines.

In November 2015, Xi Jinping announced military reforms, which 
included reducing 300,000 active-duty personnel to 2,185,000 with 
1,170,000 reserves and establishing a “Strategic Support Force 
(dismantled by April 2024)” tasked with collecting and applying 
information from cyber-information warfare and space platforms as 
an independent military branch. In addition, the decision of the 19th 
Central Committee was to explore “Multidomain Intelligentized 
warfare,” which pursues integrated operations among branches of the 
military. China is also pursuing “military-civilian fusion (MCF),” a 
synergistic combination of civilian and dual-use technologies in a 
wide variety of fields, including drones, AI, and disruptive 
technologies, to achieve technological breakthroughs for “the great 
rejuvenation of China.”

6 Statistical communique of PRC on 2022 national economic and social 

development, Feb. 28, 2023, http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/

PressRelease/202302/t20230227_1918979.html#:~:text=The%20per%20

capita%20GDP%20in,percent%20over%20the%20previous%20 year.

China’s official military budget—the definition of ‘military budget’ 
is not the same as used by Western countries, being less inclusive 
(Funaiole and Hart, 2021)—increased by 7.2% to 1.5537 trillion yuan 
(US$224.8 billion) in 2023. According SIPRI database, Beijing 
exceeded Russia’s military spending in 1995 (PRC: US$27.9 billion, 
Russia: US$24.8  billion) and attempts to catch up with the 
United  States (US$842  billion as FY 2024 DoD request). It may 
be noted here that while the United States has maintained a global 
forward deployment strategy, China concentrates less land forces in 
the Eurasia except Kashmir, and the more of its military assets have 
been deployed in the Western Pacific.

3.3 Population

In terms of population, which is an important factor in 
determining the relative potential of a state (Bezverbny, 2015; 
Eberstadt, 2016), China has a large population of 1.455 billion as of 
May 2023, and it indicates a high potential. However, the number of 
births has been declining since 2017, and the natural rate of increase 
(number of births minus number of deaths) was minus 1.2% in 2022 
for the first time (Global Times, 2023). This indicates that the 
population has already peaked, and it is surpassed by India at the end 
of April 2023.

Furthermore, a trend to decline total fertility rate: TFR (fell from 
1.15  in 2021 to 1.09  in 2022) leads to a decrease in the working-
population, the country faces the problem of an aging population that 
will increase in size before society becomes affluent, forcing the 
government to enhance public pensions and social security. The 
population of elderly Chinese persons (aged 65 and above) reached 
209.8 million in 2022, accounting for 14.85% of the total population 
(South China Morning Post, 2022). Japan’s experience shows how a 
decline in the working-population leads to a downward trend in 
consumption, leading to economic stagnation, and decline in tax 
revenues (Fukuchi, 2023). Cai and Wang point out “demographic 
dividend (working-population surplus)” has fueled economic growth 
in PRC, but its effects are diminishing, and this will be a headwind for 
Chinese economy going forward (Cai and Wang, 2014).

4 Systemic stimuli and China’s status

This section characterizes the Sino-Russian bilateral relationship 
through an evaluation of the treaties and agreements that govern the 
bilateral relationship and examines the Chinese leadership’s perception 
of the relationship to date, as well as the permissiveness and clarity of 
the international system, and the Sino-Russian relations in the Cold 
War to deduce opportunities and threats for China.

4.1 Significant international treaties with 
Russia

In recent years, Russia has been positioned as the most important 
“strategic partner” in the field of diplomacy, economy, and security for 
Beijing because the Chinese politburo perceives danger in US global 
hegemony and its promotion of democracy, which threatens Chinese 
security interests in Asia (Chase et al., 2017). Russia was initially not 
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enthusiastic about deepening this bilateral partnership; however, after 
the United States imposed sanctions on Russia due to the annexation 
of Crimea in 2014, Moscow was forced to consider developing its 
partnership with Beijing more seriously (Zhao, 2023).

The first step in improving bilateral relations was solving the 
border issues between the two countries. China and Russia signed an 
agreement on the demarcation of the eastern part of their shared 
border in 1991, followed by a complementary agreement on the 
Eastern Section of the China-Russia Boundary in October 2004. A 
pact about the Western section of the boundary was signed in 
September 1994. Finally, an additional protocol on the eastern part of 
the border was signed in July 2008, thereby settling the issue of the 
identification of the over 4,179 km-long China-Russia borders.

The term “constructive partnership” was first used in Sino-Russian 
relations in the 1994 Joint Declaration, and the term “strategic 
partnership” in the 1996 Joint Declaration, both are initiated by 
Russian side (Ishii, 2016). Both countries explain that the “partnership” 
is not a “Cold-War-minded alliance” that is generally designed to 
oppose a specific country, and that it has no military goals that involve 
opposing third countries. On July 16, 2001, the two countries signed 
the China-Russia Good Neighborhood Friendship and Cooperation 
Treaty based on intergenerational friendship relations supported by 
the principles of sovereignty protection, territorial integrity, respecting 
the core interests of both participants, and noninterference in internal 
affairs. This treaty is a basis for bilateral relations, and it was extended 
for 20 years in July 2021.

In June 2011, the two countries established a Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership of Coordination to strengthen measures 
associated with local currency settlements, financial cooperation, 
mutual investment for promoting economic ties and cooperating in 
space development, the development of nuclear energy, GPS, and 
BRICS cooperation. Beijing and Moscow upgraded this to the 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership of Coordination for a New Era 
in June 2019, aimed at strengthening strategic coordination in the 
UN. On top of this, the Joint Statement on International Relations for 
a New Era was released on February 4, 2022, during the Beijing 
Olympics. The statement, which is said to have strongly reflected 
intentions of Le Yucheng, then first vice minister of foreign affairs, 
called for “no-limits” bilateral cooperation. However, this attracted 
criticism from and controversy in the ‘diplomatic moderates’ group in 
China, who value balance between the United States and Russia and 
have some influence in China’s diplomatic sphere; for example, the 
Chinese ambassador to the United States Qin said that “China-Russia 
cooperation has no-limits, but it does have a bottom line with 
purposes and principles of the U.N. Charter” (Qin, 2022). Xi and 
Putin declared the further deepening of the partnership and expressed 
their critical stance about the West, which continues to provide 
Ukraine with arms, funds, intelligence, and impose economic 
sanctions on Russia, in the latest bilateral joint declaration in 
March 2023.

4.2 Permissiveness and clarity in the 
international system

The Chinese leadership recognizes that “the world is undergoing 
profound changes unseen in a century” (MOFA of PRC, 2019) and 
believes in the fall of the “West” and the rise of the “East,” especially 

given the attention being paid to such changes, Beijing recognizes this 
as an opportunity (Chen, 2022). Xi administration recognizes that the 
process of China’s rise will inevitably expand its sphere of influence 
and radius of interests, and induce corresponding geopolitical 
pressures. The more China moves closer to the center of the global 
stage, the more the risks and challenges to China, such as pressure 
from the United States, leading to significant struggles (Wang, 2021). 
Beijing is praising itself for playing a leading role in spreading 
“diversity” and “multilateralism” around the world, while the 
United States dominates using zero-sum game-like Cold War-type 
thinking and insists on forming “small circles” to attempt for dividing 
the world (MOFA of PRC, 2021; MOFA of PRC, 2022).

However, objective observation and analysis of China’s actions in 
the South China Sea, the East China Sea, and around Taiwan highlight 
China’s duplicity in attempting to ‘change the status quo by force’ 
backed by its own outstanding power rather than through respect for 
the claims and rights of neighboring countries that are inferior in 
power (Reuters, 2022). In addition, despite having gained maximum 
benefits from the postwar international order and the free trade 
regime, China is increasingly challenging the postwar international 
order, interpreting international laws and regulations in a way that 
suits itself, and criticizing international rules that are unfavorable to 
China. In April 2023, China, with other BRICS members, proposed 
non-western multilateralism and challenges the World Bank, SWIFT 
system with US dollar, and G7 model, although the perceived 
difficulties of coordinating national interests among the BRICS 
countries are visible (Trinkunas, 2020).

4.3 Sino-Russian relations in the cold war 
and after

As Deng Xiaoping mentioned, “a root of problem in Sino-Soviet 
relations is inequality and China felt humiliated,” Sino-Soviet relations 
have historically been unequal (Le, 2019). Therefore, the key to 
improve the bilateral relations was how to resolve military inequality 
for Beijing. In this context, border stability within Eurasia is the 
fundamental strategic condition on which China can concentrate its 
national power in the maritime domain.

After the founding of PRC in October 1949 and the signing of the 
Sino-Soviet Friendship and Alliance Mutual Assistance Treaty in 
February 1950, China and the Soviet Union were socialist countries 
with a degree of monolithic unity. However, from the second half of 
the 1950s onwards, fundamental differences emerged between China 
and USSR concerning the policies of socialist revolution, socialist 
construction, and foreign policy. Conflict between the two countries 
was reflected in territorial disputes as well. In January 1968, Soviet 
troops ran over and killed a Chinese fisherman on Qiliqin Island in 
the Ussuri River in the eastern Sino-Soviet border, causing tensions to 
flare. On March 2 and 15, 1969, military clashes between Chinese and 
Soviet border guards occurred on Zhenbao Island (Damansky Island), 
south of Qiliqin Island (Ishii, 1997). The fighting was a warning by the 
Chinese side (Ishii, 1998; Yang, 2000; Goldstein, 2001) in preparation 
for a potential Soviet military invasion of China in support of the 
Brezhnev Doctrine, which justified the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact 
military intervention in Czechoslovakia in August 1968 and stated 
that “the sovereignty of individual states should be  limited in the 
interest of socialism as a whole.”
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In response to rising Sino-Russian tensions, Moscow significantly 
strengthened its Far Eastern Military District from the late 1960s 
onwards, increasing the number of divisions from 17 in 1965 to 28 in 
1969 (including two on Mongolian territory following January 1966), 
while the Chinese military also deployed 32 divisions in the Beijing 
Military District and four in the Shenyang Military District. In 
addition, the Soviet Union deployed R-12 MRBM and R-14 IRBMs 
equipped with nuclear warheads in the Far East. While the deployment 
of Russian forces in the vicinity of the Chinese border has been 
significantly reduced since the end of the Cold War, decline of Russia’s 
military power, especially its land forces, due to heavy loss in Ukraine 
has reduced military pressure on China.

5 China’s geopolitical agent

In this section, we identify Xi Jinping and the Chinese Central 
Politburo as China’s geopolitical agents and examine their perceptions 
of space and geopolitical conditions, as well as strategic culture and 
resource-extractive capacities.

5.1 Identification of China’s geopolitical 
agent

Since Xi Jinping was elected president in 2013, he has eliminated 
his rivals and political opponents and strengthened the domestic 
ruling system through an anti-corruption campaign (The Guardian, 
2013). The Politburo under Xi Jinping’s regime is a top decision-
making body in CCP increasingly dominated by Xi’s personal 
influence (Li, 2016), consisting of 25 members. It plays a critical role 
to formulate policies, guide the party’s overall direction, centralize 
authority, reduce factionalism, and enforce party discipline. As a 
result, the “inner-party democracy” (collective leadership system that 
emphasizes decision-making based on rules and norms) of Deng 
Xiaoping has been transformed into Xi Jinping’s personalistic system 
of rules (Li, 2016; Shirk, 2018). Since Xi Jinping was re-elected as CCP 
general secretary, and members of the politburo were elected in 
October 2022, the Xi regime, which consolidates the periphery using 
its own yes men, has taken the lead based on a preponderance of 
numbers, reflecting Xi Jinping’s ideas in its policies.

At the 19th Party Congress in October 2017, “Socialist Ideology 
with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era by Xi Jinping” (Xi Jinping 
Thought) was included in the Constitution of CCP, alongside Mao 
Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping Theory. In addition, 
constitutional amendment in March 2018 eliminated the provision 
(Article 79, Paragraphs 2 and 3) limiting the term of office of the 
President to “two terms of 10 years.” Furthermore, from September 
2021 onwards, classes on Xi Jinping’s philosophy were made 
compulsory in school education, reinforcing the personal worship of 
Xi Jinping as the core element of CCP.

5.2 The geopolitical agent’s perceptions of 
geographical space

At a ceremony marking the 70th anniversary of the establishment 
of Sino-Russian relations on June 5, 2019, Xi described Russia as “a 

good neighbor that cannot be moved and a true partner that cannot 
be dismantled, whether in the past, present, or future (Government of 
PRC, June 6, 2019).” It suggests his perception of the potential and 
limits of the space between China and Russia. He  also admired 
construction of a new type of great power relationship based on 
equality and mutual respect that involves “non-alignment, 
non-confrontation, and [which] does not target third countries,” as 
advocated since the 1994 Joint Declaration (Xi, 2019).

It is an example of arrogant space consciousness of Chinese 
geopolitical agent that Xi mentioned “the vast Pacific Ocean is large 
enough to accommodate the two superpowers of China and America,” 
when Secretary of State Kerry visited China in April 2013. This 
fundamental way of “G-2 (Group of Two)” concept is nothing new. 
During official visit by Admiral Timothy J. Keating, then commander 
of US Pacific Command, to China in May 2007, a Chinese naval 
official suggested dividing up the Pacific Ocean that the United States 
takes care the area east of Hawaii (Eastern Pacific) and that China does 
the area west of Hawaii (Western Pacific), and both will just 
communicate with each other. In China, the geopolitics tends to 
be understood as traditional grand strategy to focus on central role of 
state in geographic space (Fang, 2023).

5.3 Characteristics of China’s strategic 
culture

Based on Marxism, Xi Jinping established socialism with Chinese 
characteristics (Xi Jinping Thought) at the 19th Party Congress. In 
other words, in Xi’s Marxist understanding, the substructure 
(economy), which suggests actual development in the rise of the 
Chinese economy on a global scale, should be  reflected in the 
superstructure (global politics). It is important to note that the shift of 
power from the West (United States and Europe) to the East (China) 
is understood as dialectically natural in Chinese politburo. 
Furthermore, Xi Jinping’s high regard for Mao Zedong’s ideology, 
which emphasizes the importance of “independence and self-reliance” 
and “self-rehabilitation,” has led him to emphasize Chinese self-
respect and confidence without imitating foreign models, and the 
need to achieve the status of a military and maritime superpower 
through Han-Chinese-centric discourse about the “Great rejuvenation 
of the Chinese nation.”

5.4 Pro-Russian stance of the Chinese 
geopolitical agent

Crucially, it is not only the perceived strategic necessity of 
countering the increase in pressure from the United States but also 
Xi Jinping’s personal admiration of Russia and Putin, which has been 
shaped by the social atmosphere in China, that deepen the Sino-
Russian strategic partnership (Yun, 2022). Indeed, in a television 
interview aired in February 2014, Xi Jinping expressed his admiration 
of “strong” Russia and trust in Putin. Xi Jinping celebrated Putin’s 
birthday with him in Bali, Indonesia, on October 7, 2013, and in 
Dushanbe on June 15, 2019. Thus, Xi Jinping’s pro-Russian discourse 
of trust and closeness to Putin is highlighted as a significant factor in 
deepening the China-Russia comprehensive strategic partnership. 
However, it may be noted that Putin emphasizes strategic importance 
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rather than trust (Yan, 2013), and differences of perceptions between 
Xi Jinping and Putin exist.

6 Analytical results

A comprehensive two-level analysis of domestic factors and the 
international system indicates that by devising a form of Sino-Russian 
relations that does not take the form of an ‘alliance’ in which a real 
hierarchy of power is formed but the shape of a ‘comprehensive strategic 
partnership of coordination’ that avoids hierarchization and emphasizes 
equal positions allows both countries to enjoy diversified and multi-
layered relations that generate geopolitical, political, and economic 
benefits. The advantages of this ingenuity should not be underestimated.

6.1 Responses to systemic stimuli

It is undeniable that for Beijing, handling the increasingly tense 
China-US persistent great power competition, promoting economic 
growth, and resolving the Taiwan issue are important strategic goals. 
In response to the power competition, China has had strategic reasons 
to avoid not only being isolated by the US but also to avoid 
improvement of US-Russia relations in the context of the US-Russia-
China triangle, whose sides are not equal (Rogov, 2022). In this regard, 
strategic cooperation between China and Russia is not the result of a 
voluntary choice by the two countries but rather a choice made under 
strategic pressure from the United  States (Zhang, 2022). The 
cooperation includes strategic coordination at the UN Security 
Council and dealing with various regional issues as well. The Sino-
Russian partnership also seeks to leverage the position of France, 
which is critical of some US policies, to create a neutral position in 
situations of an equal split (PRC and Russia vs. US and 
United Kingdom) among the five permanent members of the UN 
Security Council, as well as avoiding the one-to-four isolation of China 
(Yan, 2013). Beyond the US-China competition, Beijing’s efforts to 
strengthen the Sino-Russian partnership are also driven by Xi Jinping’s 
personal belief about “the fall of the West” already mentioned, which 
is the foundation of the long-term perception of the international 
power cycle trend according to the Chinese geopolitical agent.

6.2 Relative material state potential

It is valuable for China and Russia to keep and promote bilateral 
military cooperation, which is explained as “non-aligned, 
non-confrontational, and not targeted at third countries.” The latest 
Military Cooperation Roadmap for 2021–2025 calls for enhanced 
military cooperation in three main areas: joint military exercises, joint 
strategic patrols, and strategic coordination. Under the plan, China 
and Russia conduct joint maritime military exercises, joint strategic 
patrols by strategic bombers, and strategically coordinate joint action 
at the UN Security Council. These joint exercises and patrols should 
be recognized not only as politically symbolic activity that showcases 
the countries’ “unity,” but also as practical information-gathering 
purpose aimed at exploring Japan’s radar blind-spots. The partnership 
is for bilateral confidence building, promoting anti-Western narratives, 
and sharing military technologies rather than collective defense.

From economic and resources aspects, China has been a net 
importer of oil since 1993 due to declining domestic oil production 
and growing domestic demand. China imports oil from the Middle 
East and African countries via SLOC,7 and its strong dependence on 
SLOC for trade and resource imports seems to be its Achilles’ heel. 
Securing alternative land transportation routes through BRI and 
constructing nuclear power plants in China with Russian support are 
vital to strengthen resilience for Beijing. PRC increased imports of 
crude oil from the Middle East (from Saudi Arabia, Iraq, the UAE, 
and Oman) through the Strait of Malacca, although China imports 
86.24  million tons of Russian crude oil in 2022, up  8.2% from 
79.64 million tons in 2021 (Tass, 2023) and Russia became China’s 
biggest crude oil supplier (Reuters, 2023) thanks to the low price of 
Russian oil. In addition to crude oil, China signed a contract to 
increase its natural gas imports from Russia before Russia invaded 
Ukraine in February 2022. After Russia’s invasion began, natural gas 
imports from Russia also increased. The two leaders discussed the 
2,600 km long Power-of-Siberia 2 pipeline project during the Sino-
Russian summit in March and October 2023, designed to deliver an 
annual 50 billion cubic meters (bcm) of Russian gas from the Yamal 
peninsula to China via Mongolia and at least 98 billion bcm by 2030, 
although the details of the pipeline still need to be resolved (Reuters, 
2023). Interestingly, domestic demand for crude oil and natural gas 
in China might reduce due to the construction of nuclear power 
plants, shale gas development in China, and the promotion of 
“becoming an electric car superpower” policy.

As Xi Jinping praised “two-way trade between China and Russia 
has grown by 116% over the last 10 years (MOFA of PRC, 2023)” at 
Xi-Putin Moscow summit in March 2023, bilateral trade reached 
$88.2  billion in 2012 and $190.3B in 2022 (China Daily, 2023). 
However, trade relations with ASEAN (US$975.3 billion), European 
Union (US$847.3 billion), and the United States (US$759.4 billion) in 
2022 (General Administration of Customs of China) are more 
important for Beijing to ensure domestic economic growth.

In addition, many of essential materials and components for 
manufacturing industries needed by China’s manufacturing industry 
are imported from American, European, or Japanese companies, and 
cannot be obtained from Russian ones. Even China, which tries to 
reduce its dependence on Europe, the United States, and Japan by 
promoting indigenous semiconductor production, depends on 
imports of many materials, components, and manufacturing equipment.

6.3 Strategic culture

Since its founding in 1949, PRC has not experienced any military 
victories over other countries (although it controls over Tibet and some 
islands). At the beginning of PRCs’ history, it did not have enough 
economic strength to become a military power, even though People’s 

7 PRC’s dependence on crude oil imports has dropped from 73.6% in 2020 

to 72% in 2021 (State Council of PRC, https://english.www.gov.cn/news/

topnews/202202/24/content_WS6216e221c6d09c94e48a569e.html, Feb 24. 

2022). However, the dependence is expected to increase in 2023 (Reuters, 

https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/china-set-record-crude-oil-

imports-2023-analysts-2023-02-17/, Feb. 20, 2023).
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Liberation Army had a large number of soldiers for the human wave 
tactics, its military strength was limited for defensive posture. Instead, 
Beijing has prioritized economic development since the end of 1978 
under Deng Xiaoping’s rule, and avoided the use or display of military 
power, and has promoted the building of international relations through 
diplomacy backed by economic influence. In recent years, however, with 
the increase of hard power thanks to economic development and military 
beefing up, there is a growing capability to proceed “changing the status 
quo by force” for its own strategic goals. The final solution to the Taiwan 
issue, in which Xi administration declares to employ all means including 
military to solve it, will require a concentration of forces in the Western 
Pacific region. Therefore, strategic cooperation with Russia to allow 
Beijing to concentrate to the Pacific is essential.

Furthermore, China is attempting to create a substantial buffer zone 
by penetrating its economic influence. Beijing is also growing more 
confident in its ability to exert influence over other countries by 
“holding hostage,” the expectation of future profits of other countries 
that want access to China’s domestic market. This expansion of influence 
through the economy includes penetration into Eurasian countries 
including Russia through BRI. It reflects Xi’s belief that the substructure 
(economy) should be reflected to the superstructure (politics).

6.4 Perception of space, geopolitical 
design, and geopolitical continuity

Based on historical lessons that involve a Sino-Soviet split, an 
experience of border clashes, and the current shift of power superiority 
except for with nuclear forces (Russia: 5,580 estimated warheads of 
2024, PRC: 500, FAS 2023) from Russia to China, the Sino-Russian 
relationship need not be a hierarchical traditional alliance for Beijing, 
but the strategic partnership governed by the principle of equal, 
mutually respectful non-interference to achieve the “China dream.”

Defusing border tension and the reconciliation of historical 
confrontation with neighboring Russia are crucial for Beijing. 
Historically, Sino-Soviet relations were unequal, and the Sino-Soviet 
conflict over the past 20 years has caused immeasurable losses to both 
sides and lost valuable time for development (Le, 2019). To avoid 
repeating that mistake, he praised the establishment of a new type of 
great power relationship.

From the perspective of military strategy, deploying land and air 
forces along the border and mutually targeting nuclear weapons, as 
experienced during the Sino-Soviet tension in the 1960s, would 
be indeed a waste of resources. It would be more efficient for China 
and Russia to create an environment and structure for the countries 
operating back-to-back to concentrate their resources on their main 
strategic focus (Russia on the European front and China in the 
Western Pacific). Without a reliable backstop with Russia, China will 
not only lose focus, but it also faces the dilemma of being pinched 
from both sides from East and West (Yan, 2013).

7 Conclusion

The paper concludes that the China-Russia Strategic Partnership 
will continue to be used as an anti-Western platform; to secure resource 
access and trade; to concentrate China’s national power and potential 
in the Western Pacific; and to promote the “new type of international 
relationship” that is characterized as “non-aligned, non-confrontational, 
and does not target third countries” based on Xi Jinping Thought, 
results possible to achieve due to the sharp methodology of neoclassical 
geopolitics. The bilateral relation is likely to expand and deepen in 
terms of content in the future, primarily at the request of the Russian 
side due to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which has been affecting 
bilateral balance and growing Russia’s dependence on China. However, 
as long as the Chinese leadership recognizes the importance of 
maintaining stable and practical trade relations with Western countries 
and acts on its desire to show China as next global leader, China will 
be  incentivized to prevent the partnership with Russia from 
transforming into a traditional military alliance. Therefore, the Sino-
Russo partnership has been shifting its nature from “marriage of 
convenience” to “marriage who pretend to be a good couple.”
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