
        
            
                
            
        

    FEW INTERNATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS
have provoked such polarized views as the “strategic partnership” between China and Russia. Both nations portray it as the very model of positive-sum cooperation, offering the promise of a more equitable world order. But many Western observers see it as an alliance of authoritarian states that threatens the global leadership of the United States and the dismantling of democratic norms. In Axis of Convenience, Bobo Lo shows that the true picture is more complex than such interpretations would suggest.
 
Lo argues that the dynamic between these two emerging powers is one of strategic convenience rather than strategic partnership. It is shaped not by a shared vision of the world, but by expediency, pragmatism, and cold-eyed perceptions of national interests. Axis of Convenience evaluates the current state and future prospects of the Sino-Russian relationship against the back-drop of a disordered global environment.
 
The Bush presidency has witnessed a spectacular decline in the moral and political authority of the United States, but it will be decades before other powers are able to challenge America's primacy. For all their rhetoric about a new multipolar order, Beijing and Moscow understand this reality. Their partnership reflects a new geopolitics characterized by flexible and opportunistic arrangements. Lo examines the implications for the security environment in Central and East Asia, the geopolitics of energy, and the strategic triangle between Russia, China, and the United States.
 
The convergence between Russia and China is one of the success stories of post-Cold War international relations. Yet their interaction continues to be dogged by mistrust, geopolitical rivalry, and competing priorities. Ultimately it is a throwback to the nineteenth-century model of great-power relations, defined as much by its limitations as its strengths. The big question in coming decades is not whether the Sino-Russian “strategic partnership” will undermine the established international order, but whether it can continue to prosper in an increasingly interdependent world.
BOBO LO is director of the Russia and China programs at the Centre for European Reform in London. He was previously head of the Russia and Eurasia program at Chatham House (2005-08) and deputy head of mission at the Australian Embassy in Moscow. He is the author of Vladimir Putin and the Evolution of Russian Foreign Policy (Blackwell and Chatham House, 2003) and Russian Foreign Policy in the Post-Soviet Era (Palgrave Macmillan, 2002).
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COOPERATION, AMBIGUITY, AND TENSION
“The pure and simple truth is rarely pure and never simple.”
—OSCAR WILDE, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act I
Few relationships have provoked such polarized views as the Sino-Russian “strategic partnership.” Moscow and Beijing portray it as the very model of international cooperation—pragmatic, enterprising, and innovative. In a world still marked by Cold War-era tensions, it embodies the promise of a new “global multipolar order,” not dominated by American “hegemonism” but centered in the “democratization of international relations.”1 Such bullishness testifies to an extraordinary transformation. Less than forty years ago the two countries were seemingly implacable enemies on the verge of nuclear confrontation. Today they can rightly claim that ties are better than at any time in their history. Ancient antagonisms and suspicions appear to have given way to an unparalleled convergence across multiple policy agendas.
On the other hand, the rude health of the relationship has generated mounting concern in the West about its longer-term aims. Although Russian and Chinese leaders deny that their partnership is directed against third parties, many observers in Washington view it as an anti-American alliance in all but name. For such critics the convergence of Russian and Chinese positions on a range of international issues is not merely unhelpful, but represents a concerted challenge to the United States’ global leadership.
It is perhaps inevitable that such black-and-white views should flourish in an unstable international context, one characterized by growing geopolitical tensions and security uncertainties. The temptation to extol or demonize the Sino-Russian relationship is all the more powerful given that so little is understood about the motivations and forces shaping it. Despite its prominence it remains a subject on which there is far more heat than light.
Inconveniently for advocates and critics alike, the real picture is ambiguous, full of contradictions both implicit and explicit. Moscow and Beijing speak the language, and undertake many of the actions, of a multifaceted partnership. Yet practical cooperation is hamstrung by historical suspicions, cultural prejudices, geopolitical rivalry, and competing priorities. Despite satisfaction with the growth of “partnership relations,” there is lingering doubt about their sustainability.
Such uncertainty is rooted in history, but is fueled also by the emergence of an increasingly confident and assertive China. Beijing has worked hard to allay the fears of the international community by emphasizing concepts such as “peaceful rise,” “peaceful development,” and a “harmonious world.” It has adopted a restrained posture on Taiwan, engaged with the United States, and stepped up participation in multilateral organizations. But the sheer speed and scale of China's transformation from regional backwater into influential global actor have made it an object of concern for many countries, not least Russia.
This anxiety has been accentuated by the turnaround in the strategic fortunes of the two countries since the collapse of the Soviet Union. At the beginning of the 1990s the outlook for Yeltsin's democratic Russia appeared much more promising than that of a Chinese Communist regime shaken and isolated following the international outcry at the brutal suppression of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests. Russia seemed destined to remain the “older brother” and China the “younger brother,” as in the “unbreakable” Sino-Soviet friendship under Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong. But over the course of the 1990s the momentum within the relationship shifted inexorably in favor of Beijing, first to an “equal partnership,” and then to one in which China became seen as ascendant by many on both sides.
The changing dynamic reinforced a long-time mutual ambivalence. For Moscow, China has symbolized a “good” and “bad” East—on the one hand, one of the world's great civilizations; on the other, a barbarous presence that lapsed into decrepitude and medievalism for much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For Beijing, Russia/the Soviet Union was at different times avaricious imperial power, patronizing mentor, and indispensable backer. At no stage in the two countries’ common history has there been a period of unalloyed good relations. As Russian leader Vladimir Putin has pointed out, even during the period of “unbreakable friendship” there was considerable ill-feeling beneath the veneer of Sino-Soviet solidarity.2 While many Russians envy China its political stability and economic success, the notion of a “China threat” persists. Perceptions of China and the Chinese may be more nuanced and positive than in the past, but Sinophobia continues to exert a significant pull. On specific issues, such as the right of Chinese to live, work, and acquire property in Russia, public responses are strongly negative. And most Russians believe that China benefits far more from the relationship.3
By contrast, the Chinese have a relatively benign if faintly dismissive view of their largest neighbor. They value it as a supplier of advanced weaponry to the People's Liberation Army (PLA), as an important source of crude oil, and as a useful ally in balancing American power in Central Asia. Unlike many in the West, they do not regard a resurgent Russia as a serious threat to their national interests. They are somewhat bemused at Moscow's obsession with “great power-ness” (derzhavnost) and frustrated by its double-dealing on issues such as the East Siberian oil pipeline (see chapter 8), but they recognize the need for accommodation in order to concentrate on more important priorities elsewhere. Generally speaking the Chinese attitude toward Russia combines Middle Kingdom hauteur, pragmatism, and cynicism. Russophobia, although it exists, is less of an issue than indifference, as China's governing elite and society increasingly turn their attention to the West.
Axis of convenience
This asymmetry and ambivalence call into question the conventional wisdom that Russia and China enjoy a bona fide strategic partnership. Although the two countries have come a long way in recent years, they share neither a long-term vision of the world nor a common understanding of their respective places in it, a disjunction reflected in differing perceptions of the bilateral relationship.
This book argues that the dynamic between Russia and China is one of strategic convenience—an axis of convenience. It suits Moscow and Beijing to talk up the quality of ties, both for intrinsic reasons and as a significant factor in regional and global politics. But such interaction falls well short of strategic cooperation, which implies not only a common sense of purpose across the board, but also the political will and coordination to translate broad intent into meaningful action. The rationale of the Sino-Russian axis of convenience is often tactical and instrumental, and expediency and opportunism are more relevant considerations than an often illusory likemindedness. Tellingly, the Kremlin assigns greater resources to the countries of the former Soviet Union (FSU) and to relations with key EU member-states (such as Germany), while the Chinese leadership is much more focused on engagement with the United States, Japan, the ASEANs (Association of Southeast Asian Nations), Africa, and the European Union.
The secondary importance of the bilateral relationship reflects critical differences in the two countries’ center of gravity and strategic orientation. Russian foreign policy arises out of an indigenous imperial tradition, a European cultural-historical heritage, and an Americacentric geopolitical culture. The West continues to supply the principal external reference points, even if many of these are perceived negatively. At the same time the longevity of Russia's imperial tradition and recent memory of the Soviet superpower era have ensured that Moscow retains a globalist mindset, despite a much diminished capacity to project power and influence. Within this world-view China has traditionally occupied a peripheral place. Even at the height of Sino-Soviet friendship and later during the U.S.-Soviet-Chinese triangularism of the 1970s, its importance to the Kremlin was more auxiliary than independent, a source of leverage in a bipolar world rather than valued in itself.
China is still in the early stages of evolution from a regional to a global power and from a developing into a developed nation. It is no surprise, then, that its principal foreign policy priorities are essentially inward-looking: to create the most favorable external conditions for domestic modernization; and reunification with Taiwan. The same introspection characterizes its imperial mentality, which reflects the dynastic nature of Communist Party rule rather than empire-building ambitions or irredentist designs.4 The global extension of its foreign policy in recent years is motivated not by a desire to assert a great power presence on the world stage, but by concrete and fairly narrow goals, such as maximizing access to overseas markets, energy sources, and other raw materials necessary to sustain growth. Although China has shown signs of assuming greater international obligations and becoming a “responsible stakeholder,” its approach to global affairs remains utilitarian.5
Contrasting foreign policy agendas have not prevented Moscow and Beijing from coordinating positions in certain circumstances. Crucially, however, what binds them is a largely defensive agenda: stability and confidence-building along the common border; resisting the influence of “alien”Western values;6 emasculating UN action over Iran's nuclear program; and excluding or weakening an outside strategic presence in Central Asia. The axis of convenience is in many respects an “anti-relationship,” directed more at containing undesirable developments than creating new structures and mechanisms for cooperation.
Much of the impetus behind its development has come from a desire to restrain the “hegemonic” power of the United States. In the immediate post-Cold War era, the arrival of the “unipolar moment” encouraged the reassertion of American internationalism, missionary in its zeal and seemingly unchallengeable.7 This America was seen to threaten regional as well as ex-global powers and provided a natural locus for Sino-Russian convergence. After a brief period of introspection in the first year of George W. Bush's presidency, 9/11 reawakened Washington's foreign policy activism. The U.S.-led military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq have drawn Moscow and Beijing together in a common purpose—not in combating international terrorism, as Washington had hoped, but in countering the geopolitical presence of the hegemon in their “spheres of vital interests.”8 Even here, however, the two countries’ approaches are scarcely identical. At a time when Russia is taking every opportunity to contest America's global leadership, China has adopted a more restrained approach. The contrast between the escalation of Russia-U.S. tensions and the generally positive interdependency between the U.S. and Chinese economies is stark.
The new geopolitics
In challenging the assumption of a Sino-Russian “strategic partnership,” we should not underestimate its wider implications. Perceptions of the national interest can be short-term, but they have regional and global consequences nonetheless. Moscow and Beijing may be “dreaming different dreams,”9 but this has not stopped them from working together, often to considerable effect, in many areas: Iran, Central Asia, countering missile defense, North Korea.
Such cooperation, more opportunistic than strategic, is facilitated by an international environment where no single world order—unipolar, bipolar or multipolar—predominates, but in which a Hobbesian “anarchy” reigns.10 George W. Bush's presidency has seen a spectacular decline in the authority of the United States, with Washington's global leadership coming under attack from all sides. Yet it will be decades before rising powers such as China and India have the capacity—or will—to compete with it for preeminence. The much-vaunted “multipolar world order” remains more aspiration than reality, while an equitable, more “democratic” international system based on the primacy of the UN and other multilateral institutions is similarly elusive. There is an “international society” of sorts, in that certain rules of behavior continue to govern interstate relations,11 but the Helsinki “big idea” of universal rights and norms12 has become so eroded in recent years as to be meaningless as a frame of reference. In addition to the growing fractiousness of states and proliferation of value-systems, new non-state actors have emerged to undermine established institutions and norms.
A new geopolitics is challenging the Western-driven, positive-sum interdependency that has become discredited in many parts of the world. It is a hybrid phenomenon, reflecting the transitory nature of the contemporary international system. Traditional constructs of space and influence remain influential, but a revolution of means is taking place. This geopolitics is flexible in approach, employing both hard and soft power and making use of multilateral, bilateral, and unilateral mechanisms. And it is flourishing in circumstances where classical conceptions of the balance of power are interacting with new security and economic challenges—international terrorism, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), the globalization of trade, energy security, climate change. The new geopolitics is not based on fixed and long-lasting “strategic partnerships,” let alone alliances, but on much more supple arrangements that are frequently opportunistic, non-committal, and volatile.13 Such arrangements are highly susceptible to changing international circumstances and evolving perceptions of the national interest.
That Sino-Russian relations are driven by interests and not ideology (as under Stalin and Mao) is both a strength and a weakness. On the one hand, it enables Moscow and Beijing to escape some of the baggage of the past, focusing instead on what unites rather than divides them. The disparateness and lack of clarity of the current geopolitical environment also enables their partnership to punch above its weight, in conditions where the illusion of power is often mistaken for genuine clout.
On the other hand the fluidity of the international context makes the relationship a hostage to fortune. While it can strengthen the axis of convenience in dealings with other actors, it feeds tensions and uncertainties within the relationship itself. With so little to be taken for granted, there is no inclination in Moscow and Beijing toward mutual reliance. The notion of a “normative convergence”between them has become popular recently,14 yet this supposed convergence is fragile and superficial and in no way approximates the shared values that exist within bodies such as the EU.
For all the public packaging, the Sino-Russian relationship is defined by tangible interests and the realities of power. And herein lies its greatest source of vulnerability. China's rise as the next global superpower threatens Russia, not with the military or demographic invasion many fear, but with progressive displacement to the periphery of international decisionmaking. Although it is fashionable to bracket Russia and China together as emerging powers, along with India and Brazil,15 the trajectory of their development foreshadows different fates.16 The aggregate bilateral balance of power—economic, political, technological, strategic—has already shifted in Beijing's favor, and the disparity will only become more marked with time. More than any other single factor, it is this growing inequality in an uncertain world that will inhibit the development of a genuinely close partnership.
The policy context
Some clarification on the nature of the policy process in this highly ambivalent relationship may be useful. Policymaking is opaque, even in the most transparent and accountable of Western democracies. It is much more so in states where a culture of confidentiality is pervasive, input is limited to the select few, and dissimulation is more often than not a virtue.17 We can rarely be sure who initiated or influenced particular decisions; a measure of clarity emerges only with time and, in a few lucky instances, with the publication of indiscreet memoirs.18
In this connection, it is vital to distinguish between those who drive policy and those who merely articulate it. The recent transfer of the Russian presidency from Vladimir Putin to Dmitry Medvedev illustrates the dangers of a literal approach to the study of policymaking. On the face of things, President Medvedev has become the new power in the land, with direct responsibility for running foreign policy. Yet it is Putin, albeit as prime minister and party leader, who remains the supreme arbiter of Russia's affairs at home and abroad. His personal domination of the body politic and control of elite networks outweigh the institutional assets of a nominally strong presidency.
This book makes liberal reference to “Russia” and “Moscow,” “China” and “Beijing,” more or less interchangeably. The reader should not interpret this as implying the existence of uniform views, but as shorthand for the dominant policy line at a given moment. The abstract concept of “the national interest” has little meaning, except at the most general level—“territorial integrity,” “national security,” “economic prosperity.” In practice, the national interest is a matter of interpretation and perspective. Different groups within the policy elite—big business, economic ministries, the security and intelligence community, the military—may (and do) view it in different ways. The issue is further complicated by the blurring of public and private interests, especially in Russia. Policy outcomes reflect the interplay of competing interests and agendas; in Russia and China, even more than in the West, they are the product of multiple compromises.
With this in mind, several scholars have adopted an interest-group approach, associating certain attitudes and policies with particular constituencies.19 But this, too, is not without its problems. Interests and allegiances cut across institutional lines.20 The Russian military, for example, is sharply divided in its views of China. Some senior officers regard it as the greatest long-term threat to national security, others as an actor of limited military capabilities, while a third group adheres to the Kremlin line that China is a key strategic partner and customer for the Russian arms industry. Divining the inner workings of Chinese policy is more challenging still, since the extreme secrecy surrounding decisionmaking there makes it very difficult to identify distinct policy strands with any confidence. Mark Leonard has categorized Chinese thinking about international affairs in terms of “liberal internationalists,” “neo-comms,” and “pragmatists.”21 However, it is unclear how far these intellectual currents influence specific government policies. The most plausible, if somewhat unsatisfactory, answer is that they probably all feed into the policy process, but in ways that are extremely hard to gauge.
Part of the problem is that perceptions and attitudes fluctuate. The numerous contradictions in the bilateral relationship have translated into inconsistent policymaking over the years, particularly in the Kremlin. Just as there is no such thing as the national interest, so the hackneyed phrase “permanent national interests” is inadequate in explaining the complex motivations behind Sino-Russian interaction. Interests alter in response to changing domestic and international circumstances. Events intervene to change the “normal” course of things. 9/11, for example, disrupted the positive momentum of Sino-Russian relations. Putin seized on the opportunity to re-engage with the United States, leaving the Chinese in little doubt as to their second-class status in the Kremlin's world-view. Subsequently, the Iraq war and the Orange revolution in Ukraine helped swing the pendulum back toward Beijing. No relationship evolves in a vacuum, especially one between two countries struggling to redefine their place in the international system. Evolution of the “strategic partnership” is inseparable from larger trends in a rapidly globalizing world.
In the end, much of foreign policymaking is ad hoc and reactive, notwithstanding the best intentions of leaders to assert a long-term vision. Although the talk is of “pragmatism,” this is rarely more than a bland certificate of endorsement (the obverse of pragmatic are the pejorative terms “ideological” and “romantic”). States may be “rational actors” for the most part, yet many of their actions are influenced by irrational considerations; myopia and prejudice often outweigh clear-sighted views of national (or even group) interests. We should not underestimate, too, the role of miscalculation and misperception—especially pertinent in relationships where there is little tradition of trust, as between Moscow and Beijing.
The many faces of Sino-Russian relations
The Sino-Russian axis of convenience operates on several levels—bilateral, regional, and global—that constantly intersect. The following chapters examine key dimensions of this multi-layered relationship: its historical and ideational setting; critical bilateral issues, such as the situation in the Russian Far East and the military balance; the relationship in its regional context (Central Asia, East Asia); and the nexus between the development of Sino-Russian ties and larger global realities, in particular the world's growing resource hunger and the continuing primacy of the United States. Some of the themes are geographical in focus, others functional, and they frequently overlap. Together they reflect the increasingly complex interaction between two of the world's leading powers.
Chapter 2 looks at the impact of history and of historical memory. Over the past two decades, Russian and Chinese leaders have sought to transcend a contentious past. These efforts have met with considerable success and are responsible in large part for the generally healthy state of bilateral ties today. However, the burden of history continues to weigh heavily. Many of the underlying tensions and uncertainties in Sino-Russian relations have their roots in a series of historical “episodes”: the thirteenth-century Mongol invasion of Russia and three centuries of Mongol rule; the Tsarist imperial expansion into China in the nineteenth century; the “unequal treaties,” under which the Qing dynasty was forced to cede 1.5 million square kilometers of Chinese territory; the enormous disappointments of the Sino-Soviet “unbreakable friendship” in the 1950s; the border clashes of 1969; and the sharply contrasting experiences of modernization in post-Soviet Russia and post-Mao China.
These episodes are signposts in a relationship that has rarely been comfortable and has frequently been bitter. They have left a mixed legacy: on the one hand, anxiety, alienation, and mistrust; on the other, accommodation, calculation, and pragmatism. Historical animosities and suspicions have softened, but not disappeared. The outcome of this ambivalent condition is a selective and wary engagement. Enduring Russian fears of Chinese irredentism in the Far East highlight the extent to which history still impinges on the relationship, notwithstanding the best efforts of governments to set the past aside. The longer-term outlook for partnership hinges on the capacity of Moscow and Beijing to embrace present and future opportunities with an open mind.
Chapter 3 lays out the ideational context by addressing the central question of what Moscow and Beijing understand by “strategic partnership.” For Russia, in particular, this has become a near-universal rubric applied to all manner of relationships. Sino-Russian ties have improved beyond recognition in the last fifteen years, and the degree of political, normative, and foreign policy convergence is unprecedented. Yet there are serious questions to be asked about both sides’ expectations of partnership and the extent of their likemindedness.
Although they appear to espouse virtually identical views on many issues, major differences of perspective and emphasis continue to divide them. For Russia, a good relationship with China serves immediate security interests and global geopolitical ambitions. It reinforces the security of its far eastern regions by establishing a common interest in cooperation. It also gives Moscow the confidence to pursue an assertive (“independent”) foreign policy and to challenge Washington's global leadership. In this sense, China is less a strategic partner to Russia than a strategic counterweight to the United States. Beijing sees its relationship with Moscow differently. Its chief priorities are more practical and less ambitious: to secure its “strategic rear” in the northeast in order to concentrate on domestic modernization and Taiwan; to ensure the continued flow of energy and other commodity imports; and to work with Moscow (and others) toward stability in Central Asia. Although the Communist leadership values Sino-Russian solidarity on international issues, it treats Russia less as a global strategic partner than as a secondary and “limited” partner in niche areas.
The Sino-Russian dynamic is consequently not equal but asymmetrical, a fact that has generated some tensions between them. For the most part the image of “strategic partnership” enables Moscow and Beijing to gloss over its limitations. However, the disjunction between sweeping rhetoric and modest achievement is becoming more difficult to sustain, especially in areas such as energy where real cooperation has fallen well short of expectations. In coming years the relationship faces several major challenges: managing demographic tensions in the Russian Far East (RFE); translating a largely rhetorical convergence into tangible outcomes; and balancing between cooperation and competition in Central Asia. Such challenges are all the more formidable given the fluid international environment.
Few issues touch the Russian psyche as deeply as the idea of the land (zemlya). Territorial integrity is central to notions of Russian national identity and of “Russian-ness.”22 The specter of a Chinese take-over of the Russian Far East, the subject of chapter 4, goes to the heart of these issues. In its most primitive form, the “China threat” is reflected in the xenophobic image of the “yellow peril”—the Chinese invading in their millions to fill the vast expanse of Siberia and Russia's Far East. But the issue is more than just about vulgar racism. Even Vladimir Putin, the driving force behind the expansion of relations with China, has suggested that if Russia does not manage to settle the RFE then it may one day lose it.23 The fate of Russia's eastern lands is thus of pivotal importance in the evolution of the bilateral relationship. Tensions over “illegal migration” are exacerbated by the widening demographic imbalance between the RFE and China's northeastern provinces, by Russia's larger population crisis, and by the growing Chinese economic influence in eastern Russia. Beijing denies any irredentist ambitions, yet many Russians believe that it has not abandoned hope of recovering these territories through surreptitious means—namely, the gradual build-up of a large and influential Chinese presence on Russian soil.
In fact, the real problem in the RFE is the bankruptcy of Soviet and post-Soviet policy toward the region. Decades of neglect and half-baked schemes have truly made this Russia's forgotten land. Despite Putin's public commitment to development of the RFE, there has been minimal progress in resolving fundamental problems of corruption, misgovernment, and economic backwardness. In these circumstances the Chinese serve a dual purpose: as chief supplier of essential goods and services to the local population and convenient scapegoat. The combination of socioeconomic dependency and political expediency leaves Sino-Russian relations in the RFE (and beyond) especially vulnerable to changing conditions at home and abroad.
China's spectacular transformation in the post-Mao era elicits mixed feelings among Russians. For some it proves the wisdom of the Chinese model of socioeconomic development—the “Beijing consensus”24—compared with the attempts of Gorbachev and Yeltsin to follow “inappropriate” Western political and economic prescriptions. There is a strong sense of schadenfreude, too, at American discomfiture in the face of a rapidly emerging global power that would challenge the Western-dominated international order. Set against this, however, is the worry that China's rise, “peaceful” though it may be, will eventually threaten Russian interests across the board. The bilateral balance of power in its various dimensions therefore looms large in Moscow. Chapter 5 focuses on two critical aspects of this question. It assesses, first, the two countries’ respective military capabilities and potential. Of particular interest here are their contrasting experiences of reform, where the PLA's comprehensive modernization compares strikingly with the failure of successive Russian governments to develop effective modern fighting forces. Although it is inconceivable that China would attack Russia in the foreseeable future, the former's ongoing “revolution in military affairs” is the subject of close scrutiny in Moscow (as well as Washington).
Still more important are the consequences of China's rise as a civilian power, particularly if it becomes the world's leading economy by 2040, as some predict.25 Moscow frets that Russia is becoming a raw materials appendage of an ever more hi-tech China. Yet the key issue here is the fungibility of Chinese economic might, which is translating into a much enhanced ability to project power across the globe, including in regions where Russia has been accustomed to exercising a dominant influence. The transformation is nowhere more apparent than in the economic sphere. In a world dominated by economic power, the growing asymmetry of the bilateral relationship threatens to accentuate Russia's marginalization from international decisionmaking.
One of the most sensitive areas of the relationship is former Soviet Central Asia, the subject of chapter 6. For well over a century Russia has been the imperial power and (largely) unchallenged hegemon.26 This continued to be the case even after the break-up of the Soviet Union and the independence of the five Central Asian republics. During the 1990s, American involvement in the region was low-key, while Beijing was content to defer to Moscow, partly because their interests coincided and partly because it lacked the capacity to play a more independent role. 9/11 nullified these strategic understandings. Virtually overnight America became the leading power in Central Asia, reinforced by a long-term troop presence; the limits of Russian influence were severely exposed; and the Chinese leadership realized it could no longer rely on Moscow to take care of business. The emergence of an environment that was “anarchic” (in the Hobbesian sense) established a natural setting for renewed geopolitical competition.
Although some commentators speak of a new Great Game and a de facto Sino-Russian alliance against the United States, the real picture is much more confused, involving many players with their own individual agendas. Beijing, supported by Moscow, has promoted the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) as an “international organization of a new type,” a purported alternative to geopolitics. But so far the SCO has raised more questions than answers. Is its “Shanghai spirit” of positive-sum cooperation in response to universal threats, such as international terrorism, merely a cover to legitimize a shared determination to force America out of Central Asia? Should the SCO be viewed as an institution of growing stature, or as yet another in the long line of ineffectual multilateral organizations in the former Soviet space? If the SCO is becoming a serious player, then where does it fit in the overall scheme of Sino-Russian relations—as an additional layer that consolidates progress at the bilateral level, or a competitive arena in which Moscow and Beijing vie for the loyalties and resources of the Central Asian states?
Chapter 7 focuses on the dynamics of the Sino-Russian relationship in East Asia. This region represents a unique strategic environment. It is fractured and possesses no collective identity. It encompasses four of the world's leading powers—the United States, China, Japan, and Russia—three of which are nuclear weapons states that have often been at loggerheads. Rival bilateral alliances rather than multilateral mechanisms have traditionally predominated. And culturally and normatively it is exceptionally diverse, a place where Huntington's thesis of a “clash of civilizations” is more applicable than anywhere else on the planet.27 In this unstable context, the key question is not the supposed threat of a Moscow-Beijing axis directed at U.S. interests, as in Central Asia. The real tension is between China's emergence as a real force in the Asia-Pacific, and the desire of other powers, including Russia, to preserve the strategic status quo. Beneath the surface of apparently convergent interests, there is a fundamental conflict between Moscow's vision—a Concert of Great Powers, in which Russia is a full and valued member—and Beijing's determination to carve out a leadership role.
It is no coincidence, then, that Putin has emphasized the importance of “strategic diversity.” He has attempted to improve relations with Japan; raised Russia's level of participation in Asian multilateral organizations such as APEC (the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation grouping) and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF); brought Russia into the Korean Six-Party talks; and engaged actively in the ASEAN-plus dialogue and the East Asia Summit (EAS).28 His interest in a strategic architecture of checks and balances has led him to flirt with ideas of Russia as a “swing power” between China and Japan, and between China and the West. But this approach carries risks. It undermines Chinese trust in Moscow's good faith and could, in certain circumstances, be interpreted as part of a larger project of “neo-containment” and “keeping China down.” In the latter eventuality, the outcome would not be a Concert of Asia, but heightened bilateral tensions, destabilization of the Korean peninsula, and aggravation of existing fault-lines in the region.
The geopolitics of energy is the subject of chapter 8. Energy has become a central plank of the bilateral relationship and of the two countries’ foreign policies more generally. Moscow regards control of oil and gas resources as its most effective means of power projection in the post-bipolar age. For Beijing the quest for energy has become an all-encompassing priority, the engine of China's modernization. Sino-Russian energy cooperation is emblematic of the potential, but also of the shortcomings of their partnership. It offers a vision of the future as the most plausible avenue for taking relations to the next level, with political and strategic, as well as economic, benefits. However, progress has been slow. Prolonged delays over the East Siberian oil pipeline and the Kovykta gas pipeline have highlighted numerous problems: confusion over routing, pricing disagreements, uncertain levels of investment, and denial of Chinese access to Russian energy equity. Such difficulties reflect Moscow's reluctance to become too China-dependent in terms of markets, as well as concern that Russia is turning into a resource-cow for Chinese modernization. For its part Beijing has reacted to the Kremlin's erratic behavior by widening the search for new suppliers of energy. Resource hunger has become the main driver of the Chinese push into Central Asia, one that has led it into growing competition with Russian interests.
Thus energy offers both opportunity and risk for the development of relations. And the same is true of the use of energy as a foreign policy tool. The political elite in Moscow has made much of Russia as an “energy superpower” and attempted to exploit control of energy (especially gas) resources as leverage on the West. In fact, the threat to “go East” by diverting exports away from primary European markets is a bluff. Russia has neither the inclination nor the capability to make good on such threats. In the meantime, however, its reliability as a long-term supplier has been called into question, including in Beijing. The Chinese find they have more in common with energy consumers like the United States than with exporting countries such as Russia.
The Kremlin's use of energy as a foreign policy tool is consistent with a view of the world as a competitive, often hostile place, where geopolitics is becoming more rather than less important. For all the talk about interdependency and positive-sum cooperation in counterterrorism, WMD non-proliferation and conflict resolution, concepts such as the balance of power and spheres of influence have lost none of their salience. Chapter 9 revisits the idea of the “Grand Chessboard,” put forward by Zbigniew Brzezinski in 1997.29 Now, as then, the Eurasian continent is the main sphere of geopolitical contestation, while the principal actors—the United States, Russia, and China—remain the same. However, much also has changed in the intervening decade: the advent of a long-term Western presence in Central Asia; the Iraq war; the erosion of American political and normative influence; skyrocketing energy prices that have enabled Russia's resurgence; and the spectacular rise of China.
Against this background the Sino-Russian relationship has taken on a global character. For the Kremlin, geopolitical triangularism retains a special place, even if good relations with China have come to be valued for intrinsic as well as instrumental reasons. The nature of this triangularism—and the global chessboard—remains unclear. Russia and China share a profound distaste for American “hegemonic” behavior and seek to constrain it. But beyond that general objective the two sides differ substantially. Moscow plays up the “strategic partnership” with Beijing in order to maximize its foreign policy options and compensate for the deterioration of relations with the United States. Making common cause with China is critical to Russia's larger vision of reasserting itself as a global player.
China's perception of the grand chessboard, while also colored by geopolitical thinking, is more flexible. It does not deem it necessary to contest Western interests and influence wherever it finds them. Beijing's commitment to closer relations with Russia has not been prompted by worsening ties with the United States and the EU—indeed, these have improved significantly in recent years—but by the need to achieve specific political, economic, and security goals. It operates on the assumption that China can and must engage with the United States and Europe while maintaining a “strategic partnership” with Moscow. As its cautious approach toward Iraq demonstrates, it is unwilling to jeopardize China's far more substantial ties with the West for the sake of a partner whose actions at times seem motivated by visceral anti-Americanism. The case for flexibility is reinforced by a sober understanding of the limits of Sino-Russian friendship. The Communist leadership has few illusions that Moscow would offer more than moral-political support in the event of a major crisis in China's relations with the United States, such as over Taiwan. More important still, it understands that it is not Russia, but America, that is truly China's indispensable partner.
In spite of many unresolved issues, the short-to medium-term prognosis for the Sino-Russian relationship is good. There is no problem so serious as to lead to an early change for the worse, let alone a crisis. The axis of convenience will hold for some years, as both sides continue to find compelling reasons to cooperate: maintaining a solid front against Western “interference” in domestic affairs, developing energy ties, and countering American “hegemonism.” Beyond the next decade, however, the future is much less clear. Chapter 10 considers five scenarios for the longer-term evolution of relations: strategic convergence and the continuation of current positive trends; a political-military alliance; the “end of history” based on democratization in both countries; military confrontation; and a state of strategic tension. The last of these scenarios seems the most probable, although by no means inevitable. It envisages a gradual widening of policy differences, but within controlled parameters. The relationship would lose much of its luster, talk of “strategic partnership” would become perfunctory, and the opportunistic nature of ties would be widely evident. Nevertheless, dealings between Moscow and Beijing would remain more or less businesslike, and even effective in certain areas.
This final chapter concludes with some thoughts on the implications for the West of present and future trends in the relationship. As noted at the outset, there is a tendency to portray Sino-Russian convergence in melodramatic terms, as the most serious long-term strategic threat to the West. This alarmist picture is based on a misreading of developments, be they summit communiqués, occasional military exercises, or formulaic declarations on the multipolar world order. Contrary to conventional wisdom, good relations between Moscow and Beijing can contribute to a more stable world and should be welcomed rather than feared. Indeed, historical experience has shown that a souring of Sino-Russian ties is a major destabilizing factor in Eurasian and global security. Western policymakers should therefore examine the axis of convenience on its merits, not through the lens of geopolitical stereotypes or the self-serving rhetoric of “strategic partnership.”





CHAPTER TWO







THE BURDEN OF HISTORY
O Rus! Forget your former glory:
The two-headed eagle is ravaged,
And your tattered banners passed
Like toys among yellow children
He who neglects love's legacy
Will be overcome by trembling fear…
And the third Rome will fall to dust.
Nor will there ever be a fourth.
—From “Pan Mongolism,” VLADIMIR SOLOVIEV, October 18941
At a time when their partnership is flourishing as never before, Moscow and Beijing are understandably eager to claim that they have consigned past antagonisms to the metaphorical dustbin of history. Relations, it is said, are developing on the basis of mutual trust, pragmatism, and the national interest.2 If neither side would agree with Henry Ford's dictum that “history is more or less bunk,” then they have nevertheless exerted strenuous efforts to minimize its impact. For both, the key to the rapprochement of recent years lies in their ability to transcend a dark and often tragic shared history.
These efforts have reaped considerable dividends. By concentrating on present-day realities and future opportunities, Russia and China have raised cooperation to unprecedented levels. The notable improvement in Russian public perceptions of the Chinese, in particular, demonstrates how the underplaying of past animosities, together with the growing identification of common interests, can erode the most stubborn of prejudices.3
For all that, however, historical memory continues to play a crucial role. Its impact is understated but unmistakable. History matters, and nowhere more so than in two countries that share many psychological traits: a strong if not always well-articulated national consciousness; a sense of destiny; painstaking (and painful) remembrance of the past; a culture of grievance and “national humiliation”; and a quasi-permanent feeling of strategic vulnerability.
This chapter does not intend to offer a comprehensive historical account of the relationship. Its purpose, rather, is to demonstrate how certain episodes, from the Mongol invasion of Russia to the collapse of the Soviet Union, have influenced Russian and Chinese attitudes toward each other. History, or rather the use of history as icon, cause célèbre, and intellectual rationale, has served as both stimulus and hindrance to the development of relations. Its presence is all-pervasive, touching on every aspect—political, economic, strategic, and civilizational.
Russia's “Mongol complex”
The first, and in many respects most defining, of these historical “moments” is the Mongol invasion of the Russian city-states in the thirteenth century and the subsequent three centuries of the “Mongol yoke” (mongolskaya iga). The Mongols wreaked enormous devastation on the local population, establishing in the process the notion of the East as an abiding source of threat in the Russian mind. Soloviev's apocalyptic vision encapsulates Russia's Mongol complex, a subliminal but existential fear that resonates strongly to this day. The notion of a “yellow peril,” which he and a number of other writers articulated at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,4 conjures up the nightmare of a barbarian horde sweeping through Russia, impervious to all reason and humanity.
The Mongol effect amounted to more than the scarring impact of its sheer destructiveness. Unlike most conquering empires, the Mongols left little by way of culture, civilization or even governance in Russia. The tributary system of indirect rule, the absence of arts and letters, and the overwhelming focus on military might ensured, from the outset, a fundamental separateness between the Russian population and their conquerors. Growing intermarriage did little to challenge a predominantly negative view of the Mongols as not only dangerous, but also ignorant and uncivilized. A relationship defined principally by the obligation to pay tribute was scarcely conducive to a fuller, more positive engagement.5
Russia found itself largely isolated from mainstream European civilization. Later writers were to view this period as the Dark Ages, in which a “Chinese wall” separated Russia from the rest of Europe.6 The Mongol occupation became both allegory and rationalization for political tyranny and economic backwardness, while a clear divide arose between the West as the incarnation of progress and a savage East.7 Even those who opposed the influence of Western ideas sought inspiration not from Asia, but in indigenous Russian values. The Slavophile movement of the mid-nineteenth century thus emphasized the triad of autocracy (samoderzhavie), Orthodoxy (pravoslavie), and nationhood (narodnost).8 Such introspection reflected a hostile attitude toward all alien influences, not just those from Europe.
The distinction between the West as the embodiment of advanced civilization and a backward but threatening East has proved remarkably durable,9 if somewhat paradoxical. Modern (that is, post-medieval) Russia has suffered far more from invaders coming from the west, most famously Napoleon in the early nineteenth century and Hitler in 1941-45. Such traumas, however, have been counterbalanced by constructive contributions. France and Germany, for example, are associated with the supreme achievements of European civilization and have been instrumental in Russia's political, economic, and intellectual development. The greatest Russian rulers, such as Peter the Great and Catherine the Great, looked to Europe for inspiration and knowledge, even while they fought against the European powers. (For Catherine, who began life as a German princess, the connection was even more intimate.) For better or worse, over the past four centuries it is the West that has established the external standards of reference against which Russians—elite and public—have measured themselves. No such argument has been mounted in relation to the East.
In recent times, China's rise post-Mao has challenged the traditional stereotype of a barbarian Asia. There is greater public awareness of Chinese civilization as well as of its recent achievements, and the Kremlin's determination to talk up the “strategic partnership” has softened perceptions of the “China threat” (kitaiskaya ugroza). But it will be many decades, if ever, before Russia loses its “Mongol complex.” The recentness of China's emergence, not to mention the unevenness of its development, ensures that many Russians will continue to view their largest neighbor as alien, lacking in important respects, and more than a little menacing.10
Mutual isolation
One may ask how Russia tarred one of the world's great civilizations with the Mongol brush, particularly as imperial China was even more a victim of barbarian depredations.11 The chief explanation lies in the extremely limited engagement between Russia and Asia. Although the Russian city-states experienced the full force of the Mongol invasion, they had virtually no contact with mainstream Asian cultures. From the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries, there was minimal opportunity for more nuanced images of the East to emerge in the Russian mind. Perceptions of different Asian peoples—Mongols, Central Asian nomads, Han Chinese—were more or less conflated, a homogenization reinforced after the Mongol conquerors of China transformed themselves into the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368).12
On the Chinese side there was little disposition to export the civilization and values of the Celestial Empire, even after the expulsion of the Mongols by the Ming (1368-1644) in the late fourteenth century. Although the early Ming rulers extended China's northern and western frontiers, like their predecessors they were content with the tributary system and limited direct contact with foreigners. By the fifteenth century even this was waning, as the dynasty increasingly turned in on itself and reduced links with the outside world to a minimum. The age of destruction had given way to a prolonged period of mutual isolation and indifference in Sino-Russian relations.
This remained the case until the second half of the nineteenth century. There was intermittent contact between the Romanov Empire (1613-1917) and Qing dynasty (1644-1911) from the mid-seventeenth century onward, as Russia's push into Siberia and the Manchu expansion northward led to several armed skirmishes, the development of trading links, and eventually the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689.13 However, over the next 200 years interaction took the form of a tentative engagement between peripheries rather than a clash of empires. The vast region east of the Siberian city of Chita—which now constitutes the Russian Far East—was neglected by both capitals. For the Qing, these were vassal lands, populated by “barbarians.”14 There was no interest in engagement, and official contact was sporadic and motivated almost entirely by defensive considerations. Russia lay within the purview of the Lifan Yuan (Office of Border Affairs), which managed relations with other difficult northern neighbors, such as the Mongols and the nomadic Zunghars.15 Similarly, with the partial exception of Peter the Great, successive Tsars were unpersuaded by the wisdom of penetrating into unknown territory several thousand kilometers away.16 Russia's gaze was directed almost entirely toward Europe, and it was left to a few enterprising individuals to sustain even a modicum of interest in East Asia.


The age of imperialism
The real collision between Russia and China did not occur until the midnineteenth century. The corruption and decay of the Qing dynasty, the newfound assertiveness of modern imperial powers such as Great Britain, and Russia's rapid settlement of Siberia generated tremendous pressures for change. Although the imperial government in St. Petersburg was sometimes embarrassed by the enterprise of explorer-adventurers such as Count Muraviev-Amursky,17 it was anxious not to miss out on the carve-up of China and the allocation of lucrative foreign trade concessions. The terminal decline of Manchu rule added urgency to Russia's eastward expansion, which was motivated as much by a desire to protect its interests against other foreign powers as by opportunism.
The period of mutual isolation gave way to renewed engagement, albeit one that was extremely unequal. Russia was able to dictate terms to a China it held in profound contempt.18 The Tsar's imperial project in the Far East was consummated by the three “unequal treaties” of Aigun (1858), Peking (1860), and Tarbagatai (1864), under which the Qing emperor surrendered some 1.5 million square kilometers of territory.19 The 1880s saw the further loss of Chinese lands in the west, while the Imperial Russian Army took advantage of the crushing of the Boxer Rebellion by the foreign powers in 1900 to reinforce its presence in Manchuria, gaining the ports of Dalian and Port Arthur (Lüshun).
Sino-Russian relations were never more unbalanced than during this period: on one side, a self-confident and prosperous empire; on the other, a dynasty destroyed by corruption, internal rebellion, and foreign intervention. At the time this asymmetry strongly favored Russian interests. In the longer term, however, it reinforced extant prejudices and suspicions and ensured that the bilateral relationship would remain dysfunctional for the next century.
The “unequal treaties,” in particular, had three major consequences. They fostered, first, a lasting Russian assumption of superiority that has only softened—partially—in recent years. The Russian political elite has frequently underestimated China's capabilities, unsurprising given that its first substantial contact with Chinese civilization was when the latter was on the point of collapse. Second, the loss of enormous territories became a potent symbol of China's “century of humiliation” between the end of the First Opium War in 1842 and the final Communist victory in 1949. Russia came to be seen as no less exploitative than the other imperial powers, taking unconscionable advantage of Chinese weakness.20 Third, and most important, the treaties established a territorial question which for many in both countries remains unfinished business. Moscow and Beijing may have agreed on formal demarcation of the common border, but the Russian Far East (RFE), along with Taiwan, represents the last “unreturned” territory taken from China in the nineteenth century. This has led some Russians to believe that Beijing will turn its attention to recovering the RFE after it has completed Taiwan's reunification with the mainland.21


Changes in the Sino-Russian Border, Nineteenth Century



“Fraternal” relations and the Sino-Soviet split
Few periods so encapsulate the ambivalence of relations as the decade of “unbreakable friendship” between 1950 and 1960.22 During this period the Soviet Union metamorphosed from China's greatest friend into its most bitter enemy. Yet the roots of this duality date back much earlier, to the May Fourth movement of 1919, the founding of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921, and the beginnings of Sino-Soviet cooperation in the 1920s.
The May Fourth movement began with student demonstrations against the decision of the Western powers at the Versailles Peace Conference to transfer the German colonial possessions of Jiaozhou and Qingdao and part of the Shandong peninsula to Japan instead of returning them to China. The disturbances, which began spontaneously, spawned a much larger political and cultural movement committed to national revival and the eradication of foreign imperialism and domestic warlordism.23 During the 1920s the movement was a broad church, with one strand supporting Western democratic models, a second the semi-authoritarianism of Chiang Kai-shek, and a third taking inspiration from the Bolshevik revolution and its subsequent victory in the civil war against the Whites and foreign powers.24
This last strand gained tremendous impetus from the acute sense of betrayal in the wake of Versailles. Japan's diplomatic triumph highlighted Chinese weakness and isolation, but also the perfidy of the West; Wilsonian principles of self-determination had counted for nothing in the face of international realpolitik. In a highly charged, increasingly nationalistic atmosphere, many educated Chinese turned to alternative sources of inspiration. The recent experience of the Bolsheviks, in seizing and then holding on to power, appeared to offer a ready model for emulation.25
Moscow responded quickly to such aspirations, paving the way for the early establishment of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and its inclusion in the Communist International (Comintern). It sent advisers, such as Mikhail Borodin, to assist in the CCP's development; invited Party delegates to Moscow for training and ideological guidance; and provided considerable financial, logistical, and material support throughout the 1920s.
From the outset, however, the relationship between these fellow communists was difficult. On the plus side, a nascent CCP saw the Russian Revolution as an example of what could be achieved by a committed political-intellectual elite supported by the masses. The Party relied heavily on Kremlin funding and derived legitimacy from Comintern membership. But there was a constant tension between the need for Soviet assistance (money, arms, technical advice) and the desire to preserve independent decisionmaking in the face of Kremlin attempts to direct CCP affairs. This tension was never satisfactorily resolved during the four decades of Soviet involvement in China (1921-60).
Another major source of difficulty was the Soviet refusal to return territories gained by the Russian Empire in the nineteenth century. Although Moscow initially promised to relinquish its political and economic rights in Manchuria, it soon reneged on this commitment. Despite earlier condemnation of the great powers’ imperialist policies and secret treaties, it clung on to the Russian Far East and even established a client-state in the form of a nominally independent Mongolia.26 There appeared to be little difference between the imperialist ambitions of the new and old regimes.
The relationship between the Bolsheviks and the Chinese Communists was further complicated by Moscow's reluctance to offer unequivocal support and by the dubious quality of much of its advice. During the 1920s and 1930s, Stalin provided assistance to Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalists (Guomindang) as well as to the CCP, and insisted that the latter rein in its activities.27 The consequences were occasionally disastrous, as when Chiang Kai-shek massacred the Communists in Shanghai in April 1927 and again in Canton (Guangzhou) in December that year. Subsequently, at Soviet insistence the CCP launched ill-fated frontal assaults on the southern cities of Nanchang, Changsha, and Wuhan in 1930—the outcome of which was a near-fatal weakening of the Party.28 Most crucially, Stalin was instrumental in ensuring that Chiang Kai-shek would continue to lead China, even after he was kidnapped by the northern warlord Zhang Xueliang in December 1936.29 Soviet policy was motivated by the strategic imperative of containing the rise of Japan rather than by ideological likemindedness with the Chinese Communists. The upshot of the Kremlin's double-dealing was that in the years before the final Communist victory in 1949, relations between the “fraternal” parties were notably lacking in trust.
Following the founding of the People's Republic of China (PRC) in October 1949, the Soviet Union became the country's number one, indeed sole partner. Mao's inclination to “lean to one side”—toward Moscow—was confirmed by his decision to intervene in the Korean War (1950-53). The bitterness of the conflict, in which nearly a million Chinese soldiers were killed, destroyed any hope of a functional relationship with the United States and its allies, and cemented the PRC's dependence on the USSR. The 1950 Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance initiated the period of “unbreakable friendship” and led to a flood of Soviet technical assistance, including the transfer of atomic weapons technology.30
However, relations were never easy between the “older brother” in Moscow and the “younger brother” in Beijing. Mao chafed under slights, real and perceived, and resented Stalin's attempts to control China by exploiting its dependence on Soviet aid. He was especially disappointed by the Kremlin's consolidation of the Mongolian People's Republic as a client-state. Nevertheless, in the early years of the PRC Mao had little option but to accept Stalin's direction as the price of Soviet assistance.
The situation changed after Nikita Khrushchev came to power, although initially relations improved as Moscow stepped up its assistance programs.31 Mao regarded Khrushchev as a buffoon and a traitor to the Stalinist tradition. The dislike was cordially reciprocated. Personal tensions were exacerbated by widening ideological differences, especially after Khrushchev denounced Stalin's “excesses” in his “Secret Speech” at the 20th Soviet Communist Party Congress in 1956. An insecure Mao worried that Khrushchev's attack had set a dangerous precedent that would loosen his own hold on power.32 Further disputes—over Soviet overtures to the Eisenhower administration and the fiasco of Mao's Great Leap Forward (1958-61)—fueled animosities to the point where, in June 1960, Khrushchev withdrew all 1,390 Soviet advisers working in China, leaving a number of major industrial and infrastructural projects in limbo.33
It is tempting to over-personalize the Sino-Soviet split and view it largely as the product of erratic behavior by two egocentric leaders. But while the personal dimension was important, the differences between the Soviet Union and China had deeper causes. The most important was Moscow's belief in its mission as the leader of the socialist camp, and insistence that China should acknowledge its own subordinate status. This was unacceptable to Mao, still smarting from the disasters of the “century of humiliation” and keen to restore China's self-esteem, not to mention reinforce his political authority at home.
The second major reason for the deterioration in relations was a deepseated mutual mistrust. Part of this was historical, a legacy of developments described earlier. But there were also concrete disagreements over the demarcation of the common border,34 the pulling back of Russian assistance to China's nuclear weapons program,35 and Moscow's attempts to pursue some measure of cooperation with the United States and Western Europe—all of which aggravated Chinese fears of strategic encirclement.36 For its part the Kremlin became increasingly disturbed by Mao's foreign policy adventurism—exemplified by China's 1962 border war with India—and his pretensions to leadership of the communist bloc and the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). On an ideological level there was a disjunction between the Chairman's continuing attachment to hardline Marxist-Leninist doctrine and the Soviet leadership's less doctrinaire approach to international affairs. This found an outlet in very public quarrels over Soviet “revisionism.”37
From tension to confrontation and back
Khrushchev's removal from power in 1964 alleviated tensions briefly, but did not lead to substantive changes for the better. Indeed, relations soon worsened. Both countries built up troop levels, so that by 1969 there were twenty-one Soviet divisions and twenty-eight Chinese divisions along the common border.38 The combination of huge troop deployments, an intractable territorial dispute, and acute domestic instability in China arising out of the Cultural Revolution proved combustible, and in 1969 Soviet and Chinese troops were involved in a series of bloody border clashes.39 Although the full details of the crisis have yet to be revealed, it is estimated that nearly a thousand soldiers died, mainly on the Chinese side. Most seriously, Moscow contemplated using nuclear weapons in the event of a Chinese “mass attack” across the border.40
Apart from the danger of nuclear confrontation, the 1969 crisis confirmed long-held prejudices on both sides. For the Russians it reinforced the terrorimage of the “yellow peril”—millions of Chinese flooding across the border, threatening to overwhelm Soviet defenses through sheer force of numbers.41 In Beijing it reaffirmed the idea of Russia as an imperialist power that was determined to keep China down, and whose allegiance to communist ideals was a sham.
Tensions eased somewhat after 1969, but less as a result of bilateral initiatives than because of changes in the wider international environment. American president Richard Nixon's overtures, first to Beijing and then to Moscow, established strategic triangularism as an integral element of Sino-Soviet relations. Fears of being the odd one out in the process of détente with Washington encouraged a slight softening of attitudes.42 Nevertheless, relations remained cold for the next two decades.43 There was no perceptible movement on the territorial issue and economic links were very modest (trade turnover was a fraction of Soviet-Japanese trade over the same period44). Subsequently, fresh tensions arose in connection with Moscow's support for the Vietnamese military intervention in Cambodia in 1978, the ensuing war between China and Vietnam, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979.
Gorbachev's initiatives
Mikhail Gorbachev's visit to China in May 1989, the first by a Soviet leader for three decades,45 is frequently cited as the event that ended the Sino-Soviet split and launched a new era in relations.46 In fact, this judgment confuses cause and effect. The real shift occurred three years earlier in July 1986, during his speech in the far eastern port city of Vladivostok, home of the Soviet Pacific fleet. Gorbachev emphasized the importance of good-neighborly relations between the “two largest socialist states,” on whom “a great deal in international development depends.” He expressed the hope that the Sino-Soviet frontier would “become a zone of peace and friendship” and called for enhanced economic cooperation. To this purpose he offered the first territorial concession by a Russian/Soviet leader since the “unequal treaties” were concluded more than a century earlier, proposing that the border run through the middle of the main channel of the Amur river rather than along the Chinese shore.47 Gorbachev was conciliatory on the Sino-Vietnamese conflict, advocated a reduction of troop levels on either side of the Sino-Soviet border—a key Chinese demand—and proposed a range of security confidence-building measures, including opening up Vladivostok, then a closed military city.48 Two years later he followed up the Asia-Pacific theme in an address in the central Siberian city of Krasnoyarsk. Claiming that bilateral ties were increasingly characterized by “good-neighborliness and trust,” he declared that the USSR supported the “full normalization” of relations and foreshadowed a Sino-Soviet summit meeting.49
Gorbachev's address at Vladivostok revealed his “new thinking” on relations with the outside world.50 The emphasis on cooperation instead of competition, on shared interests rather than past antagonisms and existing policy differences, provided the philosophical foundation for a radically different China policy. Although many difficulties lay ahead in realizing good intentions, not least Beijing's tough stance,51 Vladivostok marked the point when the Soviet Union moved from its previous policy of containment to one of engagement.
Unfortunately, tangible progress was slowed by developments in both countries. In China, the Tiananmen Square massacre in June 1989 led to a period of introspection as the CCP set out to restore its authority. The bloody suppression of the demonstrations led to Western sanctions, which in turn caused the Chinese leadership to adopt a resolutely defensive international posture. Later that year Beijing was disconcerted by the “velvet” revolutions in Eastern Europe and the populist example these appeared to give to its own restive urban population. It had previously noted that Gorbachev's visit to China had provided encouragement to protesting students and workers.52 In these fraught circumstances the improvement of Sino-Soviet relations became a marginal priority.
The rapid decline of Gorbachev's authority and the disintegration of the Soviet Union meant also that the Kremlin could not devote the time and resources to build on rapprochement. There was a modest expansion of bilateral trade, and in May 1991 the two countries agreed on demarcation of the eastern section of the boundary. However, the agreement left in abeyance several disputed areas,53 and relations remained cool.
During this turbulent period (1989-91), China and the Soviet Union appeared to be traveling in opposite directions. The former reversed much of the political and social liberalization—“bourgeois liberalization”—that had followed in the wake of economic reforms in the 1980s.54 Meanwhile the USSR was undergoing an extraordinary transformation as a result of the changes Gorbachev had initiated but was no longer able to control. For the Chinese leadership, the failure of Gorbachev's reforms provided—and still provides—a model lesson in how not to implement change, with its “mistaken” and subversive emphasis on political democratization over economic reform.55 To the Russian liberal elite, on the other hand, the CCP's crushing of the Tiananmen Square demonstrations reinforced the traditional image of a despotic East. Beijing's premature endorsement of the August 1991 putsch in Moscow only seemed to confirm China's identification with repressive forces everywhere. In short, while Gorbachev played a crucial role in the improvement of Sino-Soviet relations in the second half of the 1980s, his policies and their consequences highlighted a growing values gap between the two countries. The relationship may have become more pragmatic in its focus on practical cooperation and security confidence-building. But this did not signify any warmth, rather the reverse. Few regretted the passing of the Soviet Union more than the Chinese government. Despite finding it an overbearing and often hostile neighbor, Beijing found comfort in its relative predictability. By contrast, it knew little about the new Yeltsin administration, other than that it had promised to introduce far-reaching political and economic reforms and had set the country on an avowedly pro-Western course. China once again appeared to be threatened by strategic encirclement.
The Yeltsin-Jiang years
Chinese fears proved to be misplaced. Yeltsin's reforms began radically, but soon ran into trouble. The Russian population suffered tremendous hardships in the transition from a planned system to a market-based economy, and the Kremlin's authority came under growing challenge from the federal legislature (Duma) and Russia's regions. The accumulation of problems—new and inherited—encouraged factionalism within the elite, crippled policymaking, and undermined regime confidence. It also contributed to an ever more erratic foreign policy. Unrealistic expectations of Western assistance and investment, and “equal partnership” with the United States, gave way to bitter disappointment and a profound sense of betrayal. The perceived failure of Western economic prescriptions—the “Washington consensus”56—was accentuated by conspiracy theories alleging that these were intended to weaken, not reform, Russia. Under mounting domestic pressure and resentful of what he saw as the West's ingratitude for his part in ending the Soviet Union, Yeltsin moved Russian foreign policy toward a more “multi-vectored,” less obviously Westerncentric approach.57 This entailed, in the first place, returning to rapprochement with Beijing.
Yeltsin described his first state visit to China in December 1992 as ushering in “a new era in Russia-China relations.”58 For once, the hyperbole was appropriate. During the 1990s the momentum of bilateral ties was uniformly positive. By 1994 the two sides were already speaking of a “constructive partnership,” upgraded two years later to a “strategic partnership of equality, mutual confidence and mutual coordination for the 21st century.”59 Such descriptions reflected the transformation of a formerly adversarial relationship into one of increasing warmth.
Significant progress was achieved on border issues. After delimitation of its eastern section in 1991, there followed demarcation of the western section in September 1994 and, in April 1996, an agreement on confidence-building measures along the whole length of the former Sino-Soviet frontier. The Agreement on Strengthening Mutual Military Confidence in the Border Region, signed in Shanghai by Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, provided for the withdrawal of all armored troops and heavy weaponry from a 100-km-wide frontier zone. The five signatories became known as the “Shanghai Five” and in 2001 evolved into the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, a development that reflected the tightening links between them.
There was also substantial progress in developing economic ties. Joint communiqués lamented that bilateral trade was not commensurate with the extent and warmth of political relations.60 Yet China once again became a major Russian trading partner, displacing Japan from first position among Asian countries. After an initial surge in which two-way trade reached nearly U.S.$8 billion in 1993, it hovered around the $5-6 billion mark for the rest of the decade.61 Although Yeltsin's boast that trade would reach $20 billion by 2000 was not fulfilled, this still compared impressively with levels reached during the previous three decades.
The 1990s were notable for the extent of convergence between Russian and Chinese positions on a number of domestic and international issues. After a brief early flirtation with Taiwan,62 Moscow reiterated its commitment to the “one China” policy. In return Beijing was supportive during Yeltsin's first war in Chechnya (1994-96), at a time when the Kremlin was being roundly condemned in the West. The two sides adopted similar positions on the guiding principles of international relations—promoting “multipolarity,” criticizing American “hegemonism,” condemning the West's “double standards” and “interference in [their] domestic affairs”—as well as on more specific issues: the Balkans, Iraq, the Middle East peace process, relations with Iran.63
On a personal level, Sino-Russian rapprochement was facilitated by the chemistry between Yeltsin and Chinese president Jiang Zemin. The latter had trained as an electrical engineer in Moscow in 1955 and spoke fluent Russian. His gregarious personality also jelled with Yeltsin's extrovert manner, and the two enjoyed a trouble-free relationship.64 More broadly, bilateral ties benefited from the presence of a strong “Russia lobby” within the Chinese leadership. Like Jiang, Premier Li Peng and Vice Premier and Foreign Minister Qian Qichen65 had studied in the Soviet Union during the 1950s.
Great expectations, partial achievements
By the end of the Yeltsin presidency, Sino-Russian relations were developing well. Both sides lost little opportunity to proclaim the merits of their “strategic partnership,” and even experts in the West spoke of “strategic convergence” between Moscow and Beijing.66 Progress appeared to be seamless, with movement on key bilateral questions and consensus on international issues. But beneath the surface, problems persisted. Some were related to unresolved matters from the past, such as border demarcation, Chinese “illegal migration,” and Russian perceptions of the “China threat.” Others arose out of differences in political and business culture. Most important, Moscow and Beijing still devoted far greater attention to building up relations with the West than with each other.
The most serious outstanding issue was the common border. Officially the two governments had largely settled this by 1996, with the exception of some disputed islands near Khabarovsk.67 But closure was sabotaged by the behavior of provincial administrations in the RFE. The weakness of Moscow's remit meant that it was unable or unwilling to bring them into line with the intergovernmental agreements it had concluded with Beijing. Primorye governor Yevgeny Nazdratenko and his counterpart in Khabarovsk, Viktor Ishaev, managed to slow down the work of the joint boundary commission, and the former even succeeded in regaining part of the Tumen river basin for Russia.
Similar tensions arose over Chinese “illegal migration.” The Primorye and Khabarovsk administrations, supported by influential elements in Moscow, played up fears of a mass demographic invasion of the RFE. Allegedly authoritative sources spoke of “millions” of “illegals” settling in the region, bringing with them crime and disease and threatening Russia's territorial integrity. There was growing animosity toward Chinese shuttle-traders (chelnoki) who brought essential goods across the border. The local population, neglected by Moscow and faced with the collapse of the Soviet system of subsidized goods and services, became almost entirely dependent on Chinese imports. Regional politicians stoked up local resentment to divert attention from endemic corruption and misgovernment. The Chinese became a scapegoat for plummeting living standards, a natural target for envy and xenophobia.
Chauvinism in the RFE was only part of a more general anti-Chinese sentiment among large sections of the Russian elite and population. Fears about frontier security and “illegal migration” were supplemented by concerns about the changing military balance. Throughout the 1990s arms exports to China remained controversial. The military-industrial complex, crippled by the demise of the USSR, needed the China market to ensure the survival of factories and whole one-industry towns.68 But Westernizing liberals and senior military figures worried that the sale of hi-tech weaponry to China could come to haunt Russia, as such arms might one day be used against it.69 The Kremlin firmly rebutted the notion of a “China threat,” but even as late as 1996 Defense Minister Igor Rodionov identified China in precisely those terms.70
Politicians and intellectuals highlighted the cultural threat of Sinification—the erosion of Russia's way of life by Chinese economic and demographic influence. The concentration of Chinese migrant workers in self-contained enclaves fueled suspicions of a fifth column undermining Russia from within.71 On a marginally more sophisticated level, liberals feared that the Kremlin's commitment to expanding the “strategic partnership” with Beijing would distract Russia from integration with the West. The more the Yeltsin administration engaged with an authoritarian China, so the argument ran, the less it would stay true to its original commitment to political democracy, liberal market reforms, and a civil society.72 The China relationship became a barometer of Russia's post-Soviet evolution and its place in the international community. The alleged normative threat posed by China was reinforced by the stark contrast between a stable and prospering state, on the one hand, and a fragile and destitute Russia, on the other. As in the nineteenth century, even those who believed that the country was selling out to the West were little interested in too close an embrace with China. Like Slavophilism, the fashionable concept of Eurasianism was a Russian, not Asian, choice. It emphasized Russia's unique values and individuality (spetsifika), its transcontinental dimensions, and its globalist perspective in international affairs.73
Geopolitics and instrumentalism
Throughout the 1990s Beijing adopted a pragmatic approach to doing business with Moscow. Although irritated by the dysfunctionality of Russian decisionmaking, it took a long view of the relationship. It reconciled itself to the Kremlin's Westerncentrism and accepted that the Russian establishment would, for all sorts of historical and practical reasons, look primarily to the United States and Western Europe. What mattered more to Beijing was that the “strategic partnership” should serve concrete priorities: backing for its position on Taiwan, Tibet and Xinjiang; security-building on China's northern and western frontiers; ensuring a steady stream of advanced weaponry; and political support for China's efforts to play a more active role in the world. To achieve these aims, the Communist leadership could (and did) put up with a lot.


Nevertheless, Yeltsin's increasingly erratic management of foreign policy inhibited the development of the bilateral relationship. His fixation with the United States, whether as “equal partner” or strategic rival, proved especially damaging. He yearned for “integration” with the West,74 yet clung to Soviet-era ideas of bipolarity, the balance of power, and privileged spheres of influence. Sino-Russian relations became hostage to extraneous geopolitical considerations. The “China card,” not partnership with China, became the Kremlin's priority, as strategic direction gave way to a series of ad hoc responses and a lowest common denominator approach to international relations.75
The failure of competitive multipolarity
The return of geopolitics reflected the Kremlin's conviction that international politics was competitive by its very nature. If Russia was to find its niche in the post-Cold War environment, then it could not do so as a “junior partner” of the United States, but must instead maneuver between different major actors—the United States, Europe, China, Japan, India. This assumption underpinned the emergence of competitive multipolarity in the early 1990s.76 The world might no longer be formally bipolar following the collapse of the Soviet Union, but Moscow nonetheless retained a bipolar mentality: on one side, the United States and its NATO allies; on the other, the major non-Western power centers—Russia, China, India, and the Islamic world. This competitive multipolarity amounted to a “revised” form of bipolarity and rested on the principle that hegemonic power should always be counterbalanced.77
In these circumstances China became Yeltsin's “balancer” of choice. He envisaged, at a minimum, that the “strategic partnership” would force the West to take greater account of Russian interests. Better still, Russia might aspire to become the “swing power” between the United States and China, moving to and from each according to requirements. In performing the role of counterbalancer, it would thus be able to fulfill its strategic and civilizational destiny as “bridge” between East and West.
Unfortunately for the Kremlin, others refused to play Moscow's game. Periodic threats to “go East” lacked credibility in Western capitals, nowhere more so than in Washington where the Clinton administration was increasingly committed to comprehensive engagement with China. Far from maximizing Russia's standing, Yeltsin's clumsy use of the China card betrayed Russia as an awkward but weak “partner,” whose appetites greatly exceeded its modest capacities. The limits of Sino-Russian “likemindedness” were evident everywhere. Whereas Moscow envisaged their partnership as leverage against Washington and a check on American “hegemonism,” Beijing viewed it in more practical terms—as a means of realizing concrete objectives in the bilateral relationship.
Contrasting foreign policy approaches
This divergence highlighted the two countries’ very different approaches to foreign policy in general. While Beijing underplayed China's rise, Moscow demanded that the West respect Russia's birthright as a great power. This sense of strategic entitlement drew it into a debilitating series of quarrels with the United States and Europe—over Western “encroachment” in the newly independent states (NIS); NATO enlargement into Central and Eastern Europe; the Balkan crises in Bosnia and Kosovo; economic sanctions and military intervention against Iraq; Russian nuclear cooperation with Iran; and strategic disarmament. Force of habit led Moscow to adopt vocal positions even where its interests and influence were peripheral.
The contrast with Chinese foreign policy over the same period is striking. There were relatively few crises in Beijing's interaction with the West. Significantly, when problems did occur, they concerned core Chinese interests: the 1996 crisis over PLA military exercises in the Taiwan straits and the subsequent dispatch of the U.S. Seventh Fleet; the diplomatic quarrel and violent demonstrations following the American bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade in May 1999; accusation and counter-accusation over human rights in China; theatre missile defense in East Asia. Even then such crises were short-lived. On larger international questions—the situation in the Balkans, Iraq, the Middle East peace process—Beijing maintained a very low profile. Although it agreed with Moscow on much of the policy substance, it was not prepared to invest political capital in pursuing secondary priorities.
Russia and China might have been singing from the same song-sheet when they declared that the main purpose of their respective foreign policies was to promote an international environment that would facilitate domestic growth.78 However, their implementation of this objective could hardly have been in greater contrast. While both spoke of a “global multipolar order,” they viewed its realization and composition very differently. Moscow believed, for the most part, that “an international order for the twenty-first century” already existed or would soon come to fruition. It also assumed that Russia would be one of the major poles, at the very least on a par with China. Beijing, on the other hand, saw the world as essentially unipolar, a condition in which it would remain for some decades.79 Moreover, by the time a multipolar order came into being, it was unlikely that China and Russia would still be equals.80
Duality and ambivalence
A number of themes emerge out of the historical experience of the Sino-Russian relationship. The first is fear and anxiety. In conflict and in cooperation, the importance of defense and security considerations has been paramount.81 Thus the Mongol invasion implanted the idea of the East as threat in the Russian mind, while the Russian annexation of China's northern lands (the Manchu province of East Tartary) through the “unequal treaties” established it as an exploitative imperial presence in Chinese perceptions. Later the Sino-Soviet alliance and subsequent split were driven first by the fear of a dominant America (supported by a resurgent Japan), and then by growing suspicions regarding each other's strategic intentions and irredentist agendas. The rapprochement of the Yeltsin-Jiang years was motivated, at least in Russia, by the perceived need to “counterbalance” America's growing power in the post-Cold War world. Overall the motivation behind both enmity and partnership/alliance within the relationship has been defensive, a response to real and imagined security concerns. Only rarely has a positive vision supplied the motive force for progress; the brief Gorbachev period is the (partial) exception that proves the rule.
The second recurrent theme is mistrust. At no stage in the long stretch from the Mongol invasion to the end of the Yeltsin presidency was there a time when the two sides enjoyed a genuinely trusting relationship. On occasions Moscow and Beijing worked together with some success. But there was no honeymoon period; during the “unbreakable friendship” in the 1950s, for example, rhetorical flourishes obscured vast reservoirs of mutual contempt and resentment.
This sense of alienation has resulted in a utilitarian approach to relations, the keynotes of which are pragmatism and expediency. The two sides have generally sought accommodation, swallowing antipathy for reasons of state. Thus the Qing dynasty agreed to the loss of its northern territories, more or less without a struggle, in the hope of avoiding an even worse fate—its complete collapse.82 In the Sino-Soviet period, Moscow and Beijing managed close cooperation despite an obvious lack of trust. During the Yeltsin years the Kremlin did not let its Western leanings stop it from improving relations with China, while Beijing ignored the naked instrumentalism of Russian foreign policy. There may have been no tradition of friendship, but both countries grew accustomed to setting aside personal feelings for the sake of concrete national interests.
At the same time such pragmatism has always had its limits. Throughout history the Sino-Russian relationship has almost invariably been of secondary importance to both sides. Even at the height of the “unbreakable friendship,” the Soviet Union paid greater heed to the United States and Western Europe than it did to China, while Mao focused overwhelmingly on domestic development at the expense of foreign policy. Soviet assistance was primarily important in facilitating reconstruction after the ravages of a twenty-year civil war (1927-49) and the Japanese occupation (1937-45). When China engaged with the outside world, it often did so in competition with the Soviet Union; witness Beijing's efforts to lead the third world, beginning with the 1955 Asia-Africa summit in Bandung (that led to the creation of the NAM) and continuing with the ideological and political struggle to head the international communist movement.
For all the differences in their respective paths to modernization, China post-Mao and Russia under Gorbachev and Yeltsin each looked to the West for assistance, trade, and investment. Political elites in both countries recognized that neither was able (or committed enough) to assist the other in the primary tasks of national development. “Strategic partnership” was a mere adjunct to functional ties with the West, which was seen as the fount of real power and influence in the world.
Unsurprisingly Moscow and Beijing have found it useful to promote positive but misleading images of their relationship, supported by the appropriate terminology. “Fraternal relations” reached their apogee in 1950 with the grand-sounding Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance. Nearly half a century later, in April 1996, public language achieved new heights of optimism with the “strategic partnership of equality, mutual confidence and mutual coordination for the 21st century.” Opposition to American “hegemonism and power politics” was expressed in terms of promoting the “multipolarization of the world and the establishment of a new international order.” On a more sentimental note, the phrase “forever friends, never enemies”83 described a “dynamically developing” relationship. Both sides continued to assert, in the face of compelling evidence to the contrary, that the relationship occupied a central place in their foreign policy thinking. Russia, in particular, rejected any suggestion of a Westerncentric bias by asserting that it was committed to a “multi-vectored” and “geographically balanced” foreign policy.


The disjunction between high-sounding phrases and prosaic realities exemplified the duality of the relationship. During the Soviet and early post-Soviet periods, it suited Moscow and Beijing to suspend disbelief—their own and that of others. Particularly under Yeltsin and Jiang, both were aware of the limitations and often contradictory character of their interaction,84 and sought to compensate for this through florid rhetoric and the proliferation of framework agreements. They saw advantage in making their partnership appear more significant and influential than it really was.
But ultimately such dissimulation could not hide the reality of an ambivalent, half-hearted cooperation. For every positive, there was a negative. The specter of the “China threat” disturbed the dream of “strategic partnership.” Diplomatic rapprochement was limited by the obvious priority of relations with the West. Signal achievements, such as demarcation of the border, were diluted by continuing suspicions and fears for the future. And agreement on many domestic and international issues contrasted with diverging perceptions of their respective roles in the post-Cold War order. These contradictions had their roots in a difficult shared history or, more accurately, in different memories and readings of that history. The challenge for Vladimir Putin, upon succeeding Boris Yeltsin in January 2000, was to transcend this accumulated burden and realize the grand vision of Sino-Russian strategic partnership.





CHAPTER THREE







STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP—IMAGE AND REALITY
“Both sides agree that in recent years Chinese-Russian partnership relations of strategic cooperation…have reached a level unprecedented in their history.”
—HU JINTAO, Moscow, July 1, 20051
“Relations today are the best they have ever been in our interaction with China….They are of a pragmatic and good-neighborly character. And I think they can continue for a long time to come.”
—VLADIMIR PUTIN, Novo-Ogarevo, September 9, 20062
Over the last few years, Sino-Russian relations have shown remarkable improvement. Moscow and Beijing have built on the progress of the late 1980s and 1990s to such an extent that ties today are closer and more substantial than at any time in the two countries’ history.3 Every area of the relationship has expanded, and it now has a fully multidimensional character. The agreement formally delimiting the 4,300-kilometer border was ratified in June 2005, and there are no obvious bilateral disputes. The two sides give each other strong moral and political support on priority issues: Moscow backs Beijing on Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang, while the Chinese reciprocate on Chechnya and the North Caucasus. They coordinate efficiently in repelling Western criticisms of domestic political and human rights practices. Trade turnover has increased eightfold since 1999, from U.S.$5.7 billion to U.S.$48 billion,4 with China now Russia's second largest trading partner after the EU.5 Russian oil exports to China have risen at double-digit levels,6 and the arms relationship remains significant. Even in areas where engagement has previously been weak or nonexistent, such as military-to-military cooperation, the partners have made important progress—as demonstrated by the “Peace Mission” joint exercises in 2005 and 2007.


Internationally the two sides give a convincing impression of consensus. They voice concerns about American “hegemonic” tendencies and claim to support the “democratization of international relations,” while in practice acting on the great power principle that the big players should deal with the big issues.7 They attach primary importance to geopolitics, but understand the value of economic instruments in projecting influence. They talk up the primacy of the UN and use multilateral mechanisms to raise their profile as good international citizens. Yet both are highly protective of national sovereignty and mutually supportive in resisting “interference” by supranational institutions and normative regimes. More concretely, Russia and China assign priority to combating the “three evils” of terrorism, separatism, and extremism; would like to see an end to the stationing of American troops in Central Asia; are critical of the U.S. coalition's presence in Iraq; advocate peaceful engagement with Iran and North Korea; and see few moral impediments to close ties with unsavory regimes around the world, from Belarus to Zimbabwe.
This convergence is facilitated by the multiplying of institutional links. In contrast to the Russia-U.S. relationship, which has been under-institutionalized and overdependent on the personal chemistry between Putin and George W. Bush, Moscow and Beijing interact on many levels: presidential and prime ministerial, in joint ministerial and sub-ministerial commissions, and through academic, media, and student exchanges. An estimated 2 million Russians visited China in 2006, with 900,000 Chinese traveling in the opposite direction.8 The relationship between Putin and Hu Jintao (sometimes called “Pu and Hu” in an echo of the “Bill and Boris” and “Boris and Helmut” friendships of the 1990s9) has been of particular importance. It has thrown up interesting similarities in policy approach. Hu's emphasis on a “harmonious society” and Putin's platform of greater social responsibility and justice represent a reaction to the capitalist “excesses” of the previous decade in China and Russia. Likewise, there is considerable common ground in their agendas for recentralizing power following the partial devolution of authority to the regions and provinces in the 1990s.10
The radical improvement in the bilateral relationship is due mainly to changes on the Russian side. Moscow is now much more consistent in its engagement with Beijing. Although Putin has remained faithful to the Western-centric tradition of Russian foreign policy, this has not inhibited the growth of bilateral ties as much as it did under Yeltsin. Putin has pursued a genuinely multi-vectored foreign policy, consistent with his vision of Russia's status and potential as a global power. Although there have been various switches of emphasis, one constant has remained: a personal commitment to expanded relations with China.11 Russia may be a “European civilization,” as Putin has asserted on many occasions,12 but this has not deterred him from striving to take the “strategic partnership” to the next level.
The surge in relations owes much, also, to a greater focus on substance. Although wordy statements continue to issue from the Kremlin, there is much more emphasis on the concrete. Thus the March 2006 summit in Beijing witnessed the signing of 29 separate agreements, many on trade and economic matters.13 It is symptomatic of Moscow's seriousness that Russian summit delegations invariably include top business leaders negotiating individual contracts.
Defining strategic partnership
These impressive achievements have inevitably spawned claims about the emergence of a fully-fledged strategic partnership—at once a flourishing bilateral relationship and an increasingly influential factor in world politics. To a growing number of observers in the West, not to mention in Moscow and Beijing, the existence of such a partnership has become a self-evident truth. Yet the real picture is altogether more confused. There are clearly strategic dimensions to Sino-Russian relations, and in recent times the two countries have demonstrated a surprising degree of policy coordination. However, in many respects they act in ways that contradict the very essence and spirit of a strategic partnership. To understand this contradiction it is necessary to establish first what we mean by strategic partnership.
One of the barriers to understanding is the ubiquity of the phrase itself. During the 1990s, the Russian leadership applied it to every relationship of significance and to many that were not.14 It was a form of legitimation, often serving to mask a lack of content with the illusion of significance. “Strategic partnerships” were seen as a way of maximizing Russia's “room for maneuver on a global scale.”15 With Russia's weight in world affairs at its lowest since the 1920s,16 such quasi-formal arrangements were important in bolstering national self-esteem as well as in eliciting greater international consideration. These considerations remain pertinent today. Although Russia is playing a more prominent role in regional and global affairs, its capacity to exercise influence depends on the extent to which it is able to co-opt others in the pursuit of common agendas—or at least give the impression of doing so.
For China, “strategic partnership” fulfills similar functions. It is at once a mark of respect to a valued bilateral partner, an indicator of progress in the relationship, and a potential source of wider influence. Most important, it is consistent with Beijing's theme of a “harmonious world.” China's network of “strategic partnerships” with the other major powers—the United States, the European Union (and its leading member-states), Russia, India, and even Japan17—proclaim its commitment to peaceful and constructive engagement. Such partnerships enable it to play a more active part in international affairs. For notwithstanding its impressive rise, China does not yet possess the confidence or the capacity to assert itself as a fully independent actor.
The proliferation of “strategic partnerships” has, however, greatly devalued the concept. Indeed, since virtually any significant relationship in Russian or Chinese foreign policy now qualifies as strategic, omission of the epithet has become more noteworthy than its inclusion, most recently in highlighting Moscow's deteriorating ties with the United States.18 How, then, to distinguish the genuinely strategic relationship from its facsimile?
It is important not to set the bar either too high or too low. It is improbable, for example, that partners will agree on every issue, all the time. Even the closest-knit of alliances, such as the “special relationship” between the United States and the United Kingdom, have their tensions and differences. On the other hand it is reasonable to expect a certain shared vision, both of the world in general and of the partners’ respective roles within it. Defining a relationship as strategic implies a long-term reciprocal commitment, one resilient enough to withstand occasional setbacks and misunderstandings. Although there is scope for tactical opportunism, this remains an unstable basis for constructive engagement and cannot be overplayed. Similarly, instrumental considerations—the use of partnership to exercise leverage on third parties—should not exercise a disproportionate influence. For in that event the bilateral relationship would become overly susceptible to changes in the external environment. Ultimately, a bona fide strategic partnership is predicated on a broad consistency of purpose. It succeeds or fails to the extent that both sides are able to identify lasting common interests and to translate these into far-reaching, substantive cooperation.
Sino-Russian “strategic partnership”
Official documents shed little light on the nature of Sino-Russian “strategic partnership,” largely because its existence is taken for granted—more a question of faith (and ritual) than reason. The July 2001 Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation certainly appears to operate on this assumption. In the preamble, the rationale for the treaty includes the following standard formulations: “to consolidate friendly and good-neighborly ties and mutual cooperation in all fields”; “promoting and establishing a just and fair new world order”; “to endeavor to enhance relations between the two countries to a completely new level.” Article 1 commits the two parties to developing a “strategic cooperative partnership of good-neighborliness, friendship and cooperation and equality and trust…from a long-term view and in a comprehensive manner,” but does not elaborate further. Nor is it much more precise on the principles on which the treaty is based. These are “universally recognized principles and norms of international law” and China's Five Principles of “mutual respect for state sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, mutual noninterference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful co-existence.”19
The remaining articles of the treaty rehearse standard positions and policies: mutual non-aggression (Articles 2 and 8); “one China” (Article 5); the abandonment of territorial claims against the other party (Article 6); confidence-building measures along the common border (Article 7); preserving “strategic stability” in nuclear weapons (Article 12); support for the “central role” of the UN in handling international affairs (Article 13); cooperation in various fields—the economy, trade, “military know-how,” science and technology, “energy resources,” etc. (Article 16); and active cooperation in “cracking down on terrorists, splittists and extremists.” There are occasional clues, such as the denial in Article 22 that the treaty—and hence the “strategic partnership”—is “directed against any third country.”20 But for the most part it reads like a shopping list, with some items ticked off and others in the “to do” column.
The joint statement from the December 2002 summit in Moscow is scarcely more enlightening. It speaks of implementing the great strategic idea that the two countries will “forever be good neighbors, friends and reliable partners, and never be enemies.” And it declares that “the friendly relations of the two countries are a new type of state-to-state relations based on non-alignment and non-confrontation, and which are not directed against third countries.” The 2002 statement is simply a more detailed iteration of the 2001 treaty. It was not until the Beijing summit of March 2006 that the two governments set out the principles underpinning partnership, instead of merely restating well-known policy positions. The summit communiqué notes that ten years have passed since the establishment of “relations of equal and trusting partnership and strategic interaction.” In that time “reciprocal political trust” has “constantly deepened” and a “multifaceted mechanism of interaction” now functions in all spheres of cooperation. As for the basic principles of the bilateral relationship, these include: “mutual respect, equality, mutual support, the maximum promotion of mutual political trust, complementarity, mutual benefit, taking a long-term perspective, striving for joint development, the exchange of experience, the broadening of human contacts, and strengthening the social base of bilateral relations.” In external affairs, both sides promised to “adhere to the line of coordinating and deepening strategic interaction…with the aim of creating a favorable international situation.”21
This unwieldy set of principles is little more than a cobbled-together amalgam of China's Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence and other platitudes. They do not provide a detailed, let alone accurate, picture of the ideational context of the relationship or of Moscow's and Beijing's objectives. For contrary to the seamless consensus they seek to convey, Russian and Chinese approaches to their partnership differ in significant respects.
The Russian agenda
Russia's rationale for partnership with China is essentially twofold. The first is what might be called “global strategic.” In its most primitive form this means using the partnership to counterbalance the dominance of the West, and America's hegemonic power in particular. In that sense it is an “anti-relationship,” driven by the urge to neutralize or negate. However, while Moscow's agenda is colored by visceral anti-Americanism in some quarters, it is informed by positive considerations as well. Russia in 2008 is far more stable and prosperous at home, and more influential abroad, than under Gorbachev and Yeltsin. But it remains a relatively minor player on the world stage, notwithstanding Kremlin claims to the contrary. Putin understands that Russia needs to make common cause—tactical or strategic as the case may be—with other powers if it is to exert a serious influence in international affairs.
From Moscow's perspective, China represents both the present and the future. A formidable power already, it seems to have unlimited economic, political, and military potential.22 If China rises as quickly as many believe, then the leverage from partnership with it will become correspondingly greater, and the sooner America's irksome global leadership will be undermined. Of course, few Russians would like to see one hegemon replaced by another. But the expectation is that this will not happen, and that instead China and the United States will effectively balance and contain one another, with the involvement of other major actors—India, the major European powers, and above all Russia. Putin's pursuit of a “multi-vectored” foreign policy is driven by the desire to maximize Moscow's options. Russia would become the strategic, as well as civilizational, bridge between East and West, and possibly even the “third pole” in the multipolar world of the future, alongside the United States and China.23
In the meantime the China relationship gives the Kremlin an “alternative” to the West. It is argued in chapter 9 that this supposed alternative is bogus. Nevertheless, growing ties with Beijing are of considerable comfort at a time when Russia's relations with a number of Western countries (the United States and the United Kingdom) and organizations (the European Union) are going through a very rough period. The “strategic partnership” serves as an important psychological crutch; after energy-driven economic prosperity, it is the most compelling explanation for the confident face Russia presents to the world. Whether strategic or not, a successful relationship with China is key to the “independent” foreign policy Putin has consistently promoted.
Partnership with Beijing, however, is more than just about geopolitical maneuvering. It serves critical security interests as well,24 ensuring a stable border and, by extension, the security of the Russian Far East (RFE) and Russia's territorial integrity. The Sino-Soviet freeze highlighted the undesirable consequences of poor bilateral relations: strategic confrontation on two fronts and the threat of encirclement; the requirement to station large numbers of troops along an extremely tense frontier; and the huge expense of sustaining armed forces capable of meeting the challenges posed by an unpredictable China, on top of the Cold War with the United States and its allies.
Today Moscow sees the “strategic partnership” as its most reliable guarantee against a resurgent and potentially aggressive China. To some extent its approach is informed by the adage “keep your friends close, keep your enemies closer.” Although China is certainly no enemy, the underlying message is clear: positive engagement enables you to keep tabs on emergent threats and to establish a common interest in peaceful coexistence and cooperation. It offers Russia obvious security, political, and economic benefits. For example, both sides have worked well together to defuse the controversial issue of Chinese “illegal migration”—efforts that have enabled Moscow to escape the full consequences of its neglect of the RFE. China has also been the number one customer for Russian arms—a commercial relationship that has saved much of Russia's military-industrial complex from extinction. And Beijing's friendship offers a potential entrée to the Asia-Pacific community. It is no coincidence that when Moscow speaks of developing Asian energy markets it is China that it has in mind above all others.


Finally, Russia views the bilateral relationship as one between “strategic equals.” The frequent references to equality in official communiqués reflect a vital aspiration, if not necessarily reality. Russian attitudes here are somewhat contradictory. On the one hand, there are concerns about China's rapid rise and the changing balance of power between them (see chapter 5); on the other hand, Moscow is incapable of seeing itself as the “junior partner” in any relationship, particularly with a country that it has long regarded with a superior and even dismissive eye.25 For Putin and the political establishment, Russia is always “equal-plus”: equal to the greatest powers, including the United States, but meriting a much higher status than other, “ordinary” states in the international system.
The Chinese agenda
The benefits of partnership are somewhat different for China. One crucial distinction is that Beijing does not view Russia as a strategic counterweight to the United States. It believes that Russia has some international influence, especially in the former Soviet Union, and that cooperating with it in the UN Security Council pays dividends. But Beijing has not attempted to use its friendship with Moscow as a bargaining counter in dealings with the West—and with good reason. Russia is too weak to perform such a role and, in any event, would be reluctant to act on behalf of Chinese interests. Moscow's refusal to become involved in the Taiwan question, beyond formal recognition of Beijing's “one China” policy,26 highlights its limitations as a partner on crunch issues.
A still more important reason for restraint is that China has no need to engage in balancing games, since it enjoys far greater strategic choice than Russia. Since the late 1990s Beijing has reached out successfully across the Asia-Pacific region to all continents. Relations with the United States and the EU have expanded exponentially; close ties with ASEAN member-states and the Republic of Korea bear no resemblance to the chilly atmosphere prior to the 1997 Asian financial crisis;27 the Chinese presence in Africa has grown to impressive proportions;28 and Beijing is making major economic inroads into South America. Meanwhile, the world is coming to China. The lure of “one billion customers”29 is intoxicating, and nearly all the Fortune 500 companies now have a permanent presence in the country.30 The dichotomy between a welcoming China and a confrontational Russia is striking—exemplified in August 2008 by simultaneous images of the enormously successful Beijing Olympics and the Russian armed intervention in Georgia. China has many more “friends” than Russia, whose closest partners are restricted to the Central Asian republics, unsavory regimes such as Iran and Syria—and China. China as a partner confers a degree of respectability on Russian foreign policy, whereas the reverse is not the case.
All this means that Beijing has little interest in allowing partnership with Russia to ruin its relations with other key players, above all the United States. Too tight an embrace with Moscow limits rather than expands its options. That is why the Chinese government has shown no interest in a formal alliance and why it has pursued a cautious line on issues such as Iraq (and, more recently, Georgia). Although it opposed the American-led intervention, it did so discreetly; it was more than happy for Russia, along with France and Germany, to make the running in the UN Security Council. The comparison between Russian and Chinese policies toward Iran is similarly revealing. Although China has the much larger commercial relationship31 and likewise opposes sanctions against Tehran, it is Moscow, not Beijing, that has come to be seen in the West as President Ahmadinejad's leading supporter.32
In general, Beijing is committed to portraying the “strategic partnership” in a positive light: as a supplement, not an alternative, to its burgeoning ties with the United States and Europe. The last thing it wants is for these players to interpret Sino-Russian convergence as anti-Western and threatening. For this would contradict the main purpose of contemporary Chinese foreign policy, which is to foster a benign external environment—a “harmonious world”—that would facilitate the country's modernization.33
Like Russia, China sees a good bilateral relationship as benefiting vital security interests. However, the two sides differ in their emphasis. Moscow's priority is to secure the RFE from a potential Chinese threat—demographic, military, or economic. China also needs a stable frontier, not to protect itself against an improbable Russian attack, but so that it can concentrate on economic transformation and reunification with Taiwan.34 A hostile Russia would represent little danger to China's political stability, let alone territorial integrity. But it would represent an unwelcome distraction from more important business elsewhere.
The security relationship is less asymmetrical in the Central Asian context. Beijing is worried about Islamic-based extremism and Uighur separatism in Xinjiang. Good relations with Moscow contribute to a more comfortable security environment, both directly and through Russia's continuing influence on the Central Asian states (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan) bordering China. Yet Sino-Russian partnership is merely one of many factors in the Central Asian security equation. The significance of the “stans,” principally Kazakhstan, means that Beijing's relations with them are equally important in strengthening regional security.
Taking a broader view, one major difference between Russian and Chinese views of the security dimension in their relationship is that Moscow's main focus is on the border between the RFE and Northeast China (Manchuria), while Beijing's concerns center on the future of its western regions adjoining Central Asia. This difference has obvious implications; it is one reason why China is much more committed than Russia to development of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (see chapter 6).
Energy is another major dividend of partnership with Russia. There is a causal link between rapprochement and Beijing's policy of diversifying sources of imports. In its quest for the energy and natural resources needed to sustain economic growth, it has stepped up efforts to develop a significant energy relationship with Moscow and pushed hard on projects such as the East Siberian-Pacific Ocean oil pipeline (ESPO). Faced with competition for Russian oil from other energy-hungry Asian powers, notably Japan, China has sought to translate political warmth into negotiating advantage.
This is not to say that Russia and China enjoy a strategic energy relationship or even aspire to build one. As chapter 8 shows, their agendas differ markedly. Moscow sees energy as the twenty-first-century equivalent of nuclear weapons—the main instrument of power projection. Within this vision, China serves as leverage against the West. For Beijing, however, Russia is only one of many suppliers of its energy needs, not a substitute for the Persian Gulf. Although Russia's oil exports to China have grown considerably in recent years, in the energy dimension it is no more a “strategic partner” than Saudi Arabia, Angola, or Iran.35
Latent tensions
The overall picture of the two partners’ respective agendas is one of asymmetry. For Moscow, partnership with Beijing is crucial to its ability to conduct an “independent” foreign policy and to secure Russia's return as a global great power. For China, it is a relationship of secondary importance, lagging well behind its more substantial ties with the United States, the European Union, and the countries of the Asia-Pacific region (Japan, the Republic of Korea, the ASEAN states). Many Russian policymakers are uncomfortable with China's rise and believe that a “China threat” could re-emerge one day. The Chinese, on the other hand, do not feel threatened by Russia, although they are sometimes irritated by Moscow's actions. Russia seeks every opportunity to use the China card in international relations; China has no interest in the partnership becoming a tool of Kremlin revanchism. Finally, Russia sees the partners as “strategic equals.” Beijing, however, sees Russia as having few friends and as a country that it is overtaking, indeed has overtaken, in many areas.
The disjunction between the smooth façade of “strategic partnership” and its underlying tensions is especially apparent at the bilateral level. Notwithstanding the impressive progress of recent years, many achievements are fragile and, in some cases, superficial. Take the issue of Chinese “illegal migration.” Moscow and Beijing claim this is no longer a source of tension, yet the evidence suggests that the problem has been only temporarily and partially defused. Although Russian media coverage of this issue has become less emotive,36 the Russian public retains a negative view of Chinese influence on everyday life. A 2007 survey by the All-Russian Centre for the Study of Public Opinion (VTsIOM), for example, found that 62 percent of respondents believed that the participation of Chinese firms in the RFE economy would be dangerous for Russia; 58 percent had a negative view of Chinese goods appearing in Russian shops; 85 percent were opposed to Chinese entrepreneurs and companies owning property in Russia; and 78 percent were against any increase in the numbers of Chinese laborers working in Russian firms.37 These figures are hardly consistent with the claim that border and migration questions have been definitively resolved.
And neither are Putin's warnings about the consequences of depopulation in the Russian Far East. Although he has refrained from criticizing Beijing, the notion of a China threat is implicit in his emphasis on an active demographic policy for eastern Russia. The call to populate the RFE is a throwback to the Soviet era, only with an even weaker economic basis. What drives Kremlin policy is not the necessity for additional labor to exploit the region's resources, but the political fear of demographic, economic, and cultural Sinification, and the possible loss of the RFE.38
The tension between public face and discomfiting reality is evident in another much publicized area of the relationship: military-to-military cooperation. In August 2005 Moscow and Beijing hailed “Peace Mission 2005” as heralding a new era in the “strategic partnership.”39 This was true insofar as it was the first time the two militaries had participated together in exercises. But this unity was more notional than real. In the months leading up to the exercises, Moscow and Beijing engaged in protracted negotiations over their location and scale. The PLA pressed hard for the exercises to take place in Zhejiang province, a proposal rejected by Moscow as too provocative owing to the province's relative proximity to Taiwan.40 The two sides compromised by holding the exercises off the Shandong peninsula southeast of Beijing. The Russian Ministry of Defense (MOD) had originally wanted to send only a token number of troops but was persuaded eventually to send a sizeable contingent.41 Most significant, “Peace Mission 2005” was run as two separate exercises rather than as a single joint exercise, with no interoperability between the 7,000 Chinese troops and 1,800 Russians.42 While it undoubtedly marked an important step forward in the relationship, it also highlighted the limits of cooperation and trust.
A similar wariness was evident in the build-up to “Peace Mission 2007.” Beijing rejected out of hand a Russian MOD proposal to undertake military exercises under the combined auspices of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). The ostensible reason was the lack of a legal provision enabling the exercises to take place on that basis. In reality, the Chinese feared that the SCO would be shown up by the CSTO's greater military capabilities and thereby lose ground as the premier multilateral institution in Central Asia. Beijing—and Moscow—viewed the joint exercises through a competitive as well as cooperative lens.43
The gulf between image and reality is most apparent in the energy relationship. Chapter 8 reviews in some detail the tortuous course of cooperation in this sphere. It is important to note, however, that the Russians and Chinese have scarcely behaved toward each other in the manner of strategic partners. Moscow finds it irksome that Beijing is always trying to extract oil and gas at concessionary rates and believes that the Chinese abuse their position as the largest energy market in Asia. Accordingly Putin would like Russia to diversify to other Asian customers rather than risk a neo-colonial subservience as raw materials supplier to the Chinese economy.
For their part the Chinese resent Moscow's double-dealing over pipeline routes, which has seen it renege on intergovernmental agreements. They find it difficult to cope with its dysfunctional decisionmaking, which has seen it swing between China and Japan on the routing of the East Siberian oil pipeline. Another sore point is the Kremlin's refusal to allow Chinese firms to buy significant equity in Russian energy companies. Although the resistance to foreign ownership of “strategic resources” now applies across the board in Russia, this was not always the case.44 Before the Yukos affair in the summer of 2003, the Russian government appeared to operate on the principle of “anyone but the Chinese.”45 Western companies such as BP, Exxon-Mobil, and Shell were welcomed,46 while CNPC (China National Petroleum Company) and other Chinese companies were excluded.47


The shortcomings of cooperation have not only inhibited mutual trust but have also constrained the economic relationship. Despite impressive growth since 2000, trade remains modest in volume and unbalanced in structure. China accounts for about 6 percent of Russia's total trade volume, while Russia's share of Chinese trade is a meagre 2 percent. Oil and natural resources (principally timber) dominate Russian exports, while industrial and consumer goods make up the bulk of Chinese exports. In the economic sphere Russia and China are niche partners, not strategic partners. Moscow supplies 11 percent of Beijing's oil imports and nearly all of its arms purchases (nearly $2.5 billion in 200548). But each looks elsewhere for the economic relationships that really matter: Moscow to Europe and the CIS countries, Beijing to the EU, the United States, and the Asia-Pacific.
The myth of identical views—the case of strategic stability
It has been easier for Moscow and Beijing to preserve the illusion of likemindedness in international relations. They agree on its guiding principles, and their positions on many issues broadly coincide. As noted earlier, however, their attitudes towards multipolarity, relations with the United States, the Iraq war, and Iran reveal important differences in perspective, emphasis, and interests.
The theme of “similar, but different” is well illustrated by their contrasting approaches to the question of strategic stability. Both countries have criticized Washington's unilateral withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty; its plans to develop a theatre missile defense (TMD) system in the Asia-Pacific; and, most recently, the decision to deploy a limited missile defense and early warning system in the Czech Republic and Poland. Yet their motives and objectives differ in important respects. Russia's opposition has been directed principally at strategic missile defense, China's at theatre missile defense.49 In 1999 Moscow opposed American plans to expand a national missile defense system, not because of doubts about its ability to respond to a possible American first strike but because such a system undermined the arms control agreements that were the last bastion of Russia's “parity” with the United States. Concrete security concerns are similarly marginal in the ongoing dispute over missile defense installations in central Europe. Moscow knows that these would have negligible impact on its nuclear strike capabilities, but interprets the Bush administration's plans as evidence of a continuing refusal to give Russia its due—that of a global great power.50 The Kremlin also sees an opportunity to exploit divisions between the United States and major European powers such as Germany.51


China's objections to missile defense are more concrete. Beijing believes that a TMD system in East Asia would reassert America's strategic presence, strengthen Japan's military position, and bring Taiwan closer under the American umbrella, thereby further postponing its reunification with the mainland.52 Unlike Russia, China does not have a sufficiently large nuclear arsenal to be confident that missile defense systems would not nullify its ability to launch a retaliatory strike.53 Its fears are existential rather than psychological.
The debate over strategic stability highlights the relevance of historical and geographical perspective. Russia's stance is shaped by the legacy of Cold War bipolarity and its own globalist outlook. In the past it has not been much concerned about TMD; indeed, it has attempted to persuade Washington to move away from building a strategic network toward developing regional systems of tactical defense, and even to include Russia in joint projects.54 China's focus, on the other hand, is almost exclusively regional. Its interest in American missile defense has no Cold War origin and is not founded in any desire to compete with the United States globally. But it fears that a regional missile defense system would severely limit its capacity to achieve primary national security objectives.
These different perspectives—global versus regional, psychological versus existential—are not necessarily incompatible with a common purpose in countering U.S. plans. For example, in February 2008 Russia and China proposed a new international treaty banning the use of weapons in outer space—a direct response to the intended missile defense deployment in central Europe.55 But such differences have in the past generated tensions between Moscow and Beijing. In December 2001 the Chinese felt betrayed when the Kremlin barely reacted to Washington's announcement of withdrawal from the ABM Treaty. Putin underplayed the significance of this step,56 and then resumed negotiations on the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) as if nothing had happened. Moscow's insouciance contradicted the letter and spirit of the 2001 Sino-Russian summit declaration, which committed both parties to strongly opposing any unilateral American withdrawal.57 More recently, there has been talk of a possible Russia-U.S. accommodation over missile defense, whereby the Russian military would be given substantial access to the installations in the Czech Republic and Poland and might even participate in developing a joint system with the United States and Europe. The very fact that these ideas are being discussed points to the shallowness of the much-vaunted “identity of views” between Moscow and Beijing.58
The disjunction between Russian and Chinese positions on strategic stability issues highlights a larger problem of consultation. Moscow's casual acceptance of the U.S. position on ABM withdrawal is not the only time it has failed to show solidarity with Beijing or keep it fully informed. Putin's decision, two weeks after 9/11, to endorse a U.S. troop presence in former Soviet Central Asia came as an unpleasant surprise to the Chinese leadership,59 while the conclusion of SORT in May 2002 left Beijing once again out of the loop on frontline issues. The importance of the treaty may have been largely symbolic, but for the Chinese the symbolism was telling. In the early 1990s Andrei Kozyrev, the then Russian foreign minister, used to complain about Washington's failure to consult the Kremlin on important international decisions;60 ten years later the same criticisms could be leveled at Moscow's sometimes cavalier attitude to partnership with Beijing.
The values gap
It has become fashionable to speak of a normative convergence between Russia and China, centered on preserving national sovereignty and norms against the intrusive influence of Western-dominated supranational regimes.61 Such theories are supported by the apparent shift in Russia away from core “Western” values—political democracy, a transparent market economy, and open civil society—toward a more “Asiatic” conception of political, economic, and civil rights.62 Putin and other senior figures routinely reiterate their commitment to democratic and accountable government, but invariably add that this must reflect Russia's “special” circumstances.63 “Democracy” is an increasingly malleable phenomenon, defined principally by the Kremlin's political exigencies. In this respect Russia scarcely appears to differ from China, where the leadership likewise proclaims its commitment to “democracy” and “human rights” and decides how these are to be interpreted.64
Analogies between the two systems, however, are misleading. Notwithstanding the reversal of political liberalization and pluralism under Putin, Russia remains a more democratic, pluralistic, and liberal polity than China. It may bear little resemblance to Western democracies, but it is a far cry from the Soviet system to which it is sometimes compared. Crucially the Russian elite do not see themselves as partaking of the same normative tradition as China—ancient, modern, or post-modern. Their insistence that Russia is an integral part of European civilization highlights the extent to which Russians see themselves as existentially intertwined with the West. Conversely, despite the progress in the Sino-Russian “strategic partnership,” it remains a relationship between normatively distinct entities.65


For their part, the Chinese take a fairly detached, even cynical view of so-called “Russian values,” which tend to vary according to the state of Moscow's relations with the West. They understand their relationship with Russia as an interest-driven partnership. While Moscow and Beijing unite in rejecting UN human rights resolutions against China and other countries,66 this solidarity is motivated by pragmatic reasons of state rather than a confluence of values. The PRC leadership clings to principles of “anti-interventionism” and “noninterference” as a means of insulating its legitimacy from external, as well as domestic, challenges. For to permit Western involvement in China's domestic affairs would be to encourage open criticism of the Communist Party regime, with unpredictable and possibly unmanageable consequences.
The so-called normative convergence between Russia and China, then, is largely formalistic. “Values” and “norms” rationalize rather than influence policy. Of course, as both countries modernize, they may eventually achieve a genuine convergence—as polities and societies in transition toward a more liberal (or more authoritarian) form of government. But for the time being at least, all this remains highly speculative.
A relationship of tactical convenience?
The reality of the much-vaunted “strategic partnership” between Moscow and Beijing falls well short of the mythology surrounding it. The policy differences that continue to separate them cannot be brushed off as mere spats that occur in any relationship. They point to different views of the world, of their respective roles in the international system, and of the nature and purpose of the bilateral relationship itself. But if Russia and China do not enjoy a genuine strategic partnership, with a shared long-term vision and common objectives, then how should one characterize it?
Some commentators define the relationship as one of tactical convenience,67 driven by instrumentalism and opportunism. Although this judgment seems harsh, given the progress of recent years, it is not without foundation. Moscow's crude attempts to use China as geopolitical leverage against the United States, and more recently against Europe over energy (see chapter 8), suggest that it values its largest neighbor more as strategic counterweight than strategic partner. From time to time the Kremlin's Westerncentrism has asserted itself to the detriment of relations with China, for example when Putin made his “strategic choice” in the aftermath of 9/11.68 Almost overnight the pretence of geographic evenhandedness gave way to an overtly pro-Western line. Even after Russia- U.S. relations began to sour during the Iraq crisis of 2002-03, Moscow turned in the first instance not to China but to the major European powers, France and Germany. It was only after the “color revolutions” in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan and the consequent deterioration of relations with the EU that Moscow began to play up China's importance as a strategic partner of the first rank—and then only selectively. Revealingly, the Kremlin has shown little enthusiasm for proposals to expand the G-8 to include China and other non-Western powers such as India.69
Beijing's approach to partnership is less transparently opportunistic. After all, it seeks Russian natural resources, especially oil and timber, on a long-term basis. This requires a more strategic approach, one able to ride the bumps of interaction with a sometimes capricious neighbor. Yet Chinese policy too is informed by instrumentalism: Russia as a source for the energy that sustains economic growth; Russia as a stabilizing security presence in Central Asia and, by extension, western China (Xinjiang); Russia and China as the non-Western caucus in the UN Security Council;70 Russia as deflector of Western human rights criticisms. Although Beijing would like to expand political and economic ties with Moscow for their own sake, this is not a priority of the first importance. And just as Moscow has been reluctant to see China admitted to the G-8 top table, so Beijing has sought discreetly to marginalize Russia in Asia.
The axis of convenience
Despite this somewhat cold-blooded pragmatism, the relationship is nevertheless driven by more than tactical opportunism. It may be a “relationship of convenience,” but we can hardly dismiss it as a temporary aberration that will “correct” itself once either or both partners restore “equilibrium” to their foreign policy.
Ultimately, the Sino-Russian relationship is an axis of convenience because it combines tactical expediency with strategic calculus and long views. It is an axis because it is based, first, on a substantial degree of solidarity. Moscow and Beijing believe that it benefits them to resolve or alleviate their differences and to present a united front internationally. Two is better than one, especially in containing the American presence in Central Asia and projecting power and status through the mechanism of the UN Security Council's Permanent Five (P-5).
On the other hand the relationship is not an axis in the sense of being a budding political-military alliance, for the reasons discussed earlier: contrasting perspectives, conflicting priorities, different expectations, and an enduring if often suppressed feeling of mutual alienation. This is an axis born of necessity, real and perceived, not natural inclination. Unlike the fascist axis between Hitler and Mussolini, there is no common ideational foundation, notwithstanding talk of the Beijing consensus.71 The axis exists and prospers because it is founded in the pursuit of concrete strategic and tactical goals.
Contrary to the naysayers, the axis of convenience has an underlying resilience that sustains it in the face of internal and external pressures. Many core elements are likely to remain in place for decades: cooperation along with competition; pragmatism offsetting distaste and suspicion. The ability of the relationship to survive, if not always transcend, the tensions within it is due above all to two factors. The first is a shared conviction that each country has much to gain from a good relationship, and much to lose from a bad one. The second is a selective suspension of disbelief and the consequent creation of a mythology of relations. For all the debasing of the term, the honorific “strategic partnership” is a useful device. It glosses over many imperfections and the lack of a shared vision, while emphasizing the benefits of long-term engagement. And it reinforces the message to the international community that Russia and China, together as well as individually, are to be reckoned with.
As long as these two factors remain in place, reports of the coming demise of the Sino-Russian “strategic partnership” are premature. But the fluidity of the international environment means that its future is far from assured. The world finds itself in a transitional phase in which “new” positive-sum notions of regional and global interdependency have yet to displace an “old” geopolitics that has reinvented itself, at least in the means it employs. In this anarchical context the relationship faces a diverse and daunting set of challenges: demographic tensions in the Russian Far East; a shifting bilateral balance; emergent competition in Central Asia; contrasting priorities in East Asia; the regional and global geopolitics of energy; and Russia-China-U.S. triangularism in an era of rampant globalization. The prospects for long-term partnership will depend on whether Moscow and Beijing are able to move from an often declaratory convergence to addressing these problems in a practical and above all strategic fashion.





CHAPTER FOUR







THE “YELLOW PERIL”—ENGAGEMENT IN THE RUSSIAN FAR EAST
“If in the short term we do not undertake real efforts to develop the Russian Far East, then in a few decades the Russian population will be speaking Japanese, Chinese, and Korean…. The real issue is about the existence of the region as an inalienable part of Russia.”
—Vladimir Putin, speech in Blagoveshchensk, July 21, 20001
The Russian Far East (RFE) encapsulates in the most direct sense the ambiguities of the Sino-Russian relationship. Here, more than anywhere else, strategic anxiety and cultural alienation coexist with political rapprochement and economic engagement. Although ties between Moscow and Beijing have become more diverse in recent times, the RFE has lost little of its original salience. It provides at once a barometer of the current state of “strategic partnership” and the key to its future. Forty years ago the region was the theatre of bitter confrontation. Today resolution of the territorial question reflects the positive dynamic between the two countries. But the future remains profoundly uncertain. The RFE has the potential to become the center of a new quality of bilateral and multilateral engagement in Northeast Asia, or a “dead zone” fertile only in suspicion and recrimination.
For Moscow, the region has immense symbolic and practical importance. Along with Eastern Siberia, it is the RFE that gives Russia its “Asian-ness.”2 And yet this persona is heavily distorted by the vagaries of climate, population, and resources. Russia may be Asian in a physical sense, but the historical and civilizational foundations for such an identity are flimsy. Not for nothing has it been said that “while Russia is in Asia, it is not of Asia.”3 The contradiction between Asian location and European mentality is particularly evident in the southern part of the RFE,4 whose development has been driven by imperial and colonial exigencies. As Victor Larin has remarked, “[Russia's] Pacific Rim was and remains not a gateway to Asia, but a natural geographic border for expansion; a frontier and a barrier that has yet to be overcome in either the psychological or political—or even economic—sense.”5 In many respects the RFE is not so much part of Asia as an extension of Europe into Asia.6
The region has for long periods been shut off from the outside world, at no time more so than during the seventy years of Soviet rule. It is unsurprising, therefore, that the local population, predominantly migrants from European Russia who came to work in the military-industrial complex or on large infrastructural projects, are more than usually wary of the Chinese. Successive governments have done nothing to allay these feelings of insecurity. The RFE is home to many of the country's leading arms industries, such as the nuclear submarine plant in Komsomolsk-na-Amure, as well as the bases for the Russian Pacific surface and submarine fleets, in Vladivostok and Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky respectively. These cities and many others in the RFE were closed to foreigners (and most Russians) until the final days of the Soviet Union.
The fall of the USSR proved disastrous for the region. Although it was now open to the outside world, during the 1990s it suffered terribly from neglect by the central authorities, and from chronic corruption, criminality, and misgovernment at the local level.7 The crisis that accompanied Russia's transition from a planned economy to a market system affected the RFE particularly badly. Whole towns died with the downsizing of the Soviet military establishment and collapse of much of the military-industrial complex. People began to leave the region in ever greater numbers. Those who stayed found themselves relying increasingly on Chinese shuttle-traders for basic consumer items, a demeaning dependence that led them to resent both Moscow and the Chinese. During this decade, the RFE's main identity became that of a “forgotten land”—so forgotten that there was growing talk of it “dropping off” from the rest of Russia.8 Although fears of secession were overblown, the RFE became emblematic of the most negative feelings in Russian society. The pioneering spirit that lay behind the original settlement of the region had long since given way to fatalism and demoralization. The local population fell back to nostalgia for the Soviet era, xenophobia toward the Chinese, and a “besieged fortress” mentality.


The task facing Putin
Vladimir Putin thus faced multiple challenges on coming to office. Some shortcomings, such as Moscow's ostentatious disregard for the region, were soon rectified. Putin lost little time in traveling east and tapping into the concerns of the local population. His famous speech at Blagoveshchensk in July 2000, during which he condemned Moscow's past neglect and called for urgent remedial action,9 resonated with an audience anxious about China's “creeping expansion” (polzuchaya ekspansiya). More broadly, Putin's statist project, with its emphasis on centralization and the “vertical of power,”10 demonstrated a heightened commitment to keeping Russia “whole” through tighter political control and national economic integration.
From the outset, however, there were a number of obstacles. The first was the dismal level of governance in key provinces of the RFE; the administration of Primorye governor Yevgeny Nazdratenko, in particular, had become a byword for venal and arbitrary misrule. Although Putin soon moved Nazdratenko sideways to the Fisheries Ministry,11 he found it much more difficult to address the underlying problems of maladministration.
A second major impediment was the narrowness and dysfunctionality of the local economies. In Soviet times the RFE had been a frontier outpost, prison camp, and supplier of essential raw materials. It was a resource to be exploited to the maximum, with little care for those who lived and worked there. If the Soviet economy was skewed in favor of heavy industry at the expense of the consumer sector, then the RFE was an especially grotesque example of a flawed model. With Yeltsin having largely ignored the region, the old problems remained. There were opportunities for some niche industries, such as advanced weapons, but in much of the region Putin inherited an economic infrastructure that was very poorly adapted to the new market conditions.12
The third and potentially most serious problem was demographic. In Soviet times many RFE inhabitants had found themselves there because they or their parents had been sent to the camps, posted with the military, or been lured by the promise of better pay and conditions working on big projects such as the BAM (Baikal-Amur) railway. With the demise of the Soviet Union the element of coercion disappeared, and with the collapse of much of the local economy many inhabitants returned to western Russia. This led to a precipitous fall in the region's population, from 8 million in 1990 to 6.68 million in 2004.13
Demographic decline was less an economic than a political and security issue, since there was little justification for maintaining employment at Soviet-era levels.14 The real problem was the demographic imbalance between a sparsely populated RFE and the mass of humanity—107 million and rising—in the three northeastern Chinese provinces of Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning.15 Russian nervousness at this disparity was aggravated by the opening up of the RFE and loosening of border controls. Suddenly, large numbers of Chinese shuttle-traders began crossing into Russia. Although few of them stayed for any length of time, their ubiquitous presence exacerbated an extant fortress mentality among the local inhabitants.
The demographic issue presented Putin with a real dilemma. On the one hand, he wanted to invest greater substance into the bilateral relationship, which meant maximizing trade and human contacts across the board, including interregional links with China's northeastern provinces. On the other hand, he could not ignore the economic and social tensions arising from anti-Chinese sentiment among the local population and their political representatives. On a more strategic level there was the problem of how best to manage engagement over the longer term. Could Moscow use the injection of Chinese commerce to revive the RFE and satisfy consumer demand without risking a de facto Chinese take-over?
Chinese “illegal migration”
Few issues have been the subject of as much prejudice and falsification as the so-called threat of Chinese “illegal migration” to the Russian Far East. The Chinese presence next door poses clear challenges for Moscow and for Russia's eastern provinces, but this does not explain, let alone justify, some of the extraordinary allegations that have circulated.
The most egregious myth is that there are “millions” of Chinese in the RFE, not to mention in the rest of Russia as well. In a radio interview in 2005, prominent nationalist politician Dmitry Rogozin spoke of a demographic “invasion,” claiming—only half-jokingly—that the Chinese were crossing the border “in small groups of five million people.”16 Rogozin's views are shared by many Russians. One common estimate is that there are up to 2 million Chinese living in the RFE alone, which would mean that they account for nearly one-third of the total population of the region—an obviously nonsensical figure.17 Some Russian officials have been only too willing to fuel such anxieties. In March 2006 the head of the Federal Migration Service, Oleg Romandovsky, told the Russian state Duma (parliament) that there were “between 400,000 and 700,000 illegal Chinese migrants in Russia's Far East.”18 The huge estimated range suggests that Romandovsky had little idea of the actual numbers of Chinese; whether these “migrants” were long-term settlers, seasonal workers, or shuttle-traders; or whether they were legal or illegal.
Such scaremongering has flourished in a climate where the truth is unclear, Sinophobia is rife, and local and federal politicians see advantage in manipulating public opinion on the issue. All the evidence indicates that the number of Chinese in the RFE at any one time is far lower than the figures peddled by the more irresponsible politicians and commentators. According to the latest (2002) Russian national census, there were only 35,000 Chinese living in the whole of Russia.19 Admittedly this figure referred only to permanent residents and excluded seasonal workers, shuttle-traders, tourists, and “illegals.” But in 2004 Putin's foreign policy adviser Sergei Prikhodko estimated the size of the Chinese permanent population in the whole of Russia at between 150,000 and 200,000.20 Other estimates put the range at 250,000-400,000, although these latter figures almost certainly counted short-term workers and students as well as permanent residents.
The most exhaustive and reliable research on the Chinese presence in the RFE comes from Mikhail Alexseev and Vilya Gelbras. In a 2004 study of Chinese migration into Primorskii krai (Maritime province), Alexseev observed that, when set in the larger global context, the RFE was “just one of several peripheral destinations,” and he described the number of “settled” migrants in the province as “statistically insignificant.” He emphasized that most so-called migrants were short-term stayers—“tourists, ‘shuttle’ traders, entrepreneurs, laborers, poachers, smugglers, and students.” Compared with the overseas Chinese communities, “the Chinese remained a marginal ethnic segment in Primorskii and in the Russian Far East generally.”Alexseev concluded unequivocally that “forecasts of hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of Chinese workers moving into the Russian Far East to develop its vast natural resources so far remain in the realm of fantasy.”21
Writing at around the same time, Gelbras was more guarded in his assessment of the size and impact of Chinese migration on the RFE. Yet he agreed with the broad thrust of Alexseev's comments. While noting an increase in the numbers of Chinese visiting, and staying in, the region, he wrote that “the bulk of Chinese migrants enter Russia legally” and that the scale of this legal migration was “not big enough to cause panic, let alone speak of a Chinese demographic expansion.” Although “a permanent Chinese community is gradually forming…in Russia's Far East, this process is slow and limited in scope.”22


Alexseev, Gelbras, and several other sources stress that the vast majority of Chinese who travel or work in the RFE are not interested in staying. Most workers want to earn good money before returning home or, in a few cases, moving on to the West.23 As for the traders, the nature of their business requires them to stay on the move, criss-crossing the frontier. Gelbras notes that Chinese migration to Russia is not “some search for a promised land. There has emerged a specific form of the movement of manpower that serves the flow of goods.”24 Gelbras's data from Khabarovsk and Vladivostok—the two largest urban centers in the RFE—reveal that the number of migrants with families in Russia has halved, sure indication that increasing numbers of Chinese see the region as a “get rich quick” working environment and not as a desirable place in which to live.25
More recently evidence has been emerging of a decline in the total number of Chinese in the RFE. The Russian law on market trading, which came into force on April 1, 2007, prohibited Chinese (and other foreign) traders from carrying out cash transactions26 and led to a significant reduction in the numbers crossing the frontier. Shuttle-trading remains a visible part of bilateral commerce, but these days nearly all the shuttle-traders are Russians.27 Prospective Chinese tourists have also been deterred by a recent law from Beijing requiring them to have a valid external passport when traveling abroad. Previously, many used to cross the border just for the day to gamble in Russian casinos, most notoriously in Blagoveshchensk, capital of Amurskaya oblast.28 Increasingly, too, Chinese business people are sidestepping the RFE because its market is too limited and basic; there is a growing inclination to conclude more ambitious deals farther afield, in Moscow and western Russia.29
None of this is to deny that Chinese migration—legal or otherwise—is a serious issue. However, the threat has been misrepresented as a “flood” that foreshadows the occupation and eventual annexation of the RFE. Gelbras argues, instead, that “the main problem…lies not in the number of Chinese migrants, but in the economic damage that Chinese communities inflict on Russia.”30 The threat, as he sees it, is twofold. First, the balance of trade between Russia and China is skewed in the latter's favor. China exports cheap consumer goods, many of which would be rejected elsewhere. In return, it imports raw materials, such as timber, non-ferrous metals, and other vital resources. Second, much of the trade in these imports is illegal and is conducted by criminal organizations on both sides of the border. This dual threat undermines Russia's “economic security,” inhibits the emergence of “a civilized market economy” in the region, and results in Russia becoming a “raw-material appendage of China.”31
This last point dovetails with Moscow's increasingly vocal concerns about the “unbalanced” nature of bilateral trade in general.32 The specter of Russia as a quarry highlights the true nature of the challenge posed by China in the RFE, which is not demographic “invasion,” the encouragement of criminality, or even the undermining of “normal” economic relations. The real issue is strategic, part of a larger shift in the overall balance between Russia and China—the subject of chapter 5. Specifically, the region may become part of the East Asian rather than Russian periphery, and increasingly subservient to Chinese requirements.
Social and civilizational challenges
Russians living in the east are acutely conscious of the growing Chinese influence. This is reflected, for example, in survey data showing that most believe that China benefits more than Russia from bilateral cooperation.33 There is considerable resentment at China's impact on the local economy, whether in the form of undercutting in the construction industry, forcing down prices for consumer goods and services,34 or acquiring land and property.
Such attitudes have important social and ethno-cultural dimensions. The first is the “culture of envy” that has been a storied feature of Russian life for centuries and the subject of numerous jokes in the Soviet era. Most Chinese who come to the RFE fall into two broad categories: market traders and short-term/seasonal workers. The former are relatively well-off, possess goods in abundance, and are able to trade profitably (if now indirectly) in a market where the customer has few alternatives. The second group may, as one acerbic Russian critic remarked, include the “rural poor of the Chinese hinterland,”35 but in the RFE they nevertheless find employment in Chinese-and Russian-owned enterprises in construction and agriculture.36 While the earnings of migrant workers are modest by Russian standards, their income is much higher than it would be back in their homeland.37
Second, the Chinese are seen by Russians as far better workers than the indigenous population—industrious, skilled, and sober. The obverse is that they are also viewed as cunning and rapacious.38 Such perceptions have social as well as economic ramifications. One recent phenomenon in the RFE is the alleged increase in the number of mixed marriages—Chinese men to Russian women39—and a corresponding rise in Sinophobia among the Russian adult male population. As one local journalist put it, “the lazy, wife-beating, alcoholic Siberian man hates to see another beautiful Russian girl running into a Chinese man's arms.”40 The issue is not simply one of “raw envy,”41 but also the fear that this trend, if extrapolated, would see the consolidation and expansion of a long-term Chinese presence in the region—in effect, Sinification through intermarriage. All this is occurring against a background of rising nationalism, characterized by a renewed emphasis on “Russian values.” The emerging reality of a more multicultural Russia,42 in which migrants from different sources—the Caucasus, Central Asia, East Asia—increasingly dominate the Slavic core, has become the new anathema.43
This leads to a third problem, that of Chinese enclaves in the RFE and in Russia more generally. Not only do the locals resent the Chinese looking after their own in commerce and employment, they are also suspicious of their reluctance to assimilate.44 Many regard Chinese expatriates in the same way that Jews were viewed in late nineteenth-century Russia: as a community apart, with their own closed way of life and “dubious” customs. In the context of Russia's larger demographic decline (see below), the Chinese are viewed as a potential fifth column.
Chinese policy
One accusation sometimes leveled at the Chinese government is that it tacitly encourages the migration of its citizens to the Russian Far East. Its motives are said to be various. One is the constant pressure to find millions of new jobs every year for a rapidly expanding working population. James Kynge puts the demand as high as 24 million,45 and although other figures are somewhat lower, the message is the same: regime stability depends on being able to resolve problems such as rising unemployment and growing income disparities. Since the domestic economy cannot generate sufficient new workplaces to accommodate demand, the government is encouraging migrant workers—estimated at more than 140 million46—to seek jobs in other countries, including Russia. In relation to the RFE, some critics claim that despite having agreed in 1994 to a regime regulating cross-border movement, Beijing is turning a blind eye to large numbers of its citizens crossing the frontier illegally or semi-legally (for example, posing as “tourists”).47
The second motivation behind Beijing's alleged support of migration into the RFE is to facilitate the import of natural resources. The most publicized example of such collusion relates to the vast quantities of timber harvested and exported illegally from Russia. Gelbras estimates that every year 1.5 million cubic meters of timber are cut down illegally in Primorye alone.48 This timber is critical to China, which has a deficit in this as in most other natural resources except for coal. Overall, an estimated 60 percent of Russia's timber exports go to China.49
But for some Russians the most sinister motive informing a covert Chinese migration policy is that Beijing has not given up hope of regaining the RFE and reversing the results of the “unequal treaties.”50 As the overall bilateral relationship has improved so the tenor and frequency of Russian criticisms have become less fraught.51 Nevertheless, there is lingering suspicion that Beijing sees advantage in building up a substantial Chinese population in the region in order to preserve options for the future.52
These views of Chinese policy contain elements of truth. The leadership in Beijing has attempted to alleviate employment pressures by encouraging worker migration to other countries through the “Go Outward” program.53 China has also been engaged for some years in a worldwide search for essential raw materials. It is not always particular about how it obtains these resources, as demonstrated by the complicity of Chinese business interests in illegal logging in Southeast Asia and the Amazon.54
However, most criticisms of the Chinese government are wide of the mark. There is no evidence linking “illegal migration” to policy in Beijing. In the 1990s the increased numbers of Chinese traveling or living in Russia coincided with a period of economic liberalization and labor mobility in China, as well as the opening-up of the frontier. Today “tolerance” of the activities of Chinese firms, criminal organizations, and individuals does not indicate official collusion so much as Beijing's inability to control many areas of economic and social activity. China is not the hermetically sealed monolith it was under Mao; there are far fewer restrictions on people's movements within the country or even to foreign destinations.
In fact, Chinese official involvement has been more cooperative than laissezfaire.55 The 1994 agreement on visa regulation and border controls reflected a willingness to meet Russian objections and reservations to the extent possible. At the March 2007 summit the Chinese agreed to halve the period for visa-free travel from 30 to 15 days in order to cut down on abuses of visit conditions.56 Beijing has no interest in allowing migration to harm the larger bilateral relationship, knowing how allergic Russians can be on this issue. While increasing numbers of Chinese are traveling outside the country for work, the RFE, indeed Russia as a whole, remains a much less attractive destination than Europe, the United States or other Asian countries.
Russian attitudes
All this raises the question of why migration continues to be such a delicate issue in Sino-Russian relations. There are several explanations: unreconstructed attitudes towards the Chinese; political imperatives; Russia's larger demographic decline; and Moscow's dysfunctional approach to development of the RFE.
The first of these takes the form of a deep-seated Sinophobia among the local population.57 This chauvinism not only perceives a political, economic, and civilizational challenge in the Chinese expatriate presence, but equates this more broadly with hostile intent in Beijing. It does not distinguish between the “threat of Chinese migration” and the “China threat” writ large. Since it believes the first proposition to be true, it assumes the second is as well.
The migration question has been fueled by political expediency. During the 1990s, regional leaders such as Nazdratenko and Khabarovsk governor Victor Ishaev exploited popular sentiment by talking up the threat of “illegal migration” and “creeping expansion,” condemning the sharp practices of Chinese shuttle-traders, and accusing the Kremlin of selling out to Beijing over the common border. This approach proved highly effective. By blaming all ills on Moscow and the Chinese, the local authorities evaded responsibility for corruption and misgovernment, economic collapse, and failing living standards.58 Despite a notable reduction in anti-Chinese rhetoric under Putin, the importance of political expediency has not diminished. The difference now is that the emphasis has shifted from the provincial to the federal. Instead of regional administrations currying favor with the electorate, it is the Kremlin that focuses on the migration issue as a subject of both strategic concern and popular appeal.59
Anxieties about Chinese migration are magnified in the context of a general decline in Russia's population, which is falling by an estimated 700,000 people a year.60 According to some projections, it will plummet from 142 million today to around 100-110 million in 2050.61 The perception of a larger crisis finds a ready focus in China's huge—1.3 billion and rising—population. What Beijing says or does is of relatively little account; the reality that resonates is of contrasting demographic patterns in the two countries.62


A failure of strategy
The significance of local xenophobia, political manipulation, and demographic trends pales, however, in comparison with Moscow's continuing failure to implement a viable development strategy for the RFE. Although the Kremlin signed off in 2002 on a Strategy for the Social and Economic Development of Eastern Siberia and the Russian Far East, very little has been achieved. The region continues to be one of the most backward in Russia; the local economy is increasingly reliant on Chinese goods, services, and labor; and local outmigration shows little sign of reversing.63 For all the early promise under Putin, Moscow's policy toward the RFE is barely more effective than during the dismal Yeltsin years.
This is mainly because the Kremlin has no clear conception of what to do, merely a wish-list. It hopes to stimulate immigration by encouraging working-age people from European Russia and the Caucasus to go east. Indeed, so desperate is Moscow that it has stepped up efforts to persuade ethnic Russians in the Central Asian republics to work in the RFE.64 Such plans recall the Sovietera strategy of inducing workers to emigrate to the region through various economic and social incentives. So far, however, these inducements have been half-hearted and unsuccessful. Russian citizens now enjoy considerable freedom of movement and choice of residency and understandably prefer not to live in one of the most depressed regions of the Federation.65 As long as there is such a large and well-publicized disparity in quality of life, and coercion remains out of the question, there is minimal prospect of attracting potential migrants from western Russia or the former Soviet republics. As Vladimir Portyakov has observed, the key is for Moscow to show a “genuine concern for the transformation of Siberia and the Far East into a really livable place.”66
But the problem goes further than the government's inability to provide sufficient incentives to prospective migrants. There is also a dearth of suitable jobs. Viktor Larin has noted that “there is no clear economic basis for the widely advertised idea of resettling millions of Russians from the former Soviet republics…to Pacific Russia.”67 The work that tends to be available either requires narrowly specialized skills, such as in the arms industry, or cheap labor. Typically, the Chinese do the jobs—in construction and agriculture—that Russians reject because the work is considered too demeaning or low-paid.68 There is a third disincentive as well: the absence of effective rule of law or even rule by law. High levels of corruption and criminality discourage the development of small and medium-size business enterprises (SMEs).


Putin understands that Moscow's previous neglect of the RFE is unsustainable. Yet although he feels compelled to address the interrelated problems of depopulation and labor shortage, he is afraid to embrace the most practical solutions: bringing in labor from neighboring countries, above all China, and developing the “free trade zones” along the border.69 The result is policy confusion, with the emphasis on half-baked schemes such as attracting labor from western Russia and prestige projects like Vladivostok's hosting of the 2012 APEC Summit.70
The government's lack of ideas is evident also in the return to the Sovietera chimera of looking to transnational energy projects to help revive the region and integrate it economically with the rest of the country. This notion has several flaws. First, such projects are not labor-intensive, so the effect on employment in the RFE would be marginal.71 Second, the benefits of cooperation would accrue overwhelmingly to Moscow or the regions where the oil and gas are exploited, rather than the regions through which the pipelines pass.72 Third, the fate of many of these projects remains uncertain. Moscow has been talking for over a decade about the Kovykta gas pipeline, the extension of the Trans-Siberian railway into the Korean peninsula, and the East Siberian oil pipeline to the Pacific (see chapter 8). But progress on these projects has been glacial. The considerable uncertainties about their future prospects make them a most unreliable basis for the region's economic revival.
Interregional trade
With Moscow largely devoid of inspiration, some of the provinces in the RFE have taken the initiative to expand interregional ties. Local trade with China's northeast has grown considerably. In 2007 Primorye's trade with China was U.S.$2.36 billion, compared to $311 million in 2001,73 while Khabarovsk's trade with China reached $1.5 billion, accounting for 55 percent of the province's total imports and 44 percent of exports.74 The increases on the Chinese side have also been significant, if not as impressive. Heilongjiang's trade turnover with Russia, mainly Primorye, reached $3.83 billion in 2004, a more than fourfold increase since 1999.75
Although this growth is welcome in some respects, the picture is not all positive. The most disturbing aspect from a Russian standpoint is that interregional trade is tilted heavily in favor of Chinese interests. Local trends confirm the long-standing national fear of Russia being reduced to a raw materials appendage and easy market for Chinese goods. Exports from Khabarovsk in 2007, for example, were dominated by timber (46.9 percent) and oil products (19.5 percent), while the main import items were machinery (44.1 percent) and textiles (30 percent).76 It is a similar story with Primorye, which is especially dependent on Chinese consumer goods and services.77 There is no serious Chinese investment in local RFE enterprises,78 and Russian companies have not managed to break into the Chinese market. Early hopes that cross-border trade might provide a boost to regional economies on both sides—China's rust belt in the northeast as well as the RFE—remain unfulfilled.
The second area of concern is that much of interregional trade is illegal or semi-legal. The large-scale pillaging of Russian forests has already been noted, but the problem goes beyond illicit practices in one particular sector. Primorye's economic life is characterized by flourishing cross-border criminal links, whether in the timber trade, construction, retail, banking, hospitality services, poaching, or people-smuggling. This is not to mention corruption by government and law enforcement agencies, many of whose members participate directly in such activities or are on the take.79 While other provinces in the RFE are less criminalized than Primorye, they suffer from similar problems.
All this adds up to a growing and unhealthy dependence on China. As one regional academic has pointed out, “an enormous part of the population is already integrated into an economic relationship with China, from the hotel business and retail to construction.”80 While cross-border trade is a naturally occurring phenomenon, the worrying thing from Moscow's perspective is that it has very little control over this since the southern RFE is already more economically integrated with China than it is with the rest of Russia.81
This nexus accentuates the ambiguity in local attitudes toward the Chinese. On the one hand, local RFE administrations profit directly from commercial engagement with them. Chinese business keeps the local economies afloat and, through the provision of essential consumer goods, contributes to political and social stability. On the other hand, the Russians are loath to admit the extent of their dependence, both because they fear it and because it is humiliating. This leads to a situation whereby during periods of (relative) prosperity, such as today, the notion of a “China threat” is underplayed, but in times of difficulty or crisis, as in the 1990s, it is quick to surface.82 The Chinese thus fulfill a dual purpose in the RFE: they mask the policy inadequacies of regional and central government, while serving as a convenient scapegoat whenever necessary.


The Russian Far East and Sino-Russian “strategic partnership”
In recent years Moscow and Beijing have worked hard to minimize tensions over the Chinese presence in the RFE. The Communist leadership has cooperated whenever the Russian government has sought to tighten visa procedures and regulate shuttle trade. Beijing has reiterated on many occasions that it holds no irredentist ambitions, and it has responded with restraint to intemperate accusations from Russian regional and federal politicians. For its part the Kremlin has consistently rejected the notion of a “China threat,” whether in general terms or in the specific context of the RFE. It has given its blessing to the growth of interregional ties and canvassed the possibility of Chinese participation in energy and infrastructural projects in the Far East. It has also managed to bring the regions on-message and contain the worst of their Sinophobia. The presence of Ishaev, a once vociferous critic of China, at the signing of the final border agreement in Beijing in October 2004 highlights the extent to which the Russian side is now singing the same tune—at least in public.83 Such apparent unanimity is in stark contrast to the open discord that prevailed under Yeltsin.
Goodwill on both sides has led to a clear improvement in the dialogue on RFE issues, which has become much more constructive. Crucially there has been substantive progress to back up the fine sentiments. In addition to demarcation of the border, “illegal migration” is less of an issue than at any time since the opening-up of the RFE; interregional trade is growing; and political contacts between provincial administrations on both sides of the border are more frequent and cordial than ever before. It would seem that things could hardly be better.
Paradoxically, however, this is part of the problem. The largely positive state of relations in the RFE relies disproportionately on the “suspension of disbelief” discussed in the previous chapter. It is as if Moscow and Beijing have agreed not to delve too closely into the underlying contradictions for fear of awakening the monster. This softly-softly approach fosters an atmosphere in which both sides can talk through issues. But it also risks sliding into self-deception and complacency. For Moscow, in particular, benign interaction may obscure the importance of finding lasting solutions to unresolved problems.
Thus far there is little sign of the Kremlin implementing the measures needed to make the RFE a viable political and economic entity within the Russian Federation. Instead, the government has adopted a band-aid approach, marked by declarations of intent as impractical as they are vocal. Whether through lack of interest, a failure of comprehension, or absence of political courage, it has not managed to address the region's problems. State investment in economic and social infrastructure remains inadequate.84 Putin's centralizing political reforms have not significantly reduced corruption and misgovernment by local administrations.85 Moscow shows little understanding of the different economic conditions across the RFE.86 There has been no progress in regularizing the importation of Chinese labor for projects in construction, the timber industry, and agriculture. And the federal government continues to play games over the development of transnational energy and infrastructural projects.
An uncertain future
The continuing expansion of Sino-Russian partnership ensures, for the time being, a relatively favorable environment in which to resolve these problems. But time and opportunity are not unlimited. While talk of a crisis is premature, the present state of affairs in the RFE cannot continue indefinitely.87 A number of variables could change the situation for the worse.
The first is a rise in the overall number of Chinese migrant workers and a corresponding diminution of work opportunities within China. Although Beijing is taking steps to alleviate this problem, the pace of domestic modernization will ratchet up employment pressures for the next decade and perhaps longer.88 Most workers will continue to gravitate toward China's cities, while others will find employment in various Asian countries, Europe, and America. However, while Russia will avoid the worst of the overflow, an increase in the number of Chinese in the RFE is possible. This would exacerbate tensions between the newcomers and the local Russian population.
The second variable is macroeconomic. The bilateral relationship has benefited from high growth rates in Russia and China. These have not only driven the expansion of trade, but also instilled a new confidence. This begs the question, however, of what might happen in the event of an economic slowdown or worse in either or both countries, with knock-on effects for political and social stability. One potential outcome, already witnessed in the Russia-Japan relationship, is the emergence of an antagonistic nationalism. This could manifest itself in several ways: trade disputes, resource competition in Central Asia, great-power rivalry across the globe. The most plausible theatre of trouble, however, is the RFE, because it is here where the Russian and Chinese sit in direct proximity and where many issues are outstanding.


Third, the rise of nationalism could, in time, see a revival of Chinese claims on parts of the RFE. It was not so long ago that Mao called for these lands to be returned to China. This coincided with the Sino-Soviet freeze and the build-up to the 1969 clashes, and highlighted the extent to which the prominence of such questions rises and falls according to the overall state of the relationship. A serious downturn, whether in the RFE or elsewhere, might dilute previous commitments. With its attention overwhelmingly focused on internal modernization and Taiwan reunification, Beijing has no interest in resurrecting the territorial issue for the foreseeable future. But there may come a time when the Chinese leadership feels either confident or desperate enough to reassess the situation on its northern frontier. Today's academic discussions about the “lost one-and-a-half million square kilometers” could become tomorrow's policy debates.
Even if successive Chinese leaders remain true to their promise not to raise territorial claims, the Russians may not believe them. A number of Russian commentators are asking what happens after Taiwan's reunification with the mainland. There is genuine concern that the RFE could be back on the table some time in the next fifteen to twenty years and that, when the time comes, Moscow will be unable to withstand Chinese pressure.89 Suspicion of Beijing's intentions will always remain, no matter how often and how vigorously it reaffirms its present position. To skeptics the only way of guaranteeing Russia's territorial integrity is to “trust in capabilities, not intentions”—an attitude that history shows has the potential to generate serious misunderstandings. Other commentators, including several leading Sinologists, posit a scenario whereby the Communist Party loses control of the modernization process and the ensuing chaos sees “millions” of Chinese fleeing across the border. In that event, the territorial question would resurface by force of circumstances.90
The widening demographic imbalance, and Russia's larger population crisis, is the final variable. The danger is not so much the decline in the number of working-age Russians, but rather its impact on Russian self-perceptions and views of the outside world. In particular, it could heighten such traditional instincts as the “besieged fortress” mentality and fear of strategic encirclement. In such an atmosphere, even a modest increase in the Chinese presence in Russia's eastern provinces could undermine the larger bilateral relationship.
Of course, one should be wary of assuming the worst. Apocalyptic scenarios make for good copy, but the ordinary course of events is usually calmer and more predictable. A crisis in Sino-Russian relations over the RFE is neither imminent nor inevitable. There is a window of opportunity, while the “strategic partnership” continues to expand, for Moscow and Beijing to cooperate in defusing tensions and resolving problems. But there is little room for irresoluteness. As long as Russia's rulers refuse to face up seriously to the challenge of the region's long-term economic and social development, then notional risks could one day turn into concrete realities. In that event, the Russian Far East would become a focus for escalating tensions rather than an area of mutually beneficial engagement.





CHAPTER FIVE







“PEACEFUL RISE” AND THE SHIFTING SINO-RUSSIAN BALANCE
“Peace and rise, which look quite contradictory, can actually be integrated. In the past, the rise of a big power involved toppling the international order and threatening peace. China breaks this rule. While seeking a peaceful international environment to ensure our development, we are safeguarding world peace through our own development.”
—ZHENG BIJIAN1
“The rapid growth of the PRC's economy, coupled with its military expansion, has propelled China's emergence as a regional power with an increasingly global foreign policy.”
—US Department of Defense's
Annual Report to Congress on the Military Power
of the People's Republic of China 20062
Like much of the world, Russia has viewed the extraordinary rise of China since the death of Mao with a mixture of awe and apprehension. This reaction is partly due to the spectacular nature of the phenomenon itself, but also reflects the striking contrast with its own, far more difficult experience of modernization. Whereas China has enjoyed consistent economic growth of around 9 percent a year for the past three decades, Russia has suffered a series of misfortunes: stagnation in the late Brezhnev period; catastrophic economic decline and state collapse under Gorbachev; and political turbulence, hyperinflation, and disintegrating living standards during the 1990s. Only in the last few years has Russia recovered something of its former position, thanks largely to the boom in world oil prices.


For many in the Russian elite, the rise of China offers signal lessons. It “proves” the folly of mechanically following alien recipes for development—“shock therapy” and the so-called Washington consensus—instead of adapting reforms to a country's “special” circumstances. The Yeltsin administration, which attempted to introduce political democratization, liberal market reforms, and civil society into Russia, became increasingly disoriented in the face of mounting crises. China, on the other hand, has stayed true to its legalist and Confucianist traditions and thrived on a diet of political authoritarianism and economic liberalization.3 The “Beijing consensus” of authoritarian modernization has emerged as an alternative, homegrown template that is not only effective but also psychologically more palatable to the Russian mind. It has provided much of the inspiration for the unapologetic state capitalism of the Putin administration.
Even those who oppose the application of Chinese or other authoritarian models of development to Russia agree on three things at least. First, China has achieved a remarkable transformation from autarkic, backward nation into one of the world's leading economies. Second, domestic modernization has enabled China to become a major regional and, increasingly, global player. Third, the rise of China poses enormous challenges to the international community and to Russia specifically.
In the previous chapter we examined the notion of a “China threat” in the context of the Russian Far East. But for Moscow the challenge of China extends far beyond the border regions. It calls into question many of the understandings that underpin the “strategic partnership.” How long can both countries maintain the illusion that theirs is an equal relationship? How far can Russia trust in Chinese assurances about the benign character of “peaceful rise” or “peaceful development”?4 To what extent has the bilateral balance of power—political, military, and economic—shifted, and what are its implications? Most crucially, does China's rise threaten Russia and, if so, how?
The military balance
The most obvious litmus test of the Russia-China balance is in the military sphere, where two key questions arise. The first centers on the capabilities of the respective armed forces. Is the People's Liberation Army (PLA), long derided as technologically backward and poorly trained, overtaking its Russian counterpart? Second, do China's enhanced military capabilities threaten Russia's security interests? In particular, will Beijing look one day to cash in on its military superiority—real or perceived—to regain territories lost as a result of the “unequal treaties,” and to make inroads into Central Asia?
According to some commentators, China has virtually caught up with Russia as a military power.5 With the demise of the USSR, the Soviet war machine crumbled. The new Russia's armed forces were largely ineffective, undermined by poor leadership, rampant corruption, and severe under-funding. The military's weaknesses were amply revealed in the botched Chechen war of 1994-96, and even its relative success in the second war of 1999 owed more to the efforts of pro-Moscow Chechen militias than to federal forces.6 The post-Soviet period has seen a litany of scandals, as well as public humiliations such as the accidental sinking of the Kursk nuclear submarine in August 2000.7 Although the Kremlin has repeatedly proclaimed its commitment to “urgent” military reform, in practice this has become an oxymoron. There have been periodic changes of force structure, some progress toward professionalization, and, in the last two or three years, improvements in funding and equipment. But Russia's armed forces remain incapable of meeting many of the demands of a modern military, let alone achieving more ambitious goals such as the projection of power beyond the country's borders.8
Contrast this to China, where there has been a comprehensive “revolution in military affairs” (RMA) since the 1991 Gulf War, when the impressive performance of the U.S. military shocked the PLA leadership into action.9 China's armed forces are virtually unrecognizable from fifteen years ago. They are leaner and more efficient;10 they are better educated, trained, led, and equipped; funding has increased at double-digit rates every year since 1989;11 their technological level has improved dramatically; the nuclear arsenal has grown substantially in quantity and quality;12 and there has been a quantum leap in investment in the indigenous military-industrial complex and in research and development (R&D). Whereas a decade ago the PLA was seemingly light years away from being able to launch an amphibious operation against Taiwan, even without American intervention on behalf of Taipei, today the prospect can no longer be so easily discounted.13 More broadly, the Pentagon's 2008 Annual Report to Congress on the Military Power of the People's Republic of China 2008 notes that the PLA is “pursuing a comprehensive transformation from a mass army designed for protracted wars of attrition on its territory to one capable of fighting short-duration, high-intensity conflicts along its periphery against high-tech adversaries.”14
Such has been their contrasting experience with military reform that it is tempting, but wrong, to conclude that China's aggregate military power now exceeds Russia's or will do so shortly. Despite the decline of the Russian armed forces, they nevertheless continue to enjoy several critical advantages, above all several thousand nuclear warheads.15 It has become fashionable in the post-Cold War era to minimize the importance of this core element of national defense on the grounds that such power is scarcely usable. Yet while the significance of nuclear weapons as a geopolitical trump, means of power projection, or symbol of great power status has diminished, their ultimate deterrent effect has not. Nor should one assume from the decline in Russia's conventional forces that their condition is terminal. Although the capacity to fight a “two-front war” remains a distant prospect, their sheer size—still around a million—added to advanced weaponry and other technological advantages, constitutes a massive conventional deterrent to any country or countries contemplating an attack on Russian territory.16
It would be equally mistaken to view China's military modernization as the finished product, or as a process nearing completion. The 2008 Pentagon report, for example, recognizes that the PLA remains deficient in many respects. It notes a consensus within the U.S. intelligence community that China “will take until the end of this decade or longer to produce a modern force capable of defeating a moderate-size adversary…will not be able to project and sustain small military units far beyond China before 2015, and will not be able to project and sustain large forces in combat operations far from China until well in the following decade.”17 The mediocre performance of Chinese troops in the “Peace Mission 2005” joint exercises (see chapter 3)18 indicates that the PLA has a long way to go before it develops into an effective modern fighting force, let alone one capable of defeating a large-size adversary such as Russia. A notional Chinese assault on Russia would also need to consider two other factors. The first is the vast distance between the common border and Russia's main population and command centers. Whereas Moscow could strike very effectively at key Chinese installations and cities, it would be much more difficult for Beijing to retaliate in kind. As in the Great Patriotic War against Nazi Germany, Russia enjoys the advantage of strategic depth, not to mention a huge advantage in nuclear weapons technology. The other major deterrent is that China could hardly hope to fight a limited war to annex the RFE. Russia would not concede 40 percent of its territory without substantially raising the costs of a hostile intervention. Although the region has been neglected by successive Soviet and Russian governments, its importance is greater than ever. Russia owes its position as a re-emerging great power largely to its abundant natural resources, many of which are located in the RFE. It would “accept” the loss of such strategic assets only after a bitter and extremely bloody struggle.


Of course, wars sometimes occur as a result of misunderstandings and accidents.19 The Pentagon report identifies in this context “three perceptions that could lead to miscalculation or crisis. First, other countries could underestimate the extent to which PLA forces have improved. Second, China's leaders could overestimate the proficiency of their forces by assuming that new systems are fully operational, adeptly operated, adequately maintained, and well integrated with existing or other new capabilities. Third, China's leaders may underestimate the effects of their decisions on the security perceptions and responses of other regional actors.”20
These warnings make sense, however, only in relation to localized conflicts with Taiwan and in the South China Sea, not Russia. Regarding the first “miscalculation,” there is little danger of Russian military planners underestimating the considerable progress the PLA has made over the past ten to fifteen years. If anything, they have erred in the opposite direction. One analyst makes the interesting but far-fetched analogy between the state of China's military today and Soviet capabilities in 1932-33,21 while in 2003 Mikhail Margelov, then head of the International Affairs committee of the Federation Council (the upper house of the Russian parliament), forecast that the military gap between China and the United States would be bridged some time before 2020.22
The second concern, that the PRC leadership may overestimate China's military capabilities, is no more plausible. The underlying premise of the concept of “peaceful rise” (and “peaceful development”) is that China cannot hope to achieve its foreign and security policy goals through military means and must look to positive engagement instead.23 Over the past decade, the leadership's approach toward a whole raft of issues—from Taiwan to relations with the United States—indicates that “peaceful rise/peaceful development” is no mere philosophical abstraction, but a practical guide to policy. It would most likely contemplate military action only to defend national borders or for the sake of reunification with Taiwan—and the latter only in very specific circumstances, such as a unilateral declaration of independence by Taipei.24
Third, for the most part Beijing is highly sensitive to the security anxieties of China's neighbors. The emphasis on soft power, economic interdependency, and good international citizenship highlights a larger commitment to changing traditionally negative perceptions of China. Although there have been hiccups, such as the furor over the PLA's anti-satellite test in January 2007, the government is far more aware these days of the potential consequences of its actions. This is especially true in respect of Russia, where Beijing's approach toward sensitive issues in the Russian Far East and Central Asia has been careful and even self-effacing.


Chinese military planning
One of the nightmare scenarios canvassed by Russian commentators is that China will turn its attention to the Russian Far East once it has completed its internal modernization and reunited Taiwan with the mainland.25 Such speculation ignores a number of realities. The first, highlighted above, is the actual stage of development of the two countries’ respective militaries. Notwithstanding the PLA's progress, it has little capacity to conduct successful operations against Russia, whether in Central Asia or in the RFE. This is likely to remain the case for many years, perhaps even decades.
Second, China's modernization will be an extraordinarily difficult and protracted process. This is not the place to enter into a detailed discussion of the prospects for economic transformation, but suffice it to say that there are numerous obstacles—huge resource constraints, environmental degradation, economic “overheating” and inflationary pressures, rising corruption, widening income disparities, growing unemployment, an ageing population—that could derail or at least slow it down. The question “what happens after China's modernization?” is almost entirely speculative—and premature.
Conjuring up post-Taiwan scenarios is similarly moot. Beijing is pursuing a restrained strategy on reunification, based on increased human interaction and economic integration with a view to eventual absorption.26 Although it has indicated that it will not wait forever and would react forcefully in the event of a unilateral declaration of independence,27 there is little indication that it is otherwise preparing for early military action. The current PLA buildup in southeastern China is designed primarily to strengthen Beijing's negotiating position vis-à-vis Taipei and pre-empt possible moves toward Taiwanese independence. China dare not risk the consequences of U.S. military intervention, not only because of the destructive impact this could have on the PLA and through it the legitimacy of Communist Party rule, but also because the Chinese economy depends so much on engagement with America.28 Aggressive action against Taiwan would also incur other serious consequences: an active strategic response from Japan, including the possible development of a nuclear weapons capability; alienation of the ASEAN member-states which Beijing has wooed so assiduously over the past decade; and loss of critical Taiwanese investment in the booming economy of southeastern China.29
All this means that the Chinese leadership has given very little thought to post-Taiwan scenarios that might entail confrontation with Russia.30 The Taiwan question will remain Beijing's overwhelming external preoccupation as long as it is unresolved. Even in the unlikely event of early reunification, the leadership would almost certainly concentrate on other priorities first: the hunt for resources in Southeast Asia, Africa, Central Asia, and Latin America; assuming a leadership role in the Asia-Pacific; boosting Chinese influence in Central Asia; and playing a more active part in global affairs. Compared to these strategic objectives, the RFE is a provincial side-show, hardly worth risking war with the world's second nuclear weapons state.31
Examination of the PLA's evolving force structure, budgetary priorities, arms acquisition, and troop deployments reveals how far Chinese military planning is oriented away from Russia and toward reunification with Taiwan and building up “comprehensive national power.”32 The emphasis given to naval and air power over land forces reflects these priorities. Mao's mass peasant army is long gone. Instead, Beijing is devoting intensive efforts to developing a blue-water navy that would guard the sensitive sea-lanes through which more than 80 percent of its oil imports pass, and enable China to project power throughout the Asia-Pacific, including in the oil-rich areas of the South China Sea. The PLA emphasis on “local wars under the conditions of informationization” is completely incompatible with planning for a possible attack on Russia, even in the very long term.33 As the Pentagon's 2006 report on Chinese military power noted, in the post-Mao era “PLA strategists began to conceive of future wars as being short, intense, and of limited geographic scope.”34 A confrontation with Russia would be intense, but certainly not limited in either geographical or military scope.
Russian arms transfers to China
There is growing evidence that the Russian military itself is coming around to the idea that China poses little threat. This is borne out in comments by General Yury Baluyevsky, chief of the General Staff (2004-08), that it would take China until 2050 to become a “mighty, world-class military power,” thereby giving Russia plenty of time and opportunity to maintain its military-technological advantage.35 Baluyevsky's sanguine assessment is reflected in the expansion of Russian arms sales to the PLA in recent years. Far from being intimidated by the PLA's impressive modernization, the Kremlin and the Russian Ministry of Defense have given enthusiastic support to sales of hi-tech weaponry such as Kilo-class submarines, Sovremenny II-class destroyers, and SU-30 MKK fighter aircraft.36 The U.S. government estimates that Russia has supplied around 95 percent of the arms sold to China over the past decade.37


In the 1990s sales to China were critical to the survival of the Russian military-industrial complex; the Chinese market was one of the few remaining after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Today, however, the Russian arms industry is selling to an ever wider range of clients, and yet China remains a pivotal customer.38 This is due partly to the potential size of the market, but also to Moscow's confidence that even advanced weaponry and systems can be sold to China without jeopardizing national security. The traditional fear that Russian arms may be used one day against Russia's armed forces has become discredited. It helps, of course, that major items such as the Kilo submarines and Sovremenny destroyers cannot be readily deployed in the event of conflict between Moscow and Beijing.
The Russian government's concerns over arms transfers to China are now principally commercial. Beijing has ratcheted up the pressure on Russian firms to sell it design technology instead of military hardware.39 Moscow is reluctant to accede to such requests, understandably so given China's poor record in safeguarding intellectual property rights and its emergence as one of the leading arms exporters to the developing world.40 In this connection, Beijing's practice of re-exporting Russian matériel is a potential irritant.41
The prospects for the bilateral arms relationship are consequently unclear, but for economic rather than security reasons. Beijing's drive to possess the most advanced weaponry and military technologies begs the question of how long Moscow will be able (or willing) to satisfy its requirements.42 In recent years, Russia has enjoyed a dominant market position, but largely because the other “big four” exporters—the United States, Britain, and France—have maintained an embargo on sales to China since Tiananmen.43 It would be unwise for Moscow to assume that the PLA will always be so restricted in its choice of hitech hardware and weapons systems. The EU embargo was almost lifted in 200544 and will come under mounting pressure as China's modernization proceeds apace and its economy becomes fully integrated into the global system. In a more open international market, Russian arms could be squeezed out unless Moscow can find ways to stay abreast of increasingly stiff competition: by offering discretionary terms, top-of-the-line equipment, and much improved access to design technology through licensing agreements.45
China's “peaceful rise” and the implications for Russia
Much of the Russian commentary on the nature of the “China threat” misses the mark by overestimating China's military capabilities and demographic “expansion.” Nevertheless, the latter's rise as one of the world's leading powers does represent a tremendous challenge to Russian economic and geopolitical interests. This threat is diverse and difficult to define, but centers in the reality that China's growing ascendancy is likely to come, at least in part, at Russia's expense. Both countries may be “emerging powers,” but they are emerging in very different ways.46
Sheer geographical extent, a vast nuclear arsenal, the memory of strategic bipolarity, abundant natural resources—these remain the pillars of Russia's sense of “great power-ness” (derzhavnost). Even the modern notion of Russia as an “energy superpower” is founded not in a true understanding of the geopolitics of energy (see chapter 8), but in an inherited messianic vision: Russia's timeless identity as a global great power. In good times, such as today's era of high energy and commodity prices, this feeling of strategic entitlement translates into complacency and triumphalism. In times of difficulty, such as the 1990s, the notes are of envy, recrimination, and insecurity. Either way, Russian policymakers tend to view the world through a Cartesian lens: “we think we are a great power, therefore we are.” Self-aggrandizement and mythmaking are as important as substance in promoting the idea of Russia as a globally influential actor.47
Chinese attitudes differ from Russia's in significant respects. The Communist leadership has few illusions about the country's weaknesses and limitations. China has come a long way in a few decades, but it remains—as Beijing recognizes—“the world's largest developing nation.”48 Although the Chinese are sometimes accused of assuming an innate superiority, they remember well the “century of humiliation” and the country's long decline from the end of the eighteenth century. With recent history providing little to cherish, they look to the substance rather than trappings or tradition of power. Whereas Russia inflates its importance in the world, China underplays its strengths and talks up its shortcomings. This reflects not so much the urge for rigorous self-analysis as a pragmatic desire to minimize opposition to its interests.49 Yet for all the emphasis on “equality” in their relationship, it is China, not Russia, that is increasingly the dominant partner and influential global player.
The economic balance
The different trajectories in Russian and Chinese development are most apparent in the economic sphere. Judged by size of GDP, China is already the world's fourth largest economy after the United States, Japan, and Germany.50 If it maintains the 9 percent annual growth it has averaged over the last thirty years, then it will become the world's second largest economy before the decade is out.51 According to the Goldman Sachs BRICs report and several other estimates, it will reach the number one position by the middle of the century.52
Of course, China's per capita GDP remains comparatively low, falling well short of levels in the world's leading industrialized economies.53 Zheng Bijian speaks of the “two mathematical propositions” of “multiplication” and “division”—the multiplication of sundry problems by 1.3 billion people, and the division of resources among the same.54 But even with its many difficulties, above all resource constraints, China is making its presence felt as a global economic power. Whereas for much of the modern era its development was dictated by the impact of the West, today China's influence reaches all corners of the earth.55
Meanwhile, the Chinese themselves are changing radically. The education system has been transformed over the past ten to fifteen years. The illiteracy rate has fallen from 21.7 percent in 1990 to under 11 percent today.56 It is estimated that some 200 million Chinese are currently learning English, the international language of business. The most far-reaching changes have been in tertiary education, where there are now some 2,500 institutions with a total enrollment of over 20 million full-time students.57 This compares with only 1,075 institutions with just over two million full-time students in 1990.58 On a more specialized level, there are four times as many engineering graduates coming out of Chinese universities as from U.S. establishments.59 Many problems remain unsolved, and it would be foolish to see China as an “advanced technology superstate” or likely to become one in the near future.60 Zheng Bijian notes that even after it achieves modernization in the mid-twenty-first century, it will only have reached “the level of a moderately developed country.”61 But the point is that China is heading in that direction, and more rapidly than anyone had anticipated only a few years ago. Its image as a low-technology economy relying almost entirely on the exploitation of cheap mass labor is being challenged, as are assumptions that the Chinese will be unable to make the breakthrough to hi-tech production and exports.62
China's international trade reflects the importance the leadership places on qualitative as well as quantitative growth. The worldwide search for natural resources, predominantly but not solely energy, sustains China's industrial growth. But these days the Party's ambitions extend further. It is no longer satisfied with the growth of manufacturing exports, but seeks to develop a knowledge-based economy as quickly as possible. To this purpose the government and Chinese companies are exerting increasing pressure on foreign partners to transfer key technologies, often making this a condition for the completion of deals.63 The message is clear: China wants to be a world-class, post-modern economy.
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Russia, by contrast, continues to look to its natural resource assets. Since coming to power in January 2000, Putin has consistently stressed the importance of economic diversification, of not relying on high energy and commodity prices. Russian policymakers point to the impressive expansion of the service sector, as well as to consumption-driven growth. But the Russian economy is as dependent as ever on energy exports. Today these account for over 50 percent of federal budget revenues, more than 60 percent of exports in value terms,64 and the bulk of exports to Russia's major trading partners—the EU, China, Ukraine, and Belarus.
Although Putin has talked up the importance of Russia becoming a knowledge-based economy,65 there are few signs of this occurring. On the contrary, the evidence suggests that the importance of the resource sector will only grow. In addition to its vital contribution to budget and export revenues, energy is viewed as the main instrument of Russia's return as a global power (see chapter 8), as well as an indispensable tool of domestic influence. The positioning of senior Kremlin figures such as Igor Sechin and Dmitry Medvedev on the boards of Russia's major oil and gas concerns, Rosneft and Gazprom respectively, reflected not only a blurring of private and public interests but also the extent to which energy is identified with political authority. The anointing of Medvedev as Russian president in May 2008 confirmed the nexus between the Russian energy sector and the highest circles of power.66
In the circumstances, the prognosis for a “balanced” or diversified economy is unpromising. As long as world energy and commodity prices remain high, Russia will continue to play to its perceived strengths. Whereas for Beijing modernization is driven by domestic imperatives, for Moscow economic prosperity is at least as important for the international clout that it brings. China's first foreign policy priority is to achieve the most favorable external conditions for domestic development, while Russia sees political stability and economic growth as the springboard for reasserting its influence as a global power as soon as possible. In short, although there is a natural fusion between domestic and foreign policy in both countries, the emphasis and order of priorities are very different.
The trade imbalance
These contrasting perspectives shape the bilateral trade relationship. Russian policymakers view China less as a primary market than as leverage against the West. There is little sense that it represents “one billion customers,” a potential El Dorado for the Russian corporate sector.67 Bilateral trade may have multiplied eightfold during the Putin presidency, but it has done so from a very modest base—a mere U.S.$5.7 billion in 1999. Moreover, much of this increase is due to the combination of high oil prices, escalating Chinese energy and resource requirements, and the explosion of Chinese manufacturing and consumer exports.68 To put things in proportion, 52 percent of Russia's total turnover is with the European Union, as opposed to 6 percent with China, while China's trade with the EU and the United States—$356 billion and $302 billion respectively—dwarfs that with Russia.69
It suits Moscow and Beijing to talk up the expansion of commercial ties, all the more so since this was one of the weakest areas of the relationship during the 1990s. But closer examination reveals how far the two sides diverge in their objectives and capabilities. Official rhetoric speaks of economic complementarity, yet in the Sino-Russian context this means imbalance and inequality. While Moscow hopes that China will become an economic, as well as political and strategic, counterweight to the West, Beijing sees Russia as little more than a resource-cow for Chinese growth and an easy consumer market. With the exception of a few niche areas, such as space and military design, the Chinese have little interest in Russian technology—a huge change from the 1950s when China's industrialization depended almost entirely on Soviet technical assistance. Russia is seen as a second-rate economy, certainly by comparison with those in the developed West. It is indicative that today the vast majority of Chinese graduate students pursue their studies not in Russia but in the United States and Western Europe—a Westerncentric trend reflected also in the ruling elite. The “princelings,” the offspring of the current “fourth generation”70 of Chinese leaders, are educated in the West, as are some of the “fifth generation” leaders expected to come to power at the 18th Party Congress in 2012.71 Unlike many of their forebears of the “third generation”—notably Jiang Zemin, Li Peng, Qian Qichen—none have spent time in the Soviet Union or Russia.
Such is the unequal nature of the economic relationship that the Kremlin has started to complain openly about the “unbalanced” nature of bilateral trade. At the March 2006 summit in Beijing, Putin remarked on “the raw materials bias of Russian exports to China.” He noted specifically that exports of Russian machinery and equipment had nearly halved in 2005, while Chinese exports in the same category had increased proportionately.72 The figures support his concerns. In the period January-July 2006, for example, Chinese exports of machinery and equipment to Russia were nearly fifteen times higher than imports of the same; by year's end Russia's share comprised no more than 1.2 percent of total exports to China.73 Even the arms trade, viewed by many as the jewel in the crown, is not as impressive as it seems. Russia has provided the lion's share of Chinese military purchases, but their value as a proportion of total bilateral trade is modest indeed—$2.4 billion out of $29 billion in 2005. Moreover, recent indications are that this once reliable pillar of the relationship may be tottering. In 2006 Russian arms exports to China slumped to $200 million, and there have been no new contracts since then.74
Most worrying for Moscow is that the terms of trade are becoming more unbalanced every year.75 Indeed, the relationship is so asymmetrical that it is beginning to acquire a neo-colonial tinge: a modernizing China exploiting a backward Russia for its energy and timber resources and as a market for low-grade goods unsalable in the more discriminating West. Commercially, Beijing appears to rate Russia more or less on a par with countries such as Saudi Arabia and Angola, its main sources of oil imports, and Sudan, where the China National Petroleum Corporation is developing oil fields in conjunction with the government in Khartoum.
Russia's attempts to broaden the economic relationship have been conspicuously unsuccessful, including in areas where it once enjoyed a strong competitive advantage. In nuclear energy, for example, it is being squeezed out by Western competition, particularly third-generation technology from the United States, France, and Germany; Russia's participation is now restricted to just one area, Lianyugang in Jiangsu province.76 Exports of electrical energy, an area described by Moscow as extremely promising, have largely stalled. An ambitious agreement to export 60 billion kilowatt hours (kWh) per year remains unfulfilled due to pricing disagreements.77 Space and arms exports are under mounting pressure as Beijing demands licensing agreements and access to cutting-edge technology. It is symptomatic of the shifting balance that Russia's long-time trade surplus, derived almost entirely from energy and natural resources, has disappeared under the combined effect of China's growing manufacturing exports and diminishing interest in Russian industrial imports. In 2006 Russia still enjoyed a trade surplus—$17.55 billion in exports against $15.83 billion in imports. In 2007, however, the balance shifted decisively toward China. Russian exports grew modestly to only $19.68 billion, largely due to increases in oil prices, while imports from China almost doubled to $28.49 billion.78
Asymmetrical partnership
Beijing takes every opportunity to emphasize that China's “peaceful rise”/“peaceful development” poses no threat to other countries. In the words of its architect Zheng Bijian, it is “a new security concept that differs from any traditional concept.…Our new paradigm firmly abandons the strategic framework in which big powers in the past vied for spheres of influence, engaged in military confrontation, or exported ideologies. Ours is a comprehensive and strategic concept with peaceful coexistence as its precondition, common interest as its basis, strategic cooperation as its bond, and common development as its objective.”79 The idea of “peaceful rise” fits in with the notion of a “harmonious world,” characterized by positive-sum globalization and the absence of conflict.
Beijing's insistence that “China's rise is not a threat but an opportunity”80 is aimed primarily at allaying American concerns about its implications for Washington's global leadership.81 As such it hardly seems relevant to Moscow. Nowhere in Zheng Bijian's speeches is there any mention of Russia in connection with “peaceful rise,” and the steady improvement in bilateral relations would appear to obviate the need for such assurances. Publicly at least, Moscow belongs to the converted when it comes to crediting Beijing with good intentions.
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Nevertheless, China's rise, peaceful though it may be, has serious implications for their relationship. The fact that Russia is not explicitly targeted does not insulate it from its effects. In China's transformation, Russia is cast in the role of raw materials supplier. This would matter less if it could position itself as the dominant energy exporter to China—in oil, gas, liquefied natural gas (LNG), nuclear power, or electricity. However, there is no sign of this happening. China's growing economic capabilities not only give it the advantage in bilateral trade but translate into enhanced influence in non-economic spheres as well. In a world increasingly dominated by economic power, China's emergence as a global player is of all-encompassing significance to Moscow.
That Chinese intentions are essentially benign is also of little consolation. Intentionally or not, China's ascent as the next global power threatens to leave Russia at the margins of international decisionmaking. Just when the Putin regime is reasserting Russia's credentials as a global great power, much of its thunder is being stolen by the more remarkable transformation of China and also India. They, not Russia, are the true emerging powers of the twenty-first century. It is a measure of the unequal standing of Russia and China in the world that the former is the focus of attention only in very particular, generally negative circumstances—in relation to tensions in the former Soviet space, proliferation concerns vis-à-vis Iran, conflict in the Balkans, uncertainties over gas supply to Europe. China, on the other hand, is universally recognized as a pivotal player, whose influence will expand dramatically over coming decades. While its performance as a “responsible stakeholder” in the international community remains patchy, no one doubts its central importance in world affairs.
Awareness of these trends explains why Moscow has returned to the open instrumentalism of the Yeltsin years: using the China card to “counterbalance” the West and maximize its own impact on the world stage, and promoting Russia as the interface between East and West. Unlike China, Russia as a self-standing, “independent” actor is viewed by many countries as little better than a spoiler, with neither the capacity nor the inclination to help solve global problems.82 Moscow thus faces a double conundrum: first, Russia needs China more than China needs Russia;83 and, second, in order to boost its international influence it must make common cause with a state that is partly responsible, albeit unwittingly, for the common perception of Russia as a second-class power.
Closer to home, China's rise has direct implications for the balance of power within the “strategic partnership.” Although Russian economic growth is healthy enough—6-7 percent annually since 1999—China's figures of 9 percent per annum over 30 years are more impressive. Whereas Russia's improved economic fortunes are due largely to the oil windfall, the Chinese performance has benefited from no such lucky circumstance; on the contrary, it has been achieved in the face of increasingly severe resource constraints. Seen through the prism of economic development, this is a partnership between a state ever more reliant on its traditional trumps, and a rising power making significant strides in the transition to a post-modern, knowledge-based economy.
It is a matter of some importance that this contrast is apparent to both parties. It has been said that Russia is “doomed to be a junior partner to everyone,”84 and this is almost certainly the case in its relationship with China. For the time being Beijing's massaging of Russian sensibilities means that this growing inequality is not yet a major source of tension. But as China engages more with the world, it is questionable how long it will continue to indulge Russia's great power pretensions, a source of considerable if generally private irritation in the past.85
Even with the Chinese exercising tact, the Russians are struggling to adapt to the rapid transformation of the bilateral balance. As recently as the early 1990s Russia was still the senior partner in the relationship, in a seemingly natural continuum of the “older brother/younger brother” dynamic between Stalin and Mao. Despite the misfortunes of the Yeltsin era, an embattled Russia could still claim center stage as a major foreign policy priority in Washington and “strategic partner” to Beijing. In the first few years of the new century, however, the illusion of an “equal” relationship with China has become much more difficult to maintain. This shift in power and perception is a bitter pill to swallow. As Yeltsin's erratic relationship with Clinton showed, Moscow has never found it easy to be the “junior partner,” not even to the United States.86 And junior status is all the more unpalatable when Russia's economy is doing well and the “senior partner” is a country it has long regarded as inferior.87
China's rise does not threaten Russia's territorial integrity, political stability, economic prosperity, or civilization. Instead, the real “China threat” is dual. First, its rise as a global actor is creating an ever greater asymmetry between Moscow and Beijing. The importance of Russia in China's world-view is diminishing, which means that over time Beijing will take less account of Russian interests. This leads on naturally to the second threat—that of Russia's strategic displacement. Whether in Central Asia, East Asia, or global politics, China's rise calls into question Russia's place in the world. An increasingly confident Beijing is unlikely to respect the old understandings merely because that is the way things have always been. Faced with the twin imperatives of sustaining domestic modernization and strengthening its position in a fluid international environment, it will do whatever it deems necessary and possible. Inevitably, this will entail stepping over many of the “red lines” of the past, such as “spheres of influence,” and adopting a single-minded approach to the pursuit of Chinese strategic objectives. Such ruthlessness will not only undermine the prospects for genuine partnership with Moscow, but become the prime source of growing tensions between them.
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COOPERATION AND COMPETITION IN CENTRAL ASIA
“The U.S. military presence in Central Asia has deeply affected the strategic structure of the region, and a three-way confrontation may be on [the] horizon.”
—ZHAO HUASHENG, February 20051
“The SCO will make a constructive contribution to the establishment of a new global security architecture of mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality and mutual respect.”
—Declaration on the Fifth Anniversary
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, Shanghai, June 15, 2006.2
For much of the past two centuries Russia has enjoyed a hegemonic position in Central Asia. Its primacy has been challenged from time to time, most notably by Britain in the “Great Game” of the nineteenth century,3 but as others have come and gone Moscow has maintained a dominating presence. Whether under the Tsars or Soviet rule or during the post-Soviet period, Moscow has invariably looked upon Central Asia with a patrimonial eye. Indeed, the idea that Russia has always been an empire, and never a modern nation-state in the Westphalian sense, owes much to the physical reality that the region has always either belonged to the Russian/Soviet Empire or been under its hegemonic sway.
Such proprietary feelings have been aided by the acquiescence of great powers and smaller neighbors alike. With the exception of Britain, whose priority was to protect its colonial possession, India, from Russian infiltration, the rest of the world showed little interest in the region. During the Cold War Central Asia was one of the few areas where the United States did not attempt to compete with Soviet influence; its support for the Afghan resistance after 1979 was a reaction to the Soviet invasion rather than an attempt to assert its own strategic presence. Even after the collapse of the USSR and the ensuing independence of the five Soviet Central Asian republics, the United States paid only modest attention to the region, focusing instead on its relationship with Moscow.
Like the West, China has long recognized Russia's primacy in Central Asia as a historical and geographical fact. Although the Manchus extended their writ deep into the region in the eighteenth century under Emperor Qianlong, the decline of the Qing dynasty in the nineteenth century ensured that there would be no meaningful opposition to Russian expansion. After the fall of the imperial system China was too preoccupied with its own civil war and the Japanese invasion to focus on what was literally a peripheral priority. And during the Stalin-Mao years China's dependence on the Soviet Union meant that it was in no position to challenge the status quo. Stalin's decisive role in the transfer of Xinjiang to the Communists highlighted the extent to which China was beholden to its “older brother,” in Central Asia as elsewhere.4
Chinese acceptance of Russia's leading position in the region reflected in the first instance a realization that it could do little to challenge it. Despite his strident condemnation of Moscow's “imperialism” and “revisionism” during the Sino-Soviet freeze, Mao understood well the limits of Chinese power. But Chinese attitudes have been conditioned by more than just weakness or lack of interest. There is a strong positive rationale as well. In the 1990s, for instance, Russian primacy in Central Asia represented a comforting constant, a guarantee of stability at a time of otherwise great uncertainty. The Kremlin's aversion to separatist sentiments, whether in Chechnya or the Russian Far East, dovetailed with the Communist leadership's determination to crush Uighur, Tibetan, and other independence movements as well as effect reunification with Taiwan. The confluence of Russian and Chinese regional views was subsequently enshrined in a common commitment to combating the “three evils” of terrorism, separatism, and extremism.5
In effect Beijing concluded a tacit bargain with Moscow. It was happy to recognize the status quo in Central Asia and defer to Russia's regional leadership in exchange for the latter continuing to take care of business. With its “strategic rear” covered, China could then focus on domestic modernization and Taiwan.6 Russia would also help to suppress Uighur separatism, either directly or by pressuring the Central Asian governments to take active measures against groups such as the East Turkestan Islamic Movement.7


This accommodation suited Moscow very well. China's compliant attitude contrasted with the West's perceived opportunism in response to Russian weakness. Whereas the United States had exploited the end of bipolarity to strengthen its geopolitical position across the board, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe, China respected Russia's “sphere of vital interests” by not attempting anything similar on the latter's eastern and southern flanks. In Central Asia at least, Russia's hegemonic position seemed secure.
The 9/11 effect—the Russian perspective
Or at least that was until 9/11. In its immediate aftermath, discussion centered on the “global war on terror” and common approaches toward the “new threats and challenges” confronting civilization. In Russia Putin was said to have made a “strategic choice,” not just in favor of cooperation with the West, but away from the traditional paradigm of geopolitical competition.8 His prompt offer of political and intelligence support to the United States and endorsement of an American force presence in former Soviet Central Asia signaled for many observers a new era in Russia-U.S. relations.9
Putin's response to 9/11 was predicated on several assumptions. The first was that the Bush administration would come to see Russia as an indispensable partner rather than a secondary priority.10 Putin was influenced here by the original Yeltsin vision of the United States and Russia standing side by side in cooperation where there had once been confrontation. Second was the realization that Russia was powerless to stop the United States from entering the region, particularly after several Central Asian governments had indicated they would be pleased to host the U.S. military.11 Putin therefore decided to make a virtue out of a necessity and gain kudos and other benefits for being supportive from the outset. Third, the arrival of American forces in Central Asia meant that Washington would take responsibility for solving problems that Moscow had never been able to manage successfully: the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and its radicalizing impact on the rest of Central Asia. Ideally the United States would do the work, but Russia would remain the hegemon—only strengthened by the removal of the most serious threat to its dominion. This led to the final assumption, which was that the U.S. presence in Central Asia would be temporary, just long enough to defeat the Taliban and reinforce the stability of the Central Asian states.
In backing the American-led intervention, Putin calculated that the pluses of security cooperation with Washington outweighed the geopolitical minuses of “allowing” the United States to become a major player in Central Asia. This thinking informed Russian decisionmaking over the next eighteen months. Despite the speedy overthrow of the Taliban regime, the Kremlin continued to see Islamic extremism as the chief threat to regional stability and the survival of authoritarian leaders such as Uzbekistan's Islam Karimov. It therefore saw U.S. troops as still fulfilling a necessary function. Importantly, the overall climate of Russia-U.S. relations remained sufficiently positive to soften concerns about the geopolitical consequences of the American troop presence. The Kremlin continued to believe that the region would remain a Russian sphere of interests, albeit not as exclusively as before.
This dynamic began to change, however, when it became evident that Putin's expectations of enhanced cooperation with Washington would not be met and that the United States was in Central Asia for the long haul. Far from scaling down its “temporary” bases in Manas (in Kyrgyzstan) and Karshi-Khanabad (Uzbekistan), it expanded them. At the same time the Bush administration began to promote a Western normative agenda, not so much focused directly on Central Asia but throughout the former Soviet Union. The “color revolutions” in Georgia in October 2003, Ukraine in December 2004, and Kyrgyzstan in June 2005 heightened Kremlin fears that U.S. policy had shifted from fighting Islamic extremism to exporting Western democratic values. The United States changed from being Russia's security partner in Central Asia to becoming an ever more subversive presence—part of the problem rather than the solution. The geopolitical and normative minuses of the American presence now seemed much more significant than an insubstantial and tarnished security cooperation.
Moscow's regional anxieties were exacerbated by the realization that Washington did not appear to value Russia as a full strategic partner in world affairs, but at best as a useful (rather than indispensable) regional supporter in selected areas, such as counterterrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Russia's secondary importance in the American scheme of things appeared to be confirmed by developments during 2002-04: Washington's casual dismissal of Kremlin objections to military intervention in Iraq; intensified criticisms of Putin's authoritarian tendencies; failure to offer symbolic quid pro quo such as abrogation of the 1974 Jackson-Vanik amendment;12 and alleged Western complicity in the color revolutions.13 All this contributed to a review of Russian attitudes toward the United States, and the steady deterioration of bilateral relations.
In the circumstances Moscow had two choices in Central Asia. The first was to attempt to re-establish the status quo ante by going it alone. This was impractical for many reasons, above all because of Russian weakness and the aversion of the Central Asian states to surrendering again to the authority of their former imperial master. While Russia still exerted considerable influence in the region, the great power understandings that had allowed it to enjoy a hegemonic position had broken down irretrievably. Central Asia was no longer a “no-go” or “no interest” zone for others, but a pivotal theatre of the new geopolitics.
The Kremlin therefore turned to the second option: co-opting China and the Central Asian states in the largely negative agenda of constraining “outside” influence. Faced with the post-9/11 reality that the United States would remain a significant player in the region for at least the medium term, Moscow braced itself for the task of geopolitical damage limitation. If Russia could not restore its hegemony, then it could at least aim to ensure that no other power took its place. More ambitiously, it might hope to be the leader of a regional condominium serving Russian security, political, and economic interests. Such a condominium would operate at two levels. The first would be the consolidation of traditional ties with the Central Asian states while supplementing them with new common interests, such as combating Islamic extremism and expanding energy cooperation. The second would be enhanced strategic partnership with China.
The 9/11 effect—the Chinese perspective
Unfortunately for Moscow, 9/11 had a revolutionizing impact on Chinese policy toward Central Asia and, specifically, its approach to regional cooperation with Russia. The causes of this transformation lie as much in Putin's response to 9/11 as in the U.S. presence itself. His speedy endorsement of the American military operation came as a shock to the Chinese leadership.14 While Beijing did not subscribe to the fiction of “geographical balance” in Russian foreign policy, it could scarcely believe that Moscow would permit, let alone support, the deployment of U.S. troops in Russia's sphere of influence. It was one thing for the United States and other Western powers to override Kremlin objections to NATO enlargement in central and eastern Europe. It was quite another for the West to move, with Putin's blessing, into a region that had been an integral part of the Tsarist and Soviet Empires.
What made things worse was that Moscow gave no advance warning of its decision. There had been some signs of a Russia-U.S. rapprochement after Putin and Bush had held their first summit meeting in the Slovenian town of Brdo in June 2001. But nothing prepared Beijing for the sudden change in Russian policy. Almost overnight the Kremlin switched from a multi-vectored approach to one unambiguously centered on comprehensive cooperation with the United States. Relations with China were unceremoniously pushed into the background. Over the next year, a number of developments confirmed the new “pro-Western” trend. In December 2001 Moscow meekly accepted the unilateral American withdrawal from the ABM Treaty; in April 2002 it concluded the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) with Washington; and one month later it co-established the Russia-NATO Council.
From the Chinese perspective Putin's response to 9/11 highlighted a number of truths. First, for Russia, relations with the United States (and Europe) would always take precedence. Notwithstanding the rise of China and India, the West remained the principal source of global power in its various dimensions—military might, political influence, economic power, technological superiority, cultural “imperialism,” moral authority. As in the Yeltsin years, Russian attitudes toward China were conditioned by a default mechanism. In times of difficulty for Russia-U.S. relations, the Kremlin would play the China card to show that Russia was not without friends and options. But when Moscow enjoyed good relations with the West, as in the first year after 9/11, the “strategic partnership” with Beijing would take a back seat.
To some extent the Chinese leadership had understood this before 9/11. But the Kremlin's ready acquiescence in U.S. troop deployment and the lack of prior consultation with Beijing rammed home the point that Russia would not support Chinese interests in Central Asia, except on a purely coincidental basis. From this it was a short step to concluding that China would have to rely largely on its own efforts to advance its agenda. The tacit bargain in Central Asia was off. A Russia that tilted toward the West could not be counted on, while any Russia-U.S. cooperation in counterterrorism would be on Washington's terms.
The latter became evident after the formal military defeat of the Taliban. Central Asia, once a strategically predictable region with an acknowledged hegemon, had metamorphosed into a much more disparate environment. It was apparent that Russian influence had been severely weakened and that the United States was now a major power in the region. Beijing had to adapt to a very different set of realities. Setting aside any feelings of betrayal, it understood that Moscow was no longer even capable of acting on behalf of Chinese interests.
With the deterioration of Russia-U.S. relations from late 2002, China's position in Central Asia improved considerably. It no longer faced the threat of being the odd one out in the Russia-U.S.-China triangle. The emergence of fresh tensions between Washington and Moscow meant that it could build up its presence in the region on the quiet, without causing undue concern to the other two major powers. Nevertheless, the key lessons of the early post-9/11 period remained. China could not depend on Russia as in the past, since the latter was both untrustworthy and weak. It was also important to avoid being sucked into Moscow's growing anti-American agenda. The solution lay in pursuing a more flexible and active policy toward Central Asia, one that involved the accelerated expansion of ties with all states in the region.15
A new Great Game?
The re-emergence of a competitive strategic environment in Central Asia has seen geopolitics return with a vengeance. Despite talk of common approaches to universal problems, great-power tensions in the region are at their most acute since the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Instead of a shared vision of cooperative security, there is talk of a new Great Game.16 The positive-sum spirit of the immediate post-9/11 period has given way to elemental “win-lose” instincts and balance-of-power notions, even if these are wrapped up in the language of interdependence17
The geopolitical construct of spheres of influence is at the root of the strategic tension between Russia and the United States in Central Asia. Russia may no longer be the undisputed hegemon, but it continues to believe that it is the leading power in Central Asia “by right” and, increasingly, through its control of energy resources.18 Washington, on the other hand, explicitly rejects both the principle of a privileged sphere of influence and Russia's right to dominate the former Soviet space.19 This gulf in perceptions, exacerbated by differences over democratic norms, has intensified geopolitical competition.
That said, it is questionable how far one can take the Great Game analogy. For one thing, there is very little of the “Game” element today; the Boy's Own adventures with their individual freelancing and often amateurish japes belong to a bygone era. Central Asia is now the subject of concerted state policy in Russia and the United States, and both governments invest far more resources into the region than the Russian and British Empires did in the nineteenth century. More importantly, the current “Great Game”—if one can call it that—is a hugely complex affair involving many different state and non-state actors and taking place in an infinitely more anarchic world. The Central Asian states no longer have passive roles, but are important players in their own right.20 Influence is no longer just a prize to be fought over by two giants confident in their powers, but is shaped by multiple arrangements and agendas.


China's re-entry into Central Asian affairs, after a hiatus of nearly two centuries, has radically altered the strategic picture. This development is likely to be of more lasting importance to the region than the recent American involvement. Whereas the latter may be seen as the product of an extraordinary concatenation of circumstances, China's renewed interest is consistent with more permanent realities: geographical proximity, historical antecedents, and direct security imperatives.21 The Americans may well leave Central Asia in the not too distant future, and in fact are already scaling down their presence in favor of burden-sharing with NATO troops. But the Chinese are there to stay and, over time, will strengthen their political, economic, and security ties with the region. If one can speak at all of a Great Game, then it is of a game that is being played at several levels and where there are now three strategic “principals”—Russia, the United States, and China.22
Competing agendas—the view from Moscow
China's arrival as a major player in the region raises the issue of its impact on the larger “strategic partnership” with Russia. Is Beijing's heightened involvement a source of tension, or does it give both sides the opportunity to strengthen bilateral ties through cooperation on pan-regional issues? Is Central Asia the focus of a lasting convergence of interests or is this Sino-Russian alignment preserved only by a common desire to contain the United States? To what extent are Russian and Chinese objectives reconcilable?
Moscow's approach to Central Asia reveals an essential duality. On the one hand, it is informed by the messianic vision of a return to the pre-9/11 status quo: Russia as the dominant regional player, a compliant China following in its wake, an absent or uninterested West, a subordinate Central Asia, and the defeat of Islamic extremism (Taliban, al-Qaeda). On the other hand, Moscow is aware that this set of outcomes is improbable. So there is also a strong pragmatic dimension to its Central Asian policy that recognizes the limitations of Russian power as well as the strengths of some of the other players—not least China.
This relative pragmatism, however, does not lack ambition. Russia is striving to strengthen ties with the Central Asian states through many avenues. Reciprocal high-level visits are far more frequent than during the Soviet era, let alone under Yeltsin; trade turnover has quadrupled since 2002;23 Russian energy companies are investing heavily in the region;24 military and security ties are expanding; and Moscow has injected considerable resources into cultural and public diplomacy.25 Russia is neither capable of, nor even interested in, restoring its imperial fiat over the Central Asians, but it does hope to achieve “indirect control” by reinforcing their dependence through various soft power means: political backing for authoritarian regimes, economic investment and assistance, advantageous trade (particularly market access) arrangements, and so on. The endgame is not the restoration of the Soviet Empire, as some Western critics allege, but the maximization of Russian interests across the board.26


Table 6-1. Russian Trade with Central Asia, 1994-2007

Sources:Federal'naia Tamozhennaia Sluzhba and Rossiiskii Statisticheskii Ezhegodnik (various years).
The emphasis on regional “interdependency” is apparent in Moscow's use of multilateral mechanisms. Russian policymakers have traditionally viewed bilateral relationships as the most effective channels for conducting foreign affairs. But multilateral or rather pseudo-multilateral institutions perform an important supplementary role, providing a veneer of international legitimacy as well as balance. Thus in the 1990s Russia responded to the eastward enlargement of NATO and the EU, and the latter's European Neighbourhood Policy, by promoting the Single Economic Space (edinoe ekonomicheskoe prostranstvo) with Belarus, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan.27 Today Moscow's multilateral balancer of choice is the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), while it has also bought heavily into the Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).
Moscow has been careful to mask its discomfort with China's growing involvement in Central Asian affairs. Publicly it has welcomed its contribution to regional stability and raised no objection to Chinese energy companies building pipelines from Central Asia to western China or buying up equity in Kazakhstan. This complaisance recognizes that a frontal assault on such deals would be counterproductive, not only for the bilateral relationship, but also for Russia's ties with the Central Asians. Instead the Kremlin has sought to counter Beijing's “peaceful offensive”28 by playing on local apprehension about Chinese economic domination, and piggybacking on Chinese projects. An example of the latter approach is its participation in the Atasu-Alashankou oil pipeline between Kazakhstan and Xinjiang, which came on tap in May 2006. Since the Kazakhstanis are unable to produce enough oil to fill the pipeline, Russia has proposed meeting the shortfall with its own exports to China.29 This enables it to position itself as a constructive and even indispensable player, while discreetly exposing the inadequacies of Chinese engagement. Although it is already too late to sideline China, Moscow hopes to contain its political and especially economic influence. Tactically this entails a broadly cooperative, soft-power approach, but one with the strategic intent of restoring Russia's pre-eminent, if no longer hegemonic, place in the region.
Such an ambition is premised on counterbalancing the American military presence or, better still, ejecting it from Central Asia altogether. The most promising way of achieving this is to co-opt other regional actors, which means working with, rather than pressuring, the Central Asian republics. Moscow has cleverly exploited the resentment of local regimes against Washington's democracy agenda, in particular their fear of further color revolutions. Following the Andijon killings in Uzbekistan in May 2005, the comparison between Russia's wholehearted support for the Karimov regime and American condemnation of the actions of the Uzbek security forces ensured that Tashkent would switch its favors from the United States to Russia. Karimov's decision to terminate the lease for the American base in Karshi-Khanabad two months later was due to a combination of personal apprehension over the stability of his regime and an acute sense of betrayal.30
In Central Asia, as elsewhere, Moscow strives to make the best of its axis of convenience with China. Discomfort with the latter's growing profile in the region pales in comparison with geopolitical concerns over a possible long-term U.S. presence. In effect, it proceeds according to the principle of “my enemy's enemy is my friend.”Although the United States is scarcely an enemy, even in today's difficult times, the Kremlin identifies it as Russia's most serious geopolitical competitor in the region. And this means it is keen to develop tactical alliances with the express purpose of undermining the American position. China's strong opposition to Washington's “hegemonic” power makes it a natural candidate for just such an alliance.


Chinese interests, strategy, and tactics
All this presupposes that Beijing is willing to be used as a tool of Moscow's grand strategy and that Russian and Chinese objectives coincide. There are serious doubts on both scores. First, an increasingly self-confident China is no one's instrument, but an independent player. The notion of “older brother/younger brother” outlived its usefulness decades ago, and the changing balance of power within the bilateral relationship makes it improbable that China will subordinate its regional interests to another's agenda. Moreover, the recent memory of Putin's post-9/11 decision to side with the United States gives Beijing little reason to trust in Russian benevolence.
Second, Chinese objectives in Central Asia differ from Russia's in key respects. Beijing, like Washington, is not prepared to concede Russia's regional leadership, at least not in the longer term. With the breakdown of their tacit bargain, it is seeking to expand its own role in Central Asia, one which it has both the capacity and the need to fulfill. It is accordingly ready to use all available means—political, strategic, economic, and cultural. One of the notable features of recent Chinese diplomacy has been a readiness to employ, with some skill, soft power in all vectors of foreign policy.31 Central Asia is no exception.
China has little interest in becoming the regional hegemon,32 but it aspires to recognition as a strategic principal in Central Asia. Unlike Russia, this goal is driven less by a sense of historical entitlement than by the knowledge that a stronger presence serves its interests. The most important of these is security, particularly in Xinjiang province. There are interesting parallels here with Russian sensitivities over the future of the Russian Far East. Both Xinjiang and the RFE are vast territories with tiny populations; both are frontier regions rather than part of the national heartland; and both are the subject of considerable anxieties over territorial integrity. In much the same way that Moscow views partnership with China as a means of securing the RFE, so Beijing sees the development of close ties with the Central Asian states and Russia as intrinsic to stability in the far west of the country.33
For the Chinese a Central Asia made up of authoritarian and semi-authoritarian regimes represents the most favorable context in which to combat Uighur separatism in Xinjiang and preserve security in the longer term. So far governments in the region have supported Beijing's anti-separatist agenda, clamping down on Uighur activists and even extraditing them back to China. But such support cannot be taken for granted, given the considerable sympathy for Uighur self-determination among expatriate communities in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The potential growth of democratization and pluralism in Central Asia could undermine previous state-to-state understandings.34 To forestall this possibility, Beijing has therefore intensified its relationship-building with regional elites.


Table 6-2. Chinese Trade with Central Asia, 1992-2007

Source: China Statistical Yearbook (various years).
The second imperative for Beijing is to obtain access to Central Asian energy. The leadership is motivated not only by a general desire to diversify external sources of supply (see chapter 8), but also by the need to expand its options within Eurasia. Moscow's unreliability as an energy supplier has led Beijing to look increasingly at Central Asian states such as Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, as sources in their own right and as insurance to compensate for any shortfall in Russian imports.35 Diversifying into Central Asia also serves as subtle leverage on Moscow, by hinting that China may be able to satisfy its requirements from other regional sources if necessary. CNPC's purchase of PetroKazakhstan, the opening of the Atasu-Alashankou pipeline, and the concluding of a massive gas deal with Turkmenistan36 reflect this dual approach of diversification and leverage.
Unsurprisingly Beijing's search for energy in Central Asia has generated some tensions with Moscow. The competition between Russian and Chinese energy interests is becoming more intense. Moscow, for example, attempted unsuccessfully to scupper the sale of PetroKazakhstan to CNPC in 2005.37 Although this behind-the-scenes struggle has yet to impinge seriously on the larger bilateral relationship, the two sides’ agendas are in conflict. Russia wants China to be energy-dependent on it, particularly within Eurasia, while China is anxious to widen its sources of supply. Russian companies are keen to buy up equity in the oil and gas companies of the Central Asian states, which means excluding other outside interests, including China. Moscow also seeks to control the major pipelines traveling east and west out of Central Asia. China resists attempts to exclude it from equity ownership and prefers to deal with the Central Asian energy-producing states directly, free from Russian interference. For the time being these competing agendas are being managed politically, but there are real doubts as to how long this can continue as China's energy hunger grows and Russia's oil and gas giants become ever more predatory.
Beijing's third objective in Central Asia is to ensure a stable geopolitical environment. Although it appears in this respect to be of like mind with Moscow, its understanding of geopolitical stability differs. Whereas Russia envisages itself as the undisputed regional leader, to the Chinese leadership geopolitical stability implies a more equal arrangement. In effect, it hopes for a Concert of Central Asia,38 characterized by numerous checks and balances that prevent any one power—the United States now, Russia later—from dictating terms. This is not so much a defensive security posture, but derives more from the belief that Chinese interests would be best served by a level playing field. For much the same reasons as Beijing pushes for unrestricted market access globally, so it would like a Central Asia that is “open” to all states in the region (but closed to “outside” powers such as the United States).
At the same time China is aware that the Central Asian states, as well as Russia, fear its potential and suspect its intentions.39 Beijing has therefore trodden lightly in its dealings with them. In addition to reiterating the self-deprecatory mantra that China is a “developing country,” it has abjured great power ambitions and portrayed itself as a team player fully committed to panregional cooperation. It has played up the concept of a “prosperous neighborhood” (whereby Beijing provides economic assistance to the Central Asian states)40 and used other forms of soft power, such as educational scholarships and Confucian Centers. Most critically, in focusing on pan-regionalism Beijing has emphasized cooperation through multilateral institutions, rather than just relying on bilateral relationships. Although this runs against the traditional grain of Chinese foreign policy, in Central Asia it is the most unthreatening avenue for engaging with other states.41 Within the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, for example, the disparity in power between China and smaller countries is less pronounced. The Central Asian states can take comfort in safety of numbers, as well as in the ample possibilities for maneuvering between Russia and China.
The Shanghai Cooperation Organization
In recent years the Shanghai Cooperation Organization has been at the center of debate about strategic cooperation and competition in Central Asia. To some observers it is a constructive multilateral organization that addresses in a practical way common threats and challenges such as international terrorism. Others, however, see it as a pseudo-multilateral body with a blatantly anti-Western agenda. There is a similar divergence of view regarding its effectiveness. Moscow and Beijing claim that the SCO is making great strides in tackling regional security issues. But its critics argue that the organization is heavy on process and light on substance, and that its importance remains essentially symbolic. As for the implications for Sino-Russian partnership, it can reasonably be argued that the SCO's development at once reflects the strength of bilateral ties and reinforces them. Yet there are signs that as the organization expands and takes on an ever more ambitious agenda, cracks are starting to appear between Moscow and Beijing.
“An international organization of a new type”
According to the rhetoric, the SCO is an “international organization of a new type,”42 committed to positive-sum cooperation not only in security matters, but also increasingly in the political, economic, and cultural domains. The SCO, its advocates assert, is imbued with the “Shanghai spirit,” based on “mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, consultations, respect for the diversity of cultures and aspiration toward common development.” As such it represents “a new and non-confrontational model of international relations, a model that calls for discarding the Cold War mentality and transcending ideological differences.”43 The SCO member-states routinely emphasize that the activities of the organization do “not mean a movement toward the creation of any bloc” and are not directed against “any third parties”—namely, the United States. However, they unambiguously oppose American “hegemonism” and the imposition of Western values, and emphasize the “right of all countries to…pursue particular models of development and formulate domestic and foreign policies independently.”44
Sensitive to accusations that the SCO lacks substance, the member-states have talked up its achievements. Chief among these is the SCO's institutional development, which now includes annual summits and meetings at heads of government and foreign minister level, as well as numerous other interministerial, interagency, and interdepartmental links.45 The initial establishment of a Permanent Secretariat in Beijing in 2004 has been reinforced by the development of more specialized bodies, such as the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) based in Tashkent and the SCO Business Council. There have been a number of joint anti-terrorism exercises, the most notable being “Peace Mission 2007” (see p. 49). The organization has also been looking to expand its geographical scope. The original six members—Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan—have been supplemented by four observer states: Mongolia in 2004, followed a year later by India, Pakistan and, most controversially, Iran. The SCO has also entered into formal dialogue arrangements with ASEAN and the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC).
The overall impression that the SCO member-states seek to convey is of an organization that is growing dynamically, but from a modest base. Originating in the April 1996 “Shanghai Five” agreement on confidence-building measures along the former Sino-Soviet border, the SCO formally came into being only five years later, in June 2001. Official documents note that it has been in existence a relatively short time and is therefore a work in progress with much still to do. Thus the declaration of the July 2005 summit in Astana “underscored the importance of taking necessary measures on the fulfillment of agreements.” On the RATS, the declaration noted that it was “playing a still more important role, which must increase further” and that “measures will be taken to improve and enhance the effectiveness of [its] activity” [author's italics].46
A year later little appeared to have changed. At the fifth anniversary summit in Shanghai in June 2006, the joint communiqué asserted that the SCO had “completed the building of institutions and the legal framework, which ensures its effective functioning,” but was vague on details. It noted that the SCO had “carried out close security cooperation focusing on addressing non-traditional security threats and challenges such as fighting terrorism, separatism, extremism and drug trafficking,” and that it had “identified the goals, priority areas and major tasks of economic cooperation among member-states.” However, the statement hinted at the absence of tangible progress: “The SCO will take steps to strengthen the regional anti-terrorism agency”; “SCO member-states need to coordinate their efforts in implementing the Programme of Multilateral Trade and Economic Cooperation”; and “[SCO members] need to work together to promote trade and investment facilitation and gradually realize the free flow of commodities, capital, services and technologies” [author's italics].47


The Bishkek summit in August 2007 pointed to the recently completed “Peace Mission 2007” exercises as evidence that the organization was finally acting on its ambitious policy agenda. The notion of an “energy club” also elicited some interest in the West.48 Yet the summit communiqué makes for unimpressive reading. Although it declared that the activity of the RATS was “consistently intensifying,” it revealed almost nothing by way of actual achievement. Instead it stressed “the importance of fulfilling the Cooperation Plan of the SCO member states on combating terrorism, separatism, and extremism for 2007-2009” and “the need to step up counteraction against the funding of terrorism and illegal money laundering.” The generally lackluster tone of the document is reflected in the surfeit of ritualistic phrases: “the younger generation will take over the cause of promoting friendship among the peoples of the SCO member states”; “the 2008 Summer Olympic Games in Beijing would have an important meaning for strengthening friendship among nations.”49
Just another CIS?
The language of SCO summit communiqués is reminiscent of the grandiose but empty sentiments expressed by the organization of the Commonwealth of Independent States during the 1990s. In the course of the decade, the CIS signed off on literally hundreds of agreements, almost none of which were ever implemented. The CIS became a standing joke, and not long after Putin came to office he acknowledged that it had become largely ineffectual.50 There is a natural temptation to view the SCO in the same light and to dismiss it as an inconsequential organization manipulated by Beijing and Moscow.
Such assessments are wide of the mark. True, SCO rhetoric has greatly outstripped achievement. Its statements are full of banalities, many directed at Washington, and they rarely address specific tasks of political, economic, and security cooperation.51 Parallels with NATO and the EU are obviously absurd.52 The SCO has yet to develop a genuine collective identity. As Murat Laumulin observes, “there is no SCO policy per se”; much of the organization's activity is a “geopolitical bluff,” intended to create “the perception (or at least the illusion) of there being a new and serious player on the regional and international stage.”53 It is also undeniable that China and, to a lesser extent, Russia dominate the organization.
For all that, however, the SCO amounts to more than just a mini-CIS plus China. In the first place, it has a degree of cohesiveness on certain issues that sets it apart from the ragtag “collective” of the CIS in the 1990s (and today). There are no openly dissenting members—no Georgia, Ukraine, or Azerbaijan—to mar the image of organizational unity. Although important differences exist between individual member-states, notably between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, these have been well managed on the whole. The SCO has demonstrated an impressive solidarity on occasions, as in the call at the 2005 Astana summit for a “final timeline” to be set for the removal of American bases in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.54
The SCO also has real achievements to its name. These are not many and one should not overstate the significance of its institutional and legal development as an end in itself. But there has been important progress. In addition to enhanced political coordination, the SCO has contributed to the development of bilateral and multilateral security ties between member-states. The RATS, although in its infancy, retains the potential to serve as a moderately effective coordinating center for counter-terrorism. And there is growing interaction between the militaries of the member-states, involving frequent joint exercises, as well as consultation between security and intelligence agencies.
While China and Russia dominate proceedings, the SCO is not simply a souped-up version of the “Shanghai Five” (whose overriding purpose was to stabilize the old Sino-Soviet frontier). Today the SCO is a genuinely multilateral organization, even if some member-states are more equal than others. The weakest, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, can make themselves heard—another big difference from the CIS in the 1990s when the smaller members were largely ignored. In the SCO, the presence of two great powers rather than a single leader allows the Central Asians to maximize their interests by maneuvering between Moscow and Beijing. Finally there is a level of collegiality that has never existed in the CIS or its constituent bodies. The SCO commitment to a “democratic, fair and rational political and international order”55 is realized to some degree within the organization itself.
Friend or foe?
As the SCO has grown institutionally and expanded its policy agenda, the West has begun to take it more seriously. There are calls for NATO and the EU to develop formal dialogue arrangements56 and even for the United States and the EU to seek membership or observer status.57 The argument for closer ties with the SCO is twofold. It would raise the hitherto mediocre level of international cooperation on common security priorities such as combating terrorism and drug trafficking, while the development of institutional links would contribute to confidence-building in the region. As Richard Weitz puts it, “by enhancing transparency and countering misperceptions, [the region's core multilateral institutions] could help avert an unnecessary great-game security spiral among Russia, China, and the United States.”58
The fear of a possible Great Game is one shared by critics of the SCO, who see the organization as dedicated to old-fashioned geopolitical competition, albeit using “modern” means. One extreme view describes the SCO as “the most dangerous organization that Americans have never heard of.”59 Although most critics are more measured in their assessment, they nevertheless believe that the organization's chief raison d’tre is to undermine the American presence in Central Asia.60 As such, it is first and last a geopolitical entity, whose zero-sum agenda is wrapped in a thin cloak of positive-sum multilateralism.
Such suspicions are not entirely without foundation. SCO pronouncements sometimes take on the flavor of Soviet-era propaganda. Thus the Astana summit statement of July 2005, in addition to calling for a “final timeline” for American forces to leave, emphasized that “a rational and just world order must be based…upon the establishment of true partnership with no pretence to monopoly and domination in international affairs” [author's italics]. In an unsubtle reference to Washington's democratization agenda, it asserted that “in the area of human rights it is necessary to respect strictly…the historical traditions and national features of every people and the sovereign equality of all states.”61 The 2006 summit declaration in Shanghai continued in much the same aggressive-defensive vein, calling for the “discarding of the Cold War mentality,” condemning “double standards,” and warning that “models of social development should not be ‘exported’”—a transparent reference to the color revolutions.62
It would be wrong, however, to disregard the SCO as simply a blunt geopolitical instrument. Despite the modest progress of its security-building agenda, this nevertheless remains the main priority for most member-states. The Central Asians, in particular, are concerned first by the threat of Islamic-based “terrorism” to political stability and only then by the subversive effect of Western normative influence. It was only after Washington ratcheted up criticism of their internal politics—in Kyrgyzstan during 2004-05 and Uzbekistan after the Andijon killings in May 2005—that they bought into Moscow's overtly anti-U.S. agenda. Similarly, Beijing's first priority is the security of China's far west rather than strategic competition with Washington. And none of the member-states—not even China, which has been the most enthusiastic supporter of the SCO's development—believes that it will evolve anytime soon into an international organization rivaling NATO.
Ultimately the SCO is a modest organization of modest achievements, a reality implicitly recognized by its members, whose main foreign policy activity is either directed elsewhere (in the case of Russia and China)63 or channeled through bilateral relations (the Central Asian states). For all the bark about “Cold War mentality,” “hegemonism,” and “double standards,” the engine of the SCO's development today is the intrinsic logic of intra-regional cooperation. It is this logic that will ensure its continued growth, regardless of whether the Americans stay in Central Asia. There are enough commonalities in the interests of member-states—regime stability, counterterrorism, trade—for the organization to develop without the reference point of an external enemy, real or artificial.
The predominantly positive impulse motivating the SCO is one reason why there is little to fear from it. Another is that the six member-states are so different from one another that they find it difficult to reach agreement on sensitive issues, especially when this entails firm commitments. For example, after the Astana summit Uzbekistan followed through on the “final timeline” by terminating the lease for the American base in Karshi-Khanabad. Kyrgyzstan, however, extended the lease for the Manas base in return for more money.64 Even in prestige areas such as military cooperation, policy coordination is very limited. “Peace Mission 2007” was Sino-Russian in all but name, with only token involvement by the other member-states.65 There is no early prospect of a unified SCO military force or strategic doctrine, and interoperability remains extremely limited.
Diverging interests within the SCO are nowhere more apparent than in the ongoing debate over membership. Russia would like to see Iran and India become full members; India, in particular, would help counterbalance not only the United States in Central Asia, but also China. Beijing, on the other hand, has no interest in the accession of a strategic competitor or in the SCO becoming openly anti-American, which would happen if Iran were admitted. The Chinese also fear that expansion and the overt politicization of the SCO would distract the organization from its primary tasks: security-building, political stability, and economic cooperation. This reflects a larger discussion about the SCO's strategic direction: whether to focus primarily on counter-terrorism and geopolitical issues, as at present, or reorient itself toward commercial cooperation and economic integration.66
The lack of progress on difficult issues—membership, military cooperation, economic integration—highlights the SCO's limitations as a would-be bloc. Not only have member-states rejected the principle of bloc politics, but they have demonstrated no capacity to act as one. Although there is a degree of normative convergence in that all are authoritarian or semi-authoritarian regimes, this does not remotely approximate the consensus on values and interests that exists within NATO, the EU, or even ASEAN. Thus far the relative unity and cohesiveness of the SCO have been preserved through self-moderation, whereby all members, China and Russia included, recognize implicitly that they cannot overtax the capacities of the organization.67 Far from the SCO posing a strategic threat to Western interests, it is more probable that its expansion—qualitative and quantitative—will generate increasing internal tensions. A radicalized agenda would jeopardize the unity that has been its greatest asset so far, not to mention undermine the SCO's wider legitimacy as an “organization of a new type” supporting international peace and stability.
Russia and China in the SCO
Paradoxically, the more the SCO grows in importance, the greater the potential for Sino-Russian rivalry to emerge. As long as the organization remains a relative sideshow, Moscow and Beijing will be careful to manage their reservations about each other. But if a leadership role within the SCO becomes synonymous with a broader influence in Central Asia, such self-restraint will come under increasing strain. The changing balance in the bilateral relationship (see chapter 5) could spill over and the SCO could become a forum for great power competition.
For the time being, however, the organization serves to reinforce the bilateral partnership. It highlights the commonalities between Moscow and Beijing, such as combating the “three evils” of terrorism, separatism, and extremism, and containing the American presence in Central Asia. Regular contact through the SCO strengthens Sino-Russian institutional links and integrates them with the cooperative ties and channels of communication each country has with the Central Asian states. The fostering of a regional collective identity—even if only a facsimile—ties in nicely with the image of “strategic partnership.”
Over the next few years any tensions between Moscow and Beijing over the SCO are likely to be limited, for two reasons. First, the bilateral relationship is too important to risk for the sake of regional influence in Central Asia, a secondary priority for China especially.68 Second, as long as the United States remains in the region, Russia and China will have a ready focal point. Differences in their general attitudes toward Washington will matter less than the shared conviction that both would benefit strategically from the departure of American (and NATO) forces. Fostering consensus within the SCO supports this objective.
This raises the question of how things may develop as Central Asia increases in importance for both capitals, and if the United States leaves the region or significantly reduces its presence. As China continues its spectacular economic growth and completes its transformation into a global power, it is likely to become more assertive. There are already signs of this in its ambitious proposals for regional economic integration, the end-result of which could be that China supplants Russia as the leading power in Central Asia. Faced with the threat of strategic displacement, Moscow would scarcely remain passive, just as it has strongly resisted Western “encroachment” in the former Soviet space. Accustomed to being the “regional superpower,” it is already taking active measures to strengthen its position.69 It has tightened bonds with the Central Asian elites; it is striving to prevent the SCO from becoming an instrument of Chinese influence; and it is playing on Central Asian fears of Chinese economic domination.
Even with the current healthy state of Sino-Russian relations there is evidence of emergent tensions. Beijing is looking to steer the SCO's activities toward economic cooperation and integration, while Moscow continues to stress security, military, and geopolitical aspects. These divergent visions highlight the relative strengths and weaknesses of Russia and China in Central Asia. Moscow understands that its most effective levers of influence are its personal and political ties with the Central Asian elites.70 Conversely, it feels most vulnerable in the economic sphere, notwithstanding its control of energy resources and the continuing trade dependence of the Central Asians.71 Beijing's political, security, and institutional links are modest compared to Moscow's well-developed networks. However, China shows signs of being able to raise its economic influence beyond anything Russia can match, particularly given the vulnerability of the local economies.
The lack of progress over Beijing's proposals for an SCO “free trade zone”72 indicates that Russia and the Central Asians are conscious of the challenge posed by China. They are unenthusiastic about removing or lowering protectionist barriers, since this would naturally favor the strongest and most dynamic economy in the region. A more transparent commercial environment would accelerate the extension of Chinese influence, undermine Russian interests, and make the local economies “China-dependent” to an uncomfortable degree.73 It could lead to outcomes similar to those that have already occurred in Sino-Russian trade: China would export increasing volumes of manufacturing products to Central Asia in return for energy and other natural resources.74 Worse still for Moscow, Beijing might look to import most of its Eurasian-source energy requirements from the Central Asian states (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan), rather than Russia.75 In that event, the latter would lose even the leverage that comes from being an energy power.


Russian concerns about Chinese influence in the SCO are not limited to a fear of Chinese goods and services swamping Central Asia. There is a more general anxiety as well. Although the SCO began life as the “Shanghai Five,” a condominium arrangement established by the big two, it is Beijing, not Moscow, that has been the driving force behind its evolution into “the most important multilateral organization in Central Asia.”76 The growth of the SCO is inextricably linked to China's re-entry as a major player in the region, at once legitimizing and reinforcing its involvement. As a multilateral institution that emphasizes the “democracy of international relations” and “an inclusive environment for cooperation,”77 the SCO enables Beijing to do what might otherwise be unpalatable and unachievable.
The emergence of the Collective Security Treaty Organization
This explains Moscow's generally lukewarm approach to the SCO—politically supportive, but cautious on practical cooperation. It also explains why the Russians have invested much more effort in the Collective Security Treaty Organization.78 In most respects, the CSTO is a typical CIS-type organization: it is Moscow's creature; it is anti-Western; and its performance falls well short of its overblown rhetoric. The CSTO covers much the same ground as the SCO, combating “new security threats and challenges” such as terrorism, Islamic extremism, drug trafficking, and transnational crime. Similarly, it condemns Western policies, such as NATO enlargement, missile defense, and recognition of Kosovo, and calls for a “just and democratic world order.”79 It is even branching out into economic cooperation, if just for show.80
However, the similarities between the SCO and the CSTO only go so far. The most important difference is in the make-up of the two organizations. Whereas China is the leading player in the SCO, Russia dominates the CSTO. The latter's crowning virtue, viewed from Moscow, is that China is not a member, which means that Russia's pre-eminent position within it can never be challenged. Despite its shortcomings, the SCO has some important achievements to its credit. By contrast, the CSTO has achieved little of significance since its establishment in 2003. The self-serving claims that it is “a key factor of regional stability”81 do little to mask a lack of substance and a rationale that is almost nakedly geopolitical: to package Russia's return as the leading power in Central Asia.82
It matters that the CSTO, as a mutual defense arrangement, has military forces of its own—a Rapid Reaction Force comprising 10 battalions and about 4,000 troops83—whereas the SCO, a multilateral security organization, does not. Although the notion of a distinct CSTO military capability is a fiction, it has encouraged Moscow to promote a military agenda within the SCO and in Central Asia more broadly, since this is one sphere where Russia will continue to enjoy a considerable advantage over China. The proposal to conduct “Peace Mission 2007” under combined SCO/CSTO auspices (see chapter 3) was a transparent bid to reassert a leadership role and put the Chinese back in their place.84
The SCO and the CSTO thus serve virtually identical purposes for two of the great powers in Central Asia: the SCO is China's multilateral instrument of influence, while the CSTO fulfills the same function for Russia.85 This similarity of purpose sows the seeds of potential trouble down the line. Despite tentative efforts to coordinate their work, ultimately they are competing organizations that cover much the same ground, but for different sides. Their chief value lies in the extent to which they can be used to support the respective strategic agendas of Moscow and Beijing in Central Asia.
Strategic partnership or emergent competition?
Views of Sino-Russian relations in Central Asia tend to divide into two schools of thought. According to the “optimists,” Russia and China are cooperating effectively in countering terrorism and the strategic and normative threat posed by a hegemonic America. Indeed, so the argument runs, the success of this interaction proves the existence of a larger strategic partnership between them. (A more jaundiced variant of this interpretation plays up the partnership's quasi-alliance aspects.)
The contrary argument points to the modest level of actual cooperation in security-building and highlights the growing if tacit tensions between two ambitious powers. A key thesis here is that were it not for the presence of a common “foe” in the form of the United States, there would be little to bind them. Stripped to its basics, the “Shanghai spirit” of positive-sum cooperation is an elaborate ruse, whose motivation extends barely further than evicting the Americans from Central Asia. The current accommodation is therefore unstable; Russia and China are not so much strategic partners as strategic competitors, whose rivalry will become increasingly evident.
It is relevant that Central Asia represents something of a new, or at least rediscovered, field in Russian and Chinese foreign policy. Buoyed by a growing self-confidence, Moscow and Beijing are keen to exercise their influence to the fullest extent possible—almost as if to make up for lost time. They are acting not only on the basis of clearly defined national interests, but also with a strong sense of historical mission, particularly in Russia's case.


These circumstances mean that Russia and China will inevitably compete with each other. In a manner of speaking, they are two powers divided by a common purpose—to be the leading power in the region (even if for China this is still a distant prospect). On the other hand, such competition does not stop them from sharing certain interests and coordinating on many issues, most notably in countering the U.S. presence. Both find it useful to emphasize the positives in their relationship for presentational reasons and because it consolidates the idea that Russia and China, not America and its allies, are the primary actors in Central Asia.
In the longer term it is difficult to be sanguine about the prospects of Sino-Russian partnership in the region. Strategic divergence seems more probable than strategic convergence. Moscow and Beijing will become more assertive and even aggressive in promoting their national agendas and in containing or undermining each other's. To this end, they will compete hard for the loyalties of the Central Asian states, which, for their part, will look to exploit this rivalry to maximize their freedom of action. The result will be an increasingly tense regional environment.
But Sino-Russian geopolitical confrontation is not imminent. Both sides have too much to gain from stability and security in Central Asia, and they will continue to cooperate, selectively, with each other and the states of the region in combating Islamic-based terrorism and separatism, expanding existing security arrangements, reinforcing local elites, and repelling Western pressure for greater democratization and human rights. For the time being at least, the strategic convenience of continued cooperation remains unimpeachable. In an anarchic world, it represents a logical response to the security and economic challenges of Central Asia and to each country's strategic imperatives.





CHAPTER SEVEN







EAST ASIA—ARENA OF THE GREAT POWERS
“The economic growth of Asia's largest power increases Chinese influence in the region and the likelihood of China reasserting its traditional hegemony in East Asia, thereby compelling other nations either to ‘bandwagon’ and to accommodate themselves to this development or to ‘balance’ and to attempt to contain Chinese influence.”
—SAMUEL P. HUNTINGTON, 19961
“China is shepherding its resources for the long-term goal of being a dominant player in East Asia and beyond. As and if Beijing achieves success in this pursuit, it will have enormous, and potentially negative, implications for the current balance of power in the region.”
—BATES GILL AND YANZHONG HUANG, 20062
“The development of Russia can only be successful if we participate most actively in the [Asia-Pacific] regional integration process. Constructive involvement in these processes is our strategic choice and a most important task for the foreseeable future.”
—VLADIMIR PUTIN, Busan, November 17, 20053
Since coming to power in January 2000, Vladimir Putin has presided over a marked “Asianization” of Russian foreign policy. Unlike Yeltsin, for whom Asia served mainly to counterbalance the United States, Putin has pursued closer relations with China, Japan, the Koreas, and the ASEAN member-states both for their own sake and as building blocks in a larger challenge to American “unipolarity.” The slogan of a “multi-vectored” foreign policy has acquired genuine substance, with Moscow's engagement in the Asia-Pacific extending beyond the political to embrace growing economic and security cooperation. The Kremlin has stepped up efforts to integrate Russia into regional structures and processes. Bilateral “strategic partnerships” have been supplemented by membership of, or increasing interaction with, organizations such as APEC, the ASEAN Regional Forum, ASEAN, the East Asia Summit, and the Organization of Islamic Conference, in addition to Central Asian bodies such as the SCO and the CSTO, discussed in the previous chapter.
But despite these efforts geographical balance in Russian foreign policy remains elusive. Judged by any criterion—level of political commitment, economic involvement, security engagement, human and cultural contacts—Moscow's world-view continues to be overwhelmingly Westerncentric. Relations with the major Asian powers have certainly grown in recent years, but from a very low base. If Asia is no longer a neglected theatre of Russian foreign policy, then nor does it rank among the Kremlin's highest priorities.
Much of this is a function of geographical, historical, and demographic force majeure. Less than a fifth of Russia's population of 142 million lives east of the Urals, the traditional divide between European and “Asian” Russia. Crucially, fewer than 7 million people reside in the Russian Far East, the only part of the country that could reasonably qualify as lying in the Asia-Pacific region. The core of decisionmaking, Moscow, is many thousands of kilometers west, as are the main centers of economic activity. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the vast majority of the nation's armed forces have moved west, so that even a military presence is thin on the ground.4
Russia's modest presence in the Asia-Pacific is reflected in the minimal influence it exerts in the region. It is the least important of the participants in the Korean Six-Party talks (the United States, China, the two Koreas, Japan, and Russia) and is a peripheral member of APEC and the ARF. Even in areas where it enjoys a strong competitive advantage, such as energy, its impact is secondary.
“The cauldron of civilizations”
Part of Russia's difficulty in making its voice heard is that the Asia-Pacific, and East Asia in particular, has an unusually high preponderance of great powers. The United States, China, and Japan are not only major players in their own right, but unlike Russia they are also natural members of the Asia-Pacific community—China and Japan by virtue of physical location and history, the United States through its active and multifaceted engagement for more than half a century. This unique context has made it very difficult for Russia to establish a meaningful role for itself after the demise of the USSR and collapse of Soviet military power.


Unlike in Europe, there is no collective regional identity or tradition of cooperation in East Asia.5 As Huntington puts it, the region is a “cauldron of civilizations.”6 Interaction between states has been characterized by constant competition and often outright hostility. In the last century alone there have been bloody conflicts between Japan and Russia, Japan and the United States, Japan and China, China and the Soviet Union, not to mention the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, dangerous stand-offs between the United States and China, and the three-decades-long Sino-Soviet freeze. It is indicative that the pan-Asian regional structures that do function, such as ASEAN, ARF, and APEC, originated outside East Asia.7 The Korean Six-Party talks, in particular, have highlighted the considerable problems of multilateral engagement in such an environment.
Given ongoing rivalries and the absence of a larger collective identity, it is hardly surprising that the powers in the region have put their trust in bilateral security arrangements. East Asia is the ultimate geopolitical arena, where zero-sum calculus and the balance of power have greater currency than anywhere else on the planet. Alliances, with their emphasis on concrete commitments, are a natural response to weak transnational political and normative regimes. It is revealing that even with the end of the Cold War, the United States’ security agreements with Japan, the Republic of Korea, and ASEAN member-states such as Singapore, Thailand, and the Philippines remain the cornerstone of stability in the Asia-Pacific.
China's emergence
As noted in chapter 1, the instinctive reaction of many observers to Sino-Russian rapprochement has been to view it as a de facto alliance.8 In fact, this is to misunderstand the nature of the relationship and its implications for the region. The central issue in East Asia is not a putative Moscow-Beijing entente directed at the United States and its allies, but the rise of China as potential regional hegemon and the response of other players to this challenge.
Today China is the sole “revolutionary” or “revisionist” power in East Asia.9 Of all the powers present, it is the most committed to challenging the existing American-led order, even though it recognizes that it will be a long time before it is able to contest this directly. China's modernization is motivated by domestic imperatives—economic well-being, political stability—yet it also contains the tacit assumption that a developed China can aspire one day to be the leading power in the Asia-Pacific.


Indeed, the very process of China's transformation from middling regional actor to global power is already undermining the established system.10 It matters only secondarily that China's rise is peaceful and its approach cooperative, since other major players are already responding to “facts on the ground”—the impact of Chinese economic growth, the rapid modernization of the PLA, and Beijing's increasingly active role in international affairs. Faced with these diverse challenges, Washington has reinforced security arrangements with various regional allies, initiated theatre missile defense (TMD), embarked on rapprochement with India, and expanded economic engagement throughout Asia.11 The other great regional power, Japan, has bought into TMD and maintained high levels of military spending, and is thinking of revising its constitution to allow the deployment of Japanese troops overseas.12
China's emergence has had a similarly powerful impact on Russian political consciousness. In much the same way that the United States has been the focus of Russian strategic culture for over half a century, so China dominates Moscow's view of Asia today. And just as Americacentrism does not imply pro-Americanism, so Russia's Sinocentrism in Asia incorporates negative as well as positive elements. Putin sets great store by the “strategic partnership” with Beijing, yet much of his Asia policy is based on the premise that a dominant China would be detrimental to Russian interests.
It might seem that China's emergence as the new power on the block should benefit rather than harm Russia's cause. A well-disposed China might help restrain American “hegemonic tendencies” and assist Russia's integration into the Asia-Pacific, while the strategic uncertainties provoked by China's rise could increase the pressure on Japan to agree a settlement on the disputed South Kurile islands/Northern Territories.13 In any event, the warmth of their bilateral relationship should mean that Russia has little to fear from a resurgent China.
This logic is plausible, but flawed. First, Russia recognizes the United States as a status quo power in East Asia. Although conceptually it opposes American regional “hegemony,” in practice it identifies a number of advantages from its continuing existence. A strong United States provides a check on Chinese ambitions, reins in Japanese nationalism, and represents the most reliable guarantee of stability in the region. The last is especially important, given Moscow's sensitivities about the Russian Far East. Interestingly, some Russian officials acknowledge a security debt to Washington, even while they claim that alliances such as the U.S.-Japan Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security and the U.S.-ROK (Republic of Korea) Mutual Defense Treaty “are not the way of the twenty-first century.”14 They distinguish between America's largely conservative approach in East Asia and its revisionist agenda in Europe and the former Soviet Union, where it is unmistakably a “revolutionary” power.15
Moscow might conceivably take a different view were it in a position to challenge U.S. leadership in East Asia. But Russia's weakness precludes this for the foreseeable future. In the meantime, it does not want to see one hegemon replacing another, especially since it regards an up-and-coming China as more unpredictable than an America it has long accepted as part of the strategic furniture. It is relevant to note here that for much of the Cold War the Kremlin regarded a fiercely anti-communist United States as a far more congenial partner than an ideologically similar but antagonistic PRC. Even after the normalization of Sino-Russian relations, Chinese actions in East Asia continued to cause concern. During much of the 1990s, periodic crises over Taiwan, ongoing tensions with Japan, and disputes over territorial rights in the South China Sea reinforced China's reputation as a destabilizing actor.
Beijing is striving to overcome this reputation, but its efforts have been undermined, ironically, by the very success of China's modernization. The issue is no longer about Chinese intentions, but about its extraordinary capabilities. As Wang Jisi has noted, “China has yet to convince its regional partners, in particular those with which China has territorial disputes, that a strong Chinese military power will not pose a threat to them.”16 The fear, in Russia as elsewhere, is that if and when China becomes the leading power in East Asia, it may abandon its current restraint.
For Russia specifically the potential danger is twofold. First, policymakers worry that China's rise in East Asia could translate one day into a revanchist intention to recover the RFE. A China unchecked by others is a China that has a free hand to exploit the isolation of Russia's eastern provinces. The question “what happens after Taiwan's reunification?” (chapter 4) can be amplified to “what happens after China becomes the regional hegemon?”
The second concern is more general but also more immediate. China's emergence as the leading power in the Asia-Pacific may undermine Russian attempts to play a more active part in the region's affairs. While Moscow's expectations are relatively modest, it nevertheless sees itself as an increasingly serious player, whether as a primary source of energy, a conduit for Asia-Europe infrastructural projects, or a key party in conflict resolution. A China dependent on, and accountable to, its neighbors would allow scope for the projection of Russian economic and geopolitical influence. An overly powerful China, on the other hand, could constitute an impassable obstacle to Russian interests, either blocking or disregarding them.


Moscow's apprehension has been fueled by the belief that China has done little to facilitate Russian engagement in Asia. While Beijing has made the right noises and been supportive at certain moments, such as over APEC membership,17 hopes that China might assist Russia's integration into the region have proved fanciful. As the East Siberian oil pipeline project has shown, Beijing does not want to “share” Russia with others. Its interest is in maximizing imports of energy and natural resources, not in assisting the (re-)entry of another great power into a region already groaning under the strain. If Russia has geopolitical utility for China in East Asia, then it is in the limited guise of cheerleader, for example on the Korean question, or in selling the arms that enhance the PLA's power projection capabilities.
Ultimately, Moscow's interest in strategic continuity is founded in the realization that the growing asymmetry in Sino-Russian relations is nowhere more pronounced than in East Asia. As the bilateral balance continues to shift in favor of Beijing, so Moscow will look to others to help preserve an environment that protects Russia's security interests and enables it to exploit any opportunities that may arise. It will hope for a stable and secure China, but one which is not so strong or self-confident as to upset the current strategic balance or exclude Russia from it.
Russian policy toward East Asia
Moscow understands it is not Russia but the other major players—the United States, China, Japan—that will determine the regional strategic context. Nevertheless, Russian policymakers have not remained passive. Since Yeltsin's first substantial engagement with Asia, his visit to China in December 1992, they have pursued three broad approaches with the aim of raising Russia's profile and influence in the Asia-Pacific: (i) strategic diversity; (ii) the “Concert of Asia”; and (iii) multilateral engagement.
Strategic diversity
Strategic diversity is intrinsic to the “multivectorialism” that defines contemporary Russian foreign policy.18 It derives from the assumption that it is dangerous to rely overmuch on one “vector” or “partner” and that, consequently, national interests would be best served by a “flexible policy of diverse partnerships with individual countries or groups of countries interested in building ties with Russia.”19 In the East Asian context this means refraining from excessive Sinocentrism20 by building closer relations with Japan, the two Koreas, ASEAN member-states, and regional multilateral structures. The “strategic partnership” with China would remain critical, but would be balanced by substantial ties with other centers of power.
Given ongoing problems in Russia-U.S. relations, and Moscow's aversion to (publicly) supporting the American force presence in East Asia, Japan is the most plausible subject for such a policy. Despite an often difficult relationship, punctuated by several wars over the past century,21 Russian attitudes toward Japan are surprisingly positive, with little of the negativity that accompanies views of China.22 Japan is not regarded as an aggressive power with irredentist ambitions—a paradoxical state of affairs given the bilateral territorial dispute and the number of wars its leaders have initiated in the modern era. Japan is held in high esteem as one of the world's most advanced economies and purveyor of high-quality goods and services. Here it compares especially well with China, which Russians see as much more backward. Japan is viewed as geographically Asian, but also as part of the developed West; it is a founding member of the G-8, the group of the world's most industrialized countries. It is symptomatic of the contrast in Russian attitudes toward its two most important Asian neighbors that Moscow should welcome Japanese foreign direct investment, yet be very wary of Chinese attempts to buy equity in Russian enterprises.23 In many respects Japan stands as the epitome of the “good East,” an East at once politically sophisticated, economically prosperous, technologically ambitious, and strategically unthreatening.24 It represents a model of a nation that has become as developed and influential as the Western powers, but that has managed to preserve its own distinct identity and values—a vision Putin aspires to for Russia.
Ideally China and Japan would neutralize one another. Such a balance would, in the first instance, greatly reduce the potential for Chinese aggression against the Russian Far East. Second, it might offer Russia opportunities to act as the “swing” power in East Asia. Maneuvering between the two Asian giants, it would be able to maximize its political and economic clout and obtain recognition as a major regional player. Third, Sino-Japanese rivalry is likely to translate—indeed, is already translating—into intense competition for Russian natural resources. Both countries are highly dependent on energy imports and are seeking to develop alternative sources of supply. This resource competition, not to mention an underlying mutual antipathy, is to Russia's advantage, always assuming that it does not overplay its hand.
Such calculations have been evident in Russia's handling of its relations with China and Japan since the beginning of the post-Soviet period. During the Yeltsin presidency the Kremlin flirted with Beijing and Tokyo in turn. Although China was the main beneficiary of Russia's attention in the 1990s, Japan also had its moments, especially at the informal “no ties” summits of Krasnoyarsk and Kawana, in November 1997 and April 1998 respectively. For a brief period Japan rivaled China as Russia's chief foreign policy priority in Asia, as liberal Westernizers enjoyed a temporary ascendancy in the Yeltsin administration.25
In recent years Putin has tried to pursue an even-handed approach, reflecting the view that, all other things being equal, this is likely to reap greater dividends than a policy that favors one or the other Asian power. He has offered to settle the territorial dispute with Japan on the basis of the 1956 Khrushchev formula, involving the return of the two smallest islands, Shikotan and the Habomais.26 He has presided over a considerable expansion in bilateral trade—from U.S.$4.3 billion in 2003 to U.S.$20.1 billion in 2007.27 And he has kept his options open over the routing of the East Siberian oil pipeline. This last, which will be discussed in the next chapter, is the clearest demonstration of the policy of strategic diversity. Uncomfortable with the prospect of China becoming Russia's monopoly customer in Asia, Moscow would like to build the pipeline to the Pacific Ocean from where it would be able to access the wider Asia-Pacific energy market.
Thus far, however, attempts to pursue strategic diversity have been unsuccessful. Russian policy toward Asia is more Sinocentric than ever, a function not only of the expansion of “strategic partnership” with China but also of the deterioration in relations with Japan since the late 1990s. The territorial dispute remains deadlocked; the political atmosphere is poisoned by the lack of movement over the islands; and, notwithstanding the increase in bilateral trade, commercial ties remain modest, particularly compared with Sino-Russian trade. Moscow is leaning toward the Chinese route for the East Siberian oil pipeline, and there are doubts over the security of Japanese investments in offshore projects such as Sakhalin-2.28 Add to this a nasty escalation of disputes over fishing rights29 and differences over issues such as Iraq and theatre missile defense, and the picture looks almost uniformly grim.
As long as relations with Japan show no significant improvement, Putin will be unable to realize his vision of strategic diversity. There will be no such improvement, however, without progress on the territorial question, a remote prospect given how far the islands have become identified in both countries with matters of national honor, territorial integrity, and historical record. The continuing stalemate between Moscow and Tokyo benefits China, which as a result remains Russia's sole “strategic partner” in East Asia. Whereas Moscow is becoming increasingly China-dependent, Beijing is able to manage the bilateral relationship from a position of strength: as just one of several foreign policy options in the region—and by no means the most important.
The “Concert of Asia”
The “Concert of Asia” is not a formal or even informal institution so much as a philosophical construct.30 Its basic principle—that the big players should deal collectively with the big issues31—is strongly implicit in the interaction between great powers in different parts of the world. The elitist modus operandi of the “Concert” is evident in the UN P-5, the G-8, and regional forums such as the Middle East “Quartet” of the United States, the EU, Russia, and the UN. It also assumes more ad hoc forms, as in the tripartite “coalition of the unwilling”—Russia, France and Germany—in the lead-up to the Iraq war.
Russia has a vested interest in development of the Concert idea.32 On its own it has very limited capacity to shape events or the policies of major (or even minor) players in East Asia. It is arguably best served, instead, by an arrangement in which several powers “manage” the region on the basis of consensus or a condominium. For much the same reason that Moscow hopes for parity between China and Japan, so it would like to see a strategic architecture of checks and balances in East Asia. This would have two cardinal virtues. It would restrain the exercise of hegemonic influence, whether emanating from Washington or Beijing. And it would allow secondary actors, such as Russia, a greater say in regional decisionmaking than would be the case in an environment dominated by either the United States or China.
The Kremlin's approach to the Korean question illustrates this thinking. On the one hand, as already mentioned, Russia has the least influence of any of the participants in the Six-Party talks. On the other hand, its very participation—something for which it fought long and hard33—gives it a foot in the door of regional decisionmaking, and without having to assume responsibility for concrete outcomes. Paradoxically, Russia's relative insignificance—and unthreatening profile—in East Asia enables it to play a useful if modest role as an intermediary in the negotiations process. In June 2007 Moscow was able to expedite a U.S.-brokered deal to end production at the Yongbyon nuclear plant by arranging the transfer of $U.S.25 million to North Korean leader Kim Jong-il from a previously frozen account.34
One of Putin's more successful initiatives has been to “equalize” Russian policy toward the two Koreas. Whereas the Soviet Union allied itself with the Pyongyang regime through the 1961 Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance,35 and Yeltsin sided unequivocally with Seoul, Putin has managed the considerable feat of simultaneously improving relations with both the Koreas.36 This balancing act not only highlights the Kremlin's commitment to strategic diversity but also reflects an understanding that the best chance of playing an active part in East Asian affairs is to portray Russia as a “good regional citizen” committed to positive-sum outcomes. Moscow's offer to host intra-Korean talks37 and its role in transferring Kim Jong-il's funds are part of this team approach, as is its generally discreet profile—useful in allaying possible Chinese suspicions that it might be seeking to usurp Beijing's special relationship with Pyongyang.
However, despite some partial successes, the notion of a Concert of Asia has not taken root. There are two major impediments. The first is the continuing absence of a collective regional identity38 and tradition of transnational cooperation, and the consequent resort to competing approaches to regional problems. For all the cant about common threats and challenges, there is little unity of purpose among the major powers when it comes to addressing the specifics of international terrorism and WMD proliferation. In a climate where the instinct for strategic competition far outweighs the spirit of cooperation, the notion of a Concert of Asia—or some variant of it—is a non-starter.
Second, realization of a Concert of Asia presupposes a rough equivalence between the major powers. The original Concert of Europe comprised several more or less equal entities—Great Britain, Prussia, the Russian Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire—as well as a re-emergent absolute monarchy in France. No such parallel exists in contemporary East Asia. Not only is the United States the clear regional leader and China the designated challenger, but Russia is a marginal and often disregarded presence. Even if some kind of pan-regional accommodation were to emerge over time, it is hard to envisage that Russia would be accorded a role and respect similar to that of the other powers.39 Moreover, talk of a strategic architecture of checks and balances begs the question whether, or indeed why, the stronger powers would accept constraints on their freedom of action. As Nicholas Khoo and Michael Smith observe, China “would never agree to be constrained internationally,”40 and this is even more true of the United States.
Given the improbability of a regional consensus or self-limitation by the leading powers, Moscow's interests may be best served by a semi-permanent state of “controlled tension” between them—in other words, a condition of “neither peace nor war.” On the one hand, an escalation of strategic rivalries could lead to conflict spreading to Russian territory and threaten the security of the RFE. It would also disrupt Russia's energy and natural resource markets in China, Japan, and South Korea. On the other hand, Moscow might lose out from the transformation of East Asia into a zone of “peace and prosperity.”41 While Russian energy exports could benefit—although this is far from certain (see chapter 8)—the uncompetitiveness of its manufacturing sector suggests that its strategic and economic weight would decline relative to the more advanced economies in the region: the United States, Japan, South Korea (or a possibly reunified Korea).
Most worryingly, a stable and prosperous East Asia would extend China's “twenty-year period of strategic opportunities,” identified by President Jiang Zemin at the 16th Communist Party Congress in November 2002.42 China's continued rise is predicated on regional and global stability.43 Russian foreign policy, by contrast, thrives on a degree of uncertainty that enables it to pretend to a greater influence than is actually the case. The Iraq crisis of 2002-03 provides an instructive analogy here. During the build-up to war, Russia played up its international standing—as a member of the UN P-5, as part of the “coalition of the unwilling,” and as a self-appointed mediator in negotiations with Saddam Hussein. Although its real impact was minimal, for a time it was able to assume the guise of a major player—a pretence unsustainable during the relatively peaceful 1990s, notwithstanding its friendly relations with the Iraqi president, and again after the American-led military intervention in March 2003. Such sleight of hand is much more difficult in East Asia. Nevertheless, when the other powers are in a state of “controlled” but tense balance, even a modest Russian input can prove surprisingly effective, as in the transfer of Kim Jong-il's missing $25 million.
Multilateral engagement
The Kremlin's awareness of the limitations of Russian influence explains its growing interest in Asia-Pacific multilateral institutions. Although it is far more comfortable using bilateral channels, this force of habit is mitigated by the realization that Russia can do little in Asia purely on the basis of individual relationships with the major powers. In practice bilateralism would entail excessive dependence on Chinese good will, while a transparent Sinocentrism is unhelpful in building ties with other key actors. More generally Moscow faces a stiff task in overturning Asian preconceptions of Russian foreign policy, the most damning of which is that it has little interest in Asia as such, but views it as just another theatre of great-power competition with the United States.44 This judgment is a legacy of the Cold War, but owes its durability to the crude instrumentalism of the Yeltsin years, when the administration misused the China card in attempting to extract concessions from the West. Moscow is under pressure to show that it is interested in more than geopolitics and the balance of power, and is willing to subscribe fully to the politics and economics of consensus—the so-called ASEAN way.45
Putin has done a good job of bolstering Russia's Asian credentials. It is a mark of Moscow's heightened commitment that while president he attended nearly all the major Asian multilateral summits, either as a full participant or as an observer, and visited a raft of Asia-Pacific nations—not only the big two of China and Japan, but also both Koreas, Mongolia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. At the same time he soft-pedaled on Russia's great-power credentials while emphasizing its commonalities with the region.46
Nevertheless, Russia's stature in the Asia-Pacific remains very modest. To a large extent this “failure” is unavoidable. Russia is not an Asia-Pacific nation by most criteria. Historically and culturally, it is incontrovertibly a European civilization. And politically, economically, and in terms of strategic culture, it looks far more to the West than the East. It will take more than a few years of clever diplomacy to break down such long-standing realities. And it will require several more decades (at least) to convince the Asians that Russia is not just a European country that happens, through historical and imperialist “accident,” to have some of its territory in Asia.
Moscow's ability to forge a larger role in the Asia-Pacific is also hamstrung by the elitist mindset of Russian foreign policymaking. Although it makes use of international institutions, it remains a reluctant multilateralist at heart. Genuine multilateralism, as opposed to multipolarity and pseudo-multilateralism, involves many parties in collective decisionmaking. Russia has little aptitude or liking for such arrangements.47 It continues to believe that the real business of international relations takes place bilaterally or in select forums, such as the P-5. It prefers to deal directly with the other great powers on an equal (“Concert”) basis, rather than treat with multiple parties where the policy lines are often unclear48 and there is always the risk of being outnumbered and outvoted by smaller nations. Unfortunately for Russia, on most Asia-Pacific issues it is a relatively unimportant player. This confronts it with a real dilemma. On the one hand, it needs to participate more substantively in Asian multilateral institutions if it is to become fully accepted in the region. On the other hand, to engage successfully in regional forums it must accept a much lower status than it has hitherto been used to, a concession that is deeply counter-intuitive.
The final impediment to Russia's multilateral diplomacy in Asia is a disjunction between rhetoric and action. Although Putin has worked hard to change Russia's image in Asia from geopolitical great power to positive-sum contributor, some of its policies in the region have proved counterproductive. The starkest example is the controversy over arms exports to China. Although Moscow insists that such arms are “defensive”49 and do not destabilize regional security, other countries—the United States, Japan, and several ASEAN states—take a different view.50 The weapons Russia sells to China—Kilo-class submarines, Sovremenny-class destroyers, Su-30 MKK fighters—are precisely the sort of hardware that improves China's power projection capabilities, not only vis-à-vis Taiwan, but also deep into the South China Sea and close to key shipping lanes. Russia's complacent response to these concerns does not sit well with its efforts to portray itself as a good citizen of the Asia-Pacific.51
Chinese reactions to Russia's Asian policy
All three policy approaches described above—strategic diversity, the Concert of Asia, and multilateral engagement—are intended in different ways to reduce Russia's dependence on China. As such, they raise questions about Beijing's responses, both in the current climate and in the longer term.
Beijing is scarcely an ingénu when it comes to evaluating Russian attitudes. It is aware that many in the Russian elite are discomfited by China's rise in East Asia (and beyond) and the changing balance within the bilateral relationship. However, since the Communist leadership is not surprised that Russia should seek to reassert its “rights” as an Asia-Pacific power, it has reacted calmly, almost passively. This relaxed response reveals several important aspects of China's approach. The first arises from the belief that Russia is not so much a long-term strategic ally as a difficult, but important, partner in selected areas. Beijing is prepared to make allowances provided there is no serious damage to core Chinese interests. In this connection, it helps that expectations of Russian behavior are not high, so that the leadership can manage any disappointment and look to the bigger picture. Thus when Moscow reneged on the May 2003 agreement over the East Siberian oil pipeline, Beijing was careful not to condemn it. It continued to chip away at the Kremlin, offering improved financial inducements while waiting for the Russia-Japan deal to unravel—as indeed happened (see chapter 8). In the meantime, by way of “compensation,” it was able to secure a substantial increase in oil imports, as well as several other concessions, including agreement to conduct joint military exercises (“Peace Mission 2005”).52
This laissez-faire attitude toward Russian involvement in Asian affairs owes much, also, to the correct judgment that it poses little threat to Chinese interests. Russia remains a weak player in the region with few friends, unless of course one counts China itself. Beijing is confident there will be no strategic shift in Russia's relations with Japan, the United States, either of the Koreas, or the ASEANs.53 Despite Putin's commitment to strategic diversity, Russia's orientation in Asia is becoming more, not less, “China-dependent.”54 China can afford to be “generous” and offer formalistic support to Russian involvement in the Asia-Pacific, because it knows this will be peripheral at best. In any case, it would be counterproductive to obstruct such engagement, breeding resentment to no useful purpose and with no guarantee of success. It matters little how frequently Russian delegations attend meetings of APEC and the ARF, because whatever happens there Russia will remain a bit player, neither disposed nor able to undermine China's leading position in these forums. More generally, Beijing understands that in the current international climate there is no likelihood of a great power consensus arrangement, a “Concert of Asia,” let alone one that includes Russia as an “equal” player. For if there is one area where the great Asian powers (the United States, China and Japan) agree, it is that the region does not need the added complication of a state whose sense of entitlement greatly exceeds its real contribution.55
China's priority is to derive maximum benefit from its relationship with Russia, not to “compete” with it in East Asia. Indeed, the very notion of strategic rivalry here is absurd, given the disparity in their respective influence. Beijing is willing to indulge Russian vanity if this smoothes the way to achieving important objectives elsewhere, such as consolidating China's “strategic rear” and securing better access to oil and other natural resources. While this tacit bargain falls well short of a strategic partnership, it nevertheless remains a most convenient and useful arrangement.
The expedient relationship
All that said, East Asia continues to be a volatile region where there are few certainties. The accommodation between Moscow and Beijing could unravel in the face of various pressures: the rise of a dominant China; a reassertive Japan; the implosion of the Pyongyang regime and possible Korean reunification; Sino-American conflict over Taiwan; and the downsizing of the American strategic presence in East Asia. The final chapter of this volume explores several scenarios in Sino-Russian relations, but it is worth flagging some issues that may arise specifically in the East Asian context.
The largest potential variable is China's transformation into regional leader and global player. This could have two major consequences for relations. First, Moscow might feel sufficiently threatened that it would swallow its pride and work more closely with the United States and Japan in balancing Chinese power. This scenario has been suggested by liberal Russian commentators,56 yet remains a minority view. Neither Russia nor the Western powers have shown any interest in “neo-containment.”57 Moreover, as Bates Gill and Yanzhong Huang have noted, “a neo-containment policy to prevent China's rise…could become a self-fulfilling prophecy by provoking Beijing to step away from the favourable aspects of its soft power and focus instead on throwing around its growing military and economic weight.”58 Instead there is a broad consensus within the Russian political class that there is more to gain by engaging with China than confronting it, echoing Zheng Bijian's sentiment that China's “peaceful rise” is “not a threat but an opportunity.”59 Although this cooperative mindset is not immutable, it would most likely change only if China's rise were to take a much more virulent form.
Somewhat more plausible is the suggestion that the growing asymmetry in the relationship could lead China to become increasingly offhand toward Russian interests. This might occur, for example, in the context of international efforts to broker a settlement on the Korean peninsula. Russia's already marginal role would be further reduced as the Chinese leadership concludes that Moscow no longer serves any useful purpose in the negotiations and, indeed, is a hindrance. A dominant China could also become more demanding over energy imports and arms transfers and look to other suppliers. The place of Russia in China's “Asia-view” could dwindle to near-anonymity.
Although this scenario cannot be excluded, it is unlikely to unfold soon. For the time being it benefits Beijing—and costs it little—to accommodate Moscow. Russian energy and weapons technology will remain important, at least until China establishes alternative sources for these key components of modernization. The Communist leadership understands, too, that it cannot deal with Russia in East Asia in isolation from the wider bilateral relationship. An essentially cooperative attitude toward Russian interests in the region is a quid pro quo for Moscow's acquiescence in increased Chinese engagement in Central Asia.
Destabilization of the larger environment in East Asia would present a different set of challenges. In the event of escalating Sino-American tensions over Taiwan or North Korea, or a stand-off between Beijing and Tokyo, Moscow might be tempted to take advantage of the confusion to promote itself as an honest broker. Ideas of strategic diversity, of Russia as the “swing” power, and the Concert of Asia, could gain new impetus. Serious tensions might then arise between Moscow and Beijing, as the latter tires of Russia's game-playing and suspects it of complicity in a larger conspiracy to “keep China down.”60 If Moscow were to identify too closely with Western and Japanese interests, the Chinese leadership—especially under pressure from populist nationalism61—could react sharply. Even if Russia's real contribution were slight, the symbolism inherent in a close association with Washington and Tokyo could deal a potentially fatal blow to the edifice of “strategic partnership.” Unlike after 9/11, enhanced cooperation between Moscow and Washington in East Asia would be seen by China as impacting on primary geopolitical and security interests. The result would not be equalization of the great powers through a Concert of Asia arrangement but the accentuation of regional fault-lines.
This quasi-doomsday scenario is predicated, however, on a sea-change in the quality of Russia's interaction with the West, which is difficult to imagine today. The main obstacle is not so much the deterioration in recent years of Russia's relations with the United States, the EU, and Japan;62 the record of the post-Soviet period shows that relations can fluctuate dramatically.63 The more serious impediment is the perception among American and Japanese policymakers that even a well-disposed Russia has little to contribute to security-building in East Asia. The comparison with Central Asia is instructive, for there Moscow's extensive ties in the region give it leverage. No analogous situation exists in East Asia, nor is it likely to do so anytime soon.
While Beijing may become irritated by Russian attempts to take advantage of a more fractured regional environment, it would be unlikely to overreact, short of a major and very concrete provocation. If Moscow were to flirt with Washington and Tokyo, this would undermine levels of trust. But it would scarcely tell the Chinese anything they did not already know or suspect. The suspension of disbelief that helps to sustain the “strategic partnership” across the board applies especially to the two countries’ relations in East Asia. Both sides claim they share common objectives and perspectives because, in different ways, the pretence of likemindedness suits their respective interests: Russia gains profile and the illusion of influence, while China obtains energy, natural resources, and arms. In short, the relationship works precisely because it is based on expediency, pragmatism, and no small degree of cynicism.
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THE GEOPOLITICS OF ENERGY
“We anticipate…in the next 10-15 years…that around 30 percent of Russian oil exports will go to Asian countries.”
—VLADIMIR PUTIN, September 20061
“One moment Russia is saying they have made a decision, the next saying that no decision has been made. To date, there has been no correct information. This is regrettable…. Currently, the Sino-Russian pipeline question is one step forward, two steps back. Today is cloudy with a chance for sun while tomorrow is sunny with a chance for clouds, just like a weather forecast.”
—ZHANG GUOBAO, Vice-Minister,
National Development and Reform Commission, March 20062
Energy, perhaps more than any other single factor, has come to symbolize the new geopolitics of the twenty-first century. At one level its prominence signals a profound change from the traditional reliance on military and political power. Yet at the same time it is no less an instrument of competition than nuclear weapons or large armies were during the Cold War. The means of international influence today are more diverse and sophisticated, but many of the goals remain as “old-fashioned” as ever: national security, the projection of power, control over space, and the pursuit of strategic superiority or parity.
In very different ways energy is fundamental to the rise of Russia and China as re-emerging powers. For Russia, possession of vast oil and gas resources is the power-equivalent of nuclear weapons in the Soviet era. In fact, energy seems a much more flexible and usable form of power. Whereas the world once feared possible nuclear confrontation, now many countries, the mighty and not so mighty, both fear and need Russian energy. When Kremlin officials speak of Russia being an “energy superpower,”3 the message they mean to convey is that it is back as a global, multidimensional, and above all modern superpower. Energy is not just an instrument of influence in itself, but impacts on other dimensions of power: military, political, economic, technological, even cultural and normative.
Energy is no less vital to China, but from the opposite standpoint. Without energy China's modernization and rise as the next superpower would grind to a halt, and the ruling Communist Party would be severely undermined.4 Beijing has responded to these realities by making the worldwide search for energy its number one foreign policy priority. Just as Russia will rely on energy exports for the foreseeable future, so China will remain a net importer of most sources of energy, particularly oil.5 Energy and geopolitics are as closely intertwined in China's case as they are for Russia—with one notable difference. For Beijing, energy is not an instrument of geopolitical ambition, but the principal rationale for an ever more assertive foreign policy, one that has truly global ramifications.6 The Asia-Pacific region, Middle East, Africa, Russia, Central Asia, Latin America—there is virtually no part of the world left untouched by China's resource hunger.
Imperfect complementarities
At first sight the Sino-Russian energy relationship appears to be based on an almost ideal complementarity: on one side, the world's biggest exporter of oil and gas;7 on the other, the world's second largest consumer of energy after the United States.8 Add to this a flourishing bilateral relationship and public commitment to developing energy ties, and there seems no impediment to the closest possible partnership based on convergent interests. Moscow and Beijing regularly talk up the potential for cooperation. Indeed, energy has become emblematic of the evolution of their relationship from the largely political partnership of the 1990s to today's more “pragmatic and businesslike” interaction.
But despite this favorable context, the energy relationship has been dogged by problems. The most fundamental is that Moscow and Beijing have very different understandings of energy security. For the former it means security of demand, particularly for pipeline gas.9 Oil and gas account for over 60 percent of Russia's exports in value terms and over half of federal budget revenues. A loss of overseas markets, improbable though this may seem at a time of global resource hunger, would be catastrophic for economic prosperity and political stability. China's conception of energy security, on the other hand, is centered in the more conventional understanding of security of supply.10 If anything, Beijing is even more anxious than Western consumers on this point. Reliable, long-term access to energy is indispensable to its ability to meet the enormous challenges of sustaining the most rapid and comprehensive modernization in history. It is also crucial to the regime's survival.
These polarized understandings of energy security translate into an imperfect complementarity. An important structural disconnect separates the world's largest energy exporter from its fastest growing energy consumer: Moscow would like to sell natural gas to China, whereas Beijing is much more interested in buying Russian oil. Gazprom views China as the next great gas market, an obvious consumer for potentially huge reserves in Eastern Siberia. Yet natural gas comprises a mere 3 percent of total Chinese primary energy consumption, a figure expected to increase to a still modest 8 percent by 2020.11 Russian gas exports to China are statistically insignificant, a state of affairs unlikely to change in the near future given major disagreements over pricing (see below) and the long lead-time needed to develop reserves in Eastern Siberia and build pipelines to China.12
Beijing is pressing Moscow instead to increase oil exports, principally through the much-touted East Siberian-Pacific Ocean (ESPO) branch pipeline to Daqing, the main Chinese terminal in Heilongjiang province. Yet this project remains problematic and its completion uncertain.13 In the meantime Moscow is dragging its feet over rail deliveries, which have risen less than anticipated.14 The volume of oil exports to China remains unimpressive. In 2006 Russia accounted for 11 percent of its total imports, after Saudi Arabia (16.4 percent), Angola (16.2 percent), and Iran (11.6 percent).15 This share is set to fall as China steps up deliveries from Africa, Latin America, and Central Asia, while continuing to import the bulk of its requirements from the Persian Gulf. Significantly, it is Africa, not Russia, that has emerged as the centerpiece of China's forward overseas energy strategy.16
Unsurprisingly, there is a significant discrepancy between declared intent and actual outcomes. Putin's visit to Beijing in March 2006 saw a number of bilateral agreements on energy cooperation,17 yet there has been little concrete progress. Long-term agreements remain years, even decades away from implementation. In addition to the problems over ESPO, the planned Kovykta gas pipeline, which had been scheduled to send gas to China and Korea by 2011,18 is in abeyance. Even if the project proceeds, the indications are that the gas will serve the Russian domestic market. Meanwhile Gazprom's hopes of tapping into the Chinese LNG (liquefied natural gas) market have been undermined by ongoing problems with the Sakhalin-2 project,19 the prior commitment of export volumes to Japanese and Korean buyers, and Beijing's preference for LNG imports from Australia.20


The role of energy in Russian foreign policy
In order to understand why Sino-Russian energy cooperation has not developed as expected, we need to consider its role within the overall foreign policies of Moscow and Beijing. For the former, this can be summed up in terms of three broad objectives: maximization of national wealth and private profit; recognition of Russia as a reliable energy supplier and leading member of the international community; and power projection. These objectives are not always compatible, and the contradictions between them have proved to be a major brake on the effective use of energy as a foreign policy tool. Nevertheless, in different ways they have shaped—and continue to shape—Russia's approach.
The importance of profit
Western critics of Putin tend to assume that everything the Kremlin does these days is geopolitically motivated, a conclusion that has led them to underestimate the importance of commercial considerations in Russian decisionmaking. Gazprom's decision to raise gas prices for Ukraine and Georgia during 2005-06, for example, was viewed as part of a larger campaign to undermine the Yushchenko and Saakashvili administrations in Kyiv and Tbilisi respectively, and thereby restore Moscow's writ over the former Soviet space.21 In fact, while political agendas are important, the Russian government and major energy concerns such as Gazprom, Rosneft, and Lukoil are keenly interested in profit for its own sake. The explosion of wealth in post-Soviet Russia has demonstrated that Russians are as capitalistic as anyone.22 The price hike for Belarus, hitherto the Kremlin's closest ally, in December 2006 highlighted the growing importance of commercial considerations. Political “friends” continue to receive preferential rates, while enemies are “punished” by having to pay European prices. But all consumers—allies, friends, and others—are being asked to pay much more than before.23 Even the most favored, such as Belarus, have been put on notice that they will be required to pay normal commercial rates by 2011.24 Both the Russian government and big business—in many respects one and the same25—are increasingly averse to accepting restrictions on profit-making.
The profit motive is a similarly powerful driver of Russian policy toward China, one often overlooked in the rush to judge the relationship in geopolitical terms. Although neither the Kremlin nor Russian energy companies view China in terms of “one billion customers,” they are aware that it is the world's fastest expanding energy market. As such it is a natural growth area for Russian oil, gas, and nuclear exports. Only 3 percent of Russian oil and gas exports go to Asia, a derisory amount given that China, Japan, and the Republic of Korea are three of the world's largest importers of fossil fuels. There is an undeniable economic logic, then, in the government's commitment in its Energy Strategy 2020 to raising Asia's share of total Russian oil exports to 30 percent and its share of gas exports to 15 percent.26
Market expansion in East Asia is consistent with the Kremlin's conception of energy security. In their concern about disruption to gas supplies, the Europeans tend to disregard Russia's own worries about the fragility of demand. Yet the dependence of the Russian economy on the energy sector means that Moscow cannot afford to ignore opportunities for market diversification. It makes sense to reduce Russia's reliance on Europe, which takes up 90 percent of total energy exports.27
Nevertheless, much as Moscow would like to “Asianize” its energy markets, it is unwilling to sell itself short. Beijing's attempts to obtain gas at discounted rates, using the cost of domestic coal extraction as a benchmark,28 have acted as a major disincentive. Commercially Europe remains a far more attractive proposition. The Europeans pay premium rates for gas, linked to escalating oil prices—in practice, upward of U.S.$350 per 1,000 cubic meters—while the dense network of pipelines in western Russia makes it easier and cheaper to transport energy to European consumers. It is a similar story with oil, where there are ongoing tensions between Rosneft and the China National Petroleum Company (CNPC) over price,29 and where the lack of pipeline infrastructure in Eastern Siberia severely limits the volumes that can be exported to China.30
A significant expansion in the Chinese and other Asian energy markets would require massive additional investments in exploration, pipeline infrastructure, and time. The commercial argument for extracting potentially sizable oil and gas reserves in eastern Siberia remains unproven, while there are very few pipelines east ofWest Siberia. Given that Russian energy companies prefer to buy downstream assets overseas rather than develop new deposits at home, it is hardly surprising that the potential of the Asian market remains unfulfilled. For all the talk about diversifying supply, immediate profit considerations remain uppermost in the minds of Russia's energy companies and the senior Kremlin figures who sit on their boards.
A responsible energy supplier?
Moscow's anxiety to preserve its reputation as a secure energy supplier is another significant obstacle to the reorientation of oil and gas exports. The obvious drawback to playing off East and West (see below) is that both may come to view Russia as untrustworthy. Such a perception could push existing customers to look to other suppliers or even explore alternative forms of energy—“clean coal,” nuclear power, renewables—to meet their primary consumption requirements.31 Moscow is therefore keen, at least officially, to delink exports from political ups and downs. Putin has pointed out that Russia (and the Soviet Union before 1991) has maintained the flow of energy to Europe “without a single day's interruption,” even at the height of the Cold War and during the disintegration of the USSR.32
This emphasis on reliability is all the more important at a time when Russia's relations with the West are experiencing a severe downturn. Although the Putin regime has become largely impervious to external criticisms of its authoritarian tendencies, it remains acutely sensitive to imputations of commercial unreliability. When the Europeans blamed Moscow, rather than Kyiv, for disrupting gas deliveries during the Russia-Ukraine crisis of January 2006, the Putin administration quickly released the pressure it had exerted on President Yushchenko.33 The need to safeguard Russia's reputation as a supplier trumped short-term profit and geopolitical considerations.
Russia would also like the West's respect. Part of this aspiration is motivated by the materialist rationale of not jeopardizing markets or provoking the creation of a notional energy consumers’ cartel.34 But there is a larger normative consideration as well: positioning Russia as an integral member of the community of “civilized” nations. Putin has a long-term vision of Russia as a modern great power whose influence is more constructive than threatening.35 In energy policy, this means emphasizing the carrot—Russia's value as a prime source of oil, gas, and nuclear and electrical power—rather than the stick: the threat of cutting or reducing supply. In this spirit, Putin has abjured the expression “energy superpower.” Dismissing it as a Cold War anachronism, he has stated merely that Russia has “more possibilities than almost any other country in the world” and that it is committed to working with others in establishing a “just” set of international rules governing energy supply and consumption.36
That said, Putin believes Russia should play a decisive role in determining international best practice. EU efforts to pressure it to ratify the European Energy Charter Treaty have run into the sand, as Moscow shows no sign of acceding to demands to liberalize the domestic gas market. Secure in the conviction that Russia will remain the world's leading supplier, it is confident that it is operating from a position of some strength. The objective of showcasing Russia as a responsible player is therefore a qualified aim. Moscow is interested in mutually beneficial arrangements—with a strong preference for maintaining the current system of long-term bilateral contracts37—but there are limits to what it will concede by way of conditions, degree of transparency, or constraints on its freedom of action.
Finally, international approbation serves concrete purposes. The consolidation of Russia's image as a reliable energy supplier is important in strengthening Moscow's hand vis-à-vis Beijing. Such a Russia has more options than one whose behavior has alienated its primary customers. In the latter event, Moscow would find itself more vulnerable to Chinese pressure. A good international reputation is therefore not just an abstract aim, but a critical factor that plays into the commercial relationship with Beijing.
Energy as power projection
To many observers, energy has become the most potent source of power in the post-modern world. Whereas the limitations of military might have frequently been exposed—during the Cold War and more recently in the American-led interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan—the “energy weapon” appears to have few constraints in an era of growing resource hunger. Certainly Putin has acted on this assumption. From the outset he has sought to exploit Russia's energy resources and infrastructure to promote its economic, security, and geopolitical interests, principally in the former Soviet space but also globally. In a very real sense his approach has been one of “geopoliticizing” Russia's economic priorities.38
The use of energy as a tool of geopolitical influence is at once an act of conscious will and an “accident” forced on Russia by the circumstances of its post-Soviet development. The collapse of Soviet military power (amid a general devaluation of military power worldwide); the concomitant decline in strategic fortunes; the economic crisis during the 1990s; a growing technological lag relative to the industrialized economies of the West (and, increasingly, the emerging Asian powers); and a crumbling moral reputation—all these have left Moscow with little choice. Putin may envisage Russia as a multi-dimensional global power, but for the time being the only really effective means of projecting influence is through the careful management of energy assets.
Inevitably Putin has played the energy card for all it is worth—and then some. He has exploited the dependency of the former Soviet republics. Differential pricing for allies (Belarus), “friends” (Armenia), and critics/opponents (Georgia) reflects a determination to reassert Russia's influence in its neighborhood. Gazprom may be more commercially driven these days, but it is also a servant of the administration's strategic objectives in the region. Under Putin, Gazprom and other big energy concerns—the state oil company Rosneft, United Energy Systems (electricity), and private companies such as Lukoil—have been active foreign policy players, more influential than conventional entities such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Energy, however, is a double-edged sword. Its incautious exploitation damages Russia's reputation as a reliable supplier and places at risk its chief source of external revenue. Exercising leverage through the manipulation of resources, infrastructure, and prices can become self-negating, since countries targeted or otherwise affected may look to alternatives.39 Mindful of this, Moscow has tended more recently to prefer the option of sowing “creative doubt,” alternating between a conciliatory and a hardline stance. On the one hand, Russia portrays itself as the best-choice source of oil and gas for the world, a safe alternative to the perpetually unstable Persian Gulf.40 On the other hand, it likes to remind others of the potentially heavy cost of disregarding its interests.
The essence of the policy of creative doubt is to foster in customers a measure of “controllable uncertainty,” of neither complacency nor panic. Such a policy sends out a dual message: that Russia's approach to energy exports is responsive, for better or worse, to the policies of others; and that Moscow seeks accommodation wherever possible. The common denominator in all this, however, is the maximization of Russian influence in regional and global affairs.
China occupies a central place in these maneuverings. Putin and other senior administration figures have spoken increasingly about its possibilities as an expansion market, juxtaposing this with criticisms of the reluctance by some EU member-states to allow Russian energy concerns to buy downstream assets. The implication is that China may one day challenge Europe's traditional monopoly of Russian energy exports.41 More immediately, the China card is useful in neutralizing pressure from Brussels about Russia's problematic interaction with Georgia and Ukraine and refusal to ratify the European Energy Charter Treaty. China offers a form of geopolitical insurance: in the worst case, an alternative to the West should commercial (and political) relations with the latter deteriorate badly, but more plausibly as a means of keeping the Europeans “honest.” For Russian policymakers do not wish to “abandon” the West so much as modify its behavior in line with Russian interests.42


In this scheme creative doubt plays a pivotal role. For reasons that will become clear, the threat to divert oil and gas exports from Europe is bogus. Moscow is anxious to retain its most lucrative markets and is building new pipelines to the West such as Nord Stream and South Stream.43 Unsurprisingly, however, it wishes to renegotiate the terms of its energy relationships,44 and for this the specter of a resource-hungry China serves as useful leverage. The latter's presence as a huge potential market strengthens Russia's hand vis-à-vis the EU, a body whose internal divisions, tendency to panic, and lack of common strategy45 allow Moscow much more latitude than is warranted. Without China any threat to reorient exports could simply be dismissed.
Of course, the policy of sowing creative doubt involves considerable brinkmanship. It is predicated on a Sino-Russian context that is almost entirely favorable and on a partner willing to be used as geopolitical ballast even though it knows it will inevitably take second place to Europe as a recipient of Russian energy. Although the upswing in bilateral relations and China's resource hunger allow Moscow some leeway, this approach is vulnerable to longer-term uncertainties about the “strategic partnership” and to Beijing's growing energy diversification.
Another risk is that the distinction between substantive threat and elaborate bluff may become lost on the Europeans. Their melodramatic reaction to the temporary cessation of gas deliveries in January 2006 highlighted the risks. Almost overnight several EU member-states questioned Russia's reliability as a supplier and suggested that its mishandling of the crisis with Ukraine demonstrated the need to find alternative sources of gas, as well as develop new forms of energy.46 Moscow clearly failed to anticipate this turn of events. Although the Europeans will continue to buy significant quantities of Russian gas, in the long run they will look to diversify energy supplies. Political uncertainties could translate into the decline of Russia's primary markets without sufficient compensation from the Asia-Pacific region. In alienating the Europeans, Russia might thus end up as the victim of the China card rather than its master—commercially and politically dependent on Beijing and left with little option except to fuel the modernization of its most powerful neighbor.
Just business—Chinese energy policy
Compared with the complex motivations shaping Russian energy policy, China's aims are straightforward. It seeks to maximize imports—principally crude oil, but also nuclear energy, cheap pipeline gas, and LNG—in order to sustain the process of domestic transformation. Unlike Russia, it has no geopolitical axe to grind here; energy is not a means of external power projection, but a vital national need. The contradictions in Moscow's relations with the West may prove helpful in increasing Chinese oil (and eventually gas) imports and in enhancing the prospects of obtaining these at advantageous prices. But neither the leadership nor China's state energy companies have shown the slightest inclination to become embroiled in disputes between Moscow and the West—and with good reason. Any attempt to stir up further trouble would be not only superfluous but also counterproductive for China's vastly more substantial economic ties with Europe and the United States.
Beijing has preferred instead to accentuate the positives. In the first place, this means playing up the “strategic partnership,” flattering Russia's self-esteem, and overlooking the vagaries of its decisionmaking. The expression “strategic patience,” coined originally to describe the Clinton administration's Russia policy in the 1990s,47 applies also to Beijing's watchful approach toward energy cooperation with Moscow. Certainly, it is frustrated by the fecklessness and sometimes bad faith of the Russian government. Continuing uncertainties over the ESPO and Kovykta pipeline projects; the difficulties Chinese companies face in buying equity in Russian enterprises;48 Moscow's crude attempts to use China as leverage against the Europeans; and the failure to translate worthy intentions regarding long-term cooperation into tangible progress—all these are vexing.
But such irritations are of secondary consequence when weighed against the main objective, which is to extract as much oil as possible from the Russians. Pipeline projects and equity acquisitions facilitate the realization of this overarching aim; they are not objectives in themselves, nor are they intended to serve geopolitical agendas. So long as Beijing can secure Russian oil deliveries, it is philosophical about the lack of movement elsewhere in the energy relationship.
China's equanimity is assisted by the fact that it does not see Russia as its principal strategic energy partner, but as only one of a growing number of suppliers that service its needs.49 While it would like to increase imports of Russian oil, these are not indispensable. In complementing its continuing dependence on the Persian Gulf, Beijing has significantly increased imports from Africa, Latin America, and Central Asia and pursued a multi-continental approach to acquiring equity in energy ventures.50 It is also addressing issues of energy conservation, partly out of environmental concerns, but also because it wants to rely less on external sources.51


Oil and Gas Pipelines in Eastern Siberia and the Far East



China's eclectic quest for energy is prompted principally by its reluctance to trust any one supplier or region, as well as by concerns about the security of shipping routes.52 While on the face of things it should trust Russia more than most, given the generally healthy state of relations, such faith is lacking. Beijing's mistrust or “strategic caution” is mainly a reaction to the proven unreliability of Russia as an energy partner, highlighted during the long-running sagas of the ESPO and Kovykta projects.53 The Chinese leadership has found that commercial contracts, intergovernmental agreements, and public assurances count for little unless they are supported by political will and private self-interest. Experience has shown, however, that these fluctuate wildly in response to changing domestic circumstances (as in the Yukos affair) or external inducements, such as Tokyo's mooted financial package over the ESPO (see next section). Although Chinese interests have not been directly caught up in Sakhalin-2 and other cases where foreign companies have been in dispute with the Russian government, they can hardly have failed to notice Moscow's increasingly arbitrary approach to external partners.
Over the longer term, Beijing has no interest in Russia becoming a monopoly or strategic supplier of its energy needs. It will endeavor to maximize oil imports and, as far as it can, reinforce these arrangements through binding bilateral agreements on deliveries, pipeline construction, and equity ownership. But even in the improbable event that it manages all this, China will continue to view Russia as a “limited-use” partner, of far less importance than its main sources in the Persian Gulf and Africa.54
More problems than solutions—the ESPO saga
The case of the East Siberian-Pacific Ocean oil pipeline is a parable of the many flaws in the Sino-Russian energy relationship and the “strategic partnership” more generally. The starting-point for the project was an agreement signed by then Russian prime minister Yevgeny Primakov and his Chinese counterpart, Zhu Rongji, in February 1999. The agreement provided for an initial feasibility study for an oil pipeline with a capacity of 20-30 million tonnes a year (mty) from Angarsk near Lake Baikal to Daqing. Early progress was good and in March 2003 Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the CEO of Yukos, then Russia's largest oil company, concluded an agreement with CNPC to proceed with construction. The agreement, endorsed by Putin and Hu Jintao two months later, envisaged that 700 million tonnes of Russia crude (then worth $150 billion) would be pumped to China over a period of twenty-five years.


It did not take long for the Yukos-CNPC agreement to unravel. Several factors were instrumental. First, the Kremlin arrested Khodorkovsky and other senior Yukos executives in the summer and autumn of 2003. The arrests were motivated by Putin's determination to reassert his political authority against the challenge, real and perceived, of large business interests (the “oligarchs”), of which Khodorkovsky was the most prominent representative.55 Although Khodorkovsky was criticized for concluding the CNPC agreement, this had little to do with his arrest. The effect of his incarceration, however, was to put the agreement on hold and, eventually, to cancel it altogether.
Another reason for the collapse of the agreement was the intervention of the Japanese government. In January 2003 Tokyo offered Moscow a lucrative financial package to build a much longer pipeline from Angarsk to the Russian Pacific port of Nakhodka, bypassing China altogether, and with a much larger capacity (80 mty). The proposal envisaged a $5 billion investment for construction of the pipeline, plus a further $7.5 billion to explore potential reserves in eastern Siberia.56 The Japanese package not only seemed commercially attractive, but was also consistent with Putin's commitment to strategic diversity (see previous chapter). If the pipeline were built to the Pacific, then Russia could export oil to the whole of the Asia-Pacific region. The Daqing route, by contrast, would effectively make China the monopoly customer, putting it in prime position to pressure Moscow over the terms and conditions of oil deliveries.57 The longer route to the Pacific Ocean had the additional advantage of supporting the broader strategic objective of Russia's integration into the Asia-Pacific.
Concerns about the security of the Russian Far East also played an important, if indirect, role. A pipeline reaching out to China alone would increase Russia's “China-dependence” and open its eastern provinces to further Chinese influence.58 But a transnational project involving several Asian countries—Japan, China, the two Koreas—might establish a collective vested interest in the RFE as a zone of cooperation and stability, rather than a sphere of competition or target of irredentist ambition.
In public Moscow resorted to the largely bogus excuse of “environmental concerns” while it considered its options. Although there were legitimate fears that the pipeline would pass dangerously close to Lake Baikal, the Kremlin's real intention was to play off Beijing and Tokyo against each other in order to obtain the best possible financial and investment package.59 Delaying a decision might also help to position Russia strategically between China and Japan, a foretaste of the idea of Russia as the swing power in East Asia (see chapter 7).


Of course, procrastination could only continue for so long, and in December 2004 Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov finally announced that the oil pipeline would be built along the Japanese-backed route, starting at Taishet, 250 km northwest of Angarsk, and traveling to Perevoznaya Bay, not far from the original terminus at Nakhodka. That should have marked an end to the horse-trading and the beginning of pipeline construction and exploration of the east Siberian oil deposits. However, just as the earlier agreement with China had fallen apart, so the Russia-Japan arrangement imploded during 2005-06. Again, there were a number of reasons—political, commercial, and strategic—that turned the tide back in Beijing's favor.
As before, changes within the Russian body politic were crucial. The original Yukos-CNPC deal had prospered and then withered along with Khodorkovsky's political fortunes. Now the Russo-Japanese arrangement unraveled as senior Kremlin figures, principally Igor Sechin, deputy head of the Presidential Administration, became increasingly involved in state energy policy and the ESPO project in particular. The emergence of “Kremlin Inc.,” whereby the private interests of key siloviki (figures from the Russian state security apparatus such as Sechin60) became virtually indistinguishable from the public good, altered the terms of the debate. Direct commercial considerations, both public and private, now assumed much greater importance. The Daqing line would be far cheaper to build than the longer trunk route to the Pacific Ocean and its planned capacity was more appropriate to the estimated volume of oil that would be pumped through it.
The shift in the Russian position was aided by a hardening of Japanese attitudes. Tokyo pulled back on several aspects of its financial package, including the financing of exploration activity in eastern Siberia.61 It also insisted that Moscow rule out construction of the Daqing route, as this would compete with the main pipeline for limited quantities of oil.62 At the same time Beijing improved its own financial package. Whereas initially it had promised only to fund the section of the pipeline from Daqing to the Russian border town of Skovorodino,63 it now offered to subsidize the whole length from Taishet to Daqing.64
The contrasting dynamic of Russia's larger relationships with China and Japan proved more influential still. During 2005-06 the atmosphere between Moscow and Tokyo deteriorated owing to the aggravation of the territorial dispute. The Putin and Koizumi administrations adopted strongly nationalist positions and the islands became, more than ever, a focal point for patriotic sentiment on both sides. The issue impinged heavily on all areas of the relationship, including economic cooperation. Over the same period Sino-Russian ties expanded considerably. Whereas Moscow's interaction with Tokyo was trapped in an apparent time-warp, partnership with Beijing went from strength to strength, establishing a context conducive to deal-making. The prospects for Sino-Russian energy cooperation were further boosted by developments elsewhere: demarcation of the common border, Kremlin anxieties over the color revolutions, and the souring of Russia's relations with the United States and the EU.
Against this backdrop strategic diversity as a core principle of Russia's Asian policy foundered on the reality that China was far better disposed toward Russia than a disgruntled Japan. The evolution in Putin's thinking can be charted in two meetings he held with Western Russia-watchers in September 2005 and September 2006. In 2005 he suggested that the Daqing line would be given priority, but insisted that he was committed to developing both routes given the importance of strategic diversity.65 In the later meeting he did not mention the concept at all, emphasizing instead logistical and commercial considerations: the practical difficulties of extracting oil from unproven fields in eastern Siberia; issues of pipeline capacity; and the importance of profit.66 Putin was simply bowing to the inevitable. Dreams of strategic “balancing” in East Asia were unrealizable given the respective state of Russia's relations with China and Japan. In the circumstances it seemed that the only feasible option was to make good on the Chinese proposals to finance the Taishet-Daqing branch line.
Learning the lessons
The ongoing saga of the East Siberian oil pipeline offers a number of insights into the current state and future prospects of Sino-Russian energy ties. It highlights, first, the central importance of political and strategic factors. These were behind the original decision to switch from the Yukos-CNPC project to the Japanese-backed pipeline, and they were instrumental two years later in the reversion to the Chinese proposal. In 2003 the Putin administration still harbored hopes of a special relationship with the West and a fresh start with Japan.67 By 2005 the political context had changed radically, and over the next two to three years the pendulum continued to swing toward China. By early 2008 the gulf in fortunes between Russia's two major Asian relationships appeared as wide as at any time in the past fifty years, and the Taishet-Daqing branch line was consequently the more likely of the two routes to be built.68


The second conclusion from the vicissitudes of ESPO follows from the first. The politicization (and “geopoliticization”) of the project means that any decision on its future is not irrevocable. It would not take much to resurrect Kremlin fears about the “China threat” in one form or another and for strategic diversity once again to become a determining principle of Russian energy policy in the Asia-Pacific. Koizumi's departure in September 2006 opened up the notional possibility of an improvement in Russo-Japanese relations, although continuing political uncertainties in Tokyo are likely to block any early movement for the better.69 While it would take more than a successful summit or two to revive the Japanese-backed route, the ESPO experience shows that the situation can change quickly in response to developments elsewhere in the bilateral relationship.
The disproportionate impact of political considerations underlines the unpredictability of Russian decisionmaking. As noted in chapter 1, “the national interest” and “permanent national interests” are loose constructs that mask private and often competing agendas. If there is a guiding principle to Russia's approach to energy relations, then it is perhaps a variant on the notorious aphorism “what's good for General Motors is good for America.” Today what is good for state energy companies managed by government insiders frequently passes for the “public interest.”70 This style of decisionmaking is not only morally delinquent, but is also by its very nature volatile—a serious drawback in a sector that relies on long-term, stable understandings.71 The mixture of political, commercial, and personal interests means, too, that decisions may often be at variance with business logic.72
Because Beijing recognizes that Russian policymaking is susceptible to various pressures—venal private agendas over the public good, political motives over national economic interest—it knows better than to assume that everything has been settled, either on ESPO or in the wider energy relationship. It has therefore adopted a two-track approach. Operationally, it looks to maximize Russian oil imports and make the pipeline project work to this purpose, even if it has to foot the bill. Strategically, however, it has kept demand for Russian oil to non-dependent levels. This means continuing to diversify oil suppliers both regionally (Central Asia) and globally (Africa and South America); consolidating ties with the Persian Gulf states; expanding the use of new or relatively new forms of energy, such as LNG and “clean coal”; stepping up efforts at energy efficiency; and establishing a strategic petroleum reserve.
China's flexible approach toward energy cooperation with Russia is a natural response to the non-strategic nature of their interaction. While both understand that cooperation serves their interests, they are not bound by a common sense of purpose; indeed, their priorities and objectives differ fundamentally. Inevitably this has hindered the implementation of major projects, such as ESPO and the Kovykta gas pipeline. The consistent political will and close policy coordination that are the prerequisites of success have been absent, particularly on the Russian side. Far from there being a long-term plan for Russia's development as a strategic energy supplier for China and the Asia-Pacific region—as suggested by the 2020 Energy Strategy—Moscow is motivated more than ever by short-termism.73
The tribulations of the East Siberian oil pipeline exemplify the unfulfilled promise of Sino-Russian cooperation. A project that might have taken their partnership to a new level has become symptomatic of its shortcomings. Moreover, the window of opportunity for a strategic energy relationship may be closing. For while China will continue to import Russian oil and the ESPO pipeline could well be built in the next few years, Beijing is already looking elsewhere for the resources needed to sustain China's transformation.
Russia between East and West
More than any other single factor, the post-1999 boom in world oil prices has been responsible for Russia's re-emergence as a great power. The combination of abundant energy resources and the world's resource hunger appears to have given it an unprecedented opportunity to occupy center stage in regional and global decisionmaking. Unsurprisingly the Russian establishment has talked up the possibilities, at times investing the “energy weapon” with almost magical properties.74 In contrast to the pessimistic commentaries on Russia's prospects in the 1990s, today's tone is triumphalist. Senior government figures routinely declare that the West must get used to a strong Russia reasserting its influence in world affairs,75 and argue that it is uniquely placed to exercise leverage over the West by threatening to “go East” with its oil and especially gas.76
Such talk is overblown and mistakes the image of power for the real thing. The very notion of an “energy superpower” is delusional, as is the belief that energy can be the catalyst for Russia's development as a multidimensional global power. Although oil and gas have increased its international influence, the use of energy for geopolitical ends has considerable limitations.
In the first place, since 90 percent of oil exports are bought and sold freely on world spot markets, the question of leverage only has meaning in relation to natural gas. Genuine leverage, however, presupposes a credible alternative market in the Asia-Pacific region—China—that would absorb Russia's redirected exports. Yet this does not exist, nor will it for many years.
Europe enjoys at least four key advantages as the main market for Russian gas. First, its energy relationship with Russia (and previously the Soviet Union) is long-established, dating back four decades.77 It has proved remarkably resilient in the face of political shocks, transcending ideological and strategic confrontation as well as the collapse of the USSR. Compared with this network of relationships and understandings, commercial trust between Russia and China is in its infancy. And recent experience with joint energy ventures, such as ESPO, suggests that it will take many years to develop.
Second, Europe is a far larger and more secure market than China. Moscow knows that the Europeans will continue to consume Russian gas in substantial volumes, particularly with the depletion of the North Sea fields.78 There is no such confidence with the Chinese market. Although gas is predicted to rise from 3 percent of total primary energy consumption to 8 percent by 2020, a number of variables make it unwise to count on this. Beijing is exploring other energy sources, including nuclear power and advanced coal technology; it is importing LNG from Australia and Indonesia; and it has become increasingly wary of relying on Russia. The Russian government too has serious doubts about the size and profitability of the Chinese market. The TNK-BP project for Kovykta, for example, had envisaged piping gas to China and South Korea—600 billion and 300 billion cubic meters respectively over a thirty-year period.79 But Moscow has since indicated that Kovykta gas, if and when it comes online, will go to the domestic market.80 As German Gref (minister for economic development and trade, 2000-07) admitted in 2005, the decision on whether to go east or west will be “based on sales prospects”—a gentle but unambiguous signal of Moscow's continuing preference for Europe. 81
Third, the European market is much more lucrative than China's. Whereas the Europeans pay above U.S.$350 per 1,000 cubic meters (cm),82 the Chinese are seeking to import Russian gas on the cheap—at around U.S.$100 per 1,000 cm.83 This is even cheaper than the rate paid by Belarus, the lowest for any of Russia's customers. Gazprom has no intention of making such a drastic concession, while China's interest in Russian gas is not so great as to persuade it to pay more than the cost of extracting domestic coal.
Fourth, logistics overwhelmingly favor continued substantial exports to Europe. Most of Russia's proven gas reserves are located in northern Russia and western Siberia, in fields such as Shtokman and Yamal-Nenets, rather than in eastern Siberia, where Kovykta remains an uncertain proposition.84 Crucially, the existing network of Russian and Russia-controlled pipelines is set up to meet European, not Asian, demand. Although there are plans to build more pipelines to service the latter, notably a new route from the Altai to Xinjiang, these are less advanced than projects to develop additional westward pipelines, such as Nord Stream.85 A geographically “balanced” export strategy is a seductive notion but would require colossal investment to develop difficult-to-access deposits and the accompanying infrastructure. There is little sign of this occurring. On the contrary, the industry still suffers from severe under-investment, with capital continuing to flow toward equity acquisitions overseas rather than into new fields.86
Faking it—Russia as an “energy superpower”
There is, in short, no “China option” on the table. If Europe faces competition, then it will come not from Asia but from Russian domestic consumers. The Putin administration had stated its intention to raise internal gas prices to “European” levels by January 1, 2011, although it has since pulled back on this commitment.87 If significant price liberalization were introduced, it might make the domestic market more enticing to Gazprom (and Russia's independent producers) and, potentially, reduce the gas available to outside consumers. The squeeze on resources is expected to become critical over the medium term with the decline of Gazprom's non-Yamal fields by 2020.88 In these circumstances, it is improbable that China will become a major market for Russian gas anytime soon. The 15 percent target for gas exports to Asia in the 2020 Energy Strategy looks all the more unachievable given the inadequate investment in new fields and infrastructure in eastern Siberia, the softness of Chinese demand, and the considerable logistical and commercial advantages of the European market.
Such energy leverage as Russia is able to exert is more psychological than material. The Kremlin has skillfully exploited the short-sightedness of EU member-states, whose failure to pursue a common strategy toward Russia has enabled Moscow to pick them off by appealing to individual national interests.89 In fact, Moscow's position is much weaker than it looks. Even though Russia and Europe are interdependent and would both suffer from a “gas war,” it is Russia that is more vulnerable and has fewer options. Vladimir Milov, the former Russian deputy energy minister, has shown that Europe is less dependent on Russian gas than is commonly supposed. For example, while Poland imports nearly all its gas from Russia, this accounts for less than 7 percent of total primary energy consumption (which is overwhelmingly dominated by coal). Germany has long had a “special” relationship with Moscow, yet Russian gas comprises less than 10 percent of its primary energy consumption.90 Russia, on the other hand, is almost entirely dependent (more than 90 percent) on Europe as a destination for its gas exports.
Moscow can scarcely contemplate reducing supply to its highest paying and most reliable customers. Quite apart from the enormous financial losses involved,91 any cessation of deliveries would have a long-term impact on consumer confidence. The disputes with Ukraine in January 2006 and Belarus in January 2007 resulted in only the briefest of interruptions to European energy supply, yet cast a large shadow over Russia's reputation for reliability.92 The crises exposed the self-defeating character of energy leverage: the more Russia uses—or is seen to use—energy as a weapon, the more its customers will look to other sources of supply, even if these take some time to develop.
It is relevant, too, that the EU-27 accounts for well over 50 percent of Russia's total trade turnover, nearly ten times China's share, whereas Russia contributes only 8-9 percent of the EU's external trade.93 The asymmetry between EU and Russian investment is likewise huge, with EU countries accounting for more than 90 percent of total foreign investment in Russia. By comparison, Chinese investment in Russia remains relatively insignificant, despite recent improvement.94Moscow continues to be much more welcoming to European investors, and nowhere more so than in the energy sector.95
Growing asymmetry
Russia is potentially the biggest loser from the geopolitics of energy, even as it continues to present a bold front to the international community. Vladimir Putin has sought to promote a vision of Russia as a modern great power, as constructive as it is influential. Energy was to have been the key to this transformation. Instead, rather like nuclear weapons during the Cold War, energy has become identified with aggressive power. It has given Russia the confidence to be assertive, but not the wherewithal to make a positive contribution to the world around it.
China, on the other hand, profits from the political and economic uncertainties in Russia-EU relations. Although it can scarcely hope to cut into Europe's dominant share of Russian gas exports, it can look forward to continued oil deliveries and perhaps in time relatively cheap gas from Sakhalin.96 It is in the enviable position of benefiting from, yet not depending on, Russia. Its policy of diversifying sources and types of energy has alleviated concerns over access, and it is increasingly in a position to influence the terms of bilateral energy cooperation.
Indeed, in energy as in many other areas of the relationship, a shift in power is taking place. Although Moscow has no pressing economic need to export oil and gas to China, there is an emerging political imperative. Beijing plays a pivotal role in facilitating Russia's pursuit of an “independent” foreign policy by reinforcing Moscow's self-confidence vis-à-vis the West. However, the Russian government is under mounting pressure to offer a quid pro quo by giving substance to energy ties.97Without tangible progress here it will be unable to sustain the myth of a “China alternative” and to exercise leverage over the Europeans, let alone realize its larger ambition of becoming the interface between East and West.98 In effect Chinese geopolitical insurance has become more valuable to Moscow than Russian energy is to Beijing.
This reflects a larger asymmetry in the two countries’ relations with the outside world. Today Russia has few friends. While its regional and global influence should not be underestimated, much of this is tied to control over energy resources and the implicit (sometimes explicit) threat of exploiting these to advance its interests. Russia's international image continues to be predominantly that of a “hard” power that relies more on pressure than persuasion—an impression reinforced by the Georgia crisis.99
China, by contrast, is a nation with which other countries, great and small, wish to engage. Although many fear its rise and disapprove of its values, this has not stopped them from embracing cooperation with it.100 A growing number of states are willing to allow access to Chinese economic interests because they are confident that any relationship will be commercially rather than geopolitically driven. Beijing's accumulation of international political capital has widened its options and also influenced its attitude to energy ties with Moscow. A comparison with the period of the Sino-Soviet “unbreakable friendship” is instructive. In the 1950s China had many enemies and few friends and found itself almost totally dependent on the Soviet Union for external assistance. These days it has the luxury of choice as foreign governments and big business rush to pay court.
The differences in Russian and Chinese perspectives can be partly reconciled at the level of basic supply and demand, but they are not conducive to a strategic energy partnership. For here Beijing has more in common with Washington than with Moscow. The United States and China are the two largest consumers and importers of energy; both have a vested interest in a stable and open international environment that would encourage the free flow of imports; and both would like to see a fall in world prices.101 Russia, on the other hand, benefits from an uncertain global context (including a volatile Middle East), from a constricted market dominated by a few exporting countries, and from high oil and gas prices.
Moscow and Beijing are constantly looking to tilt the bilateral energy relationship to suit their comparative advantages: Russia's control of resources versus China's range of options. This has led them to pursue contradictory and even competing policies. Thus Moscow wants to keep Beijing as dependent as possible by restricting Chinese access to other energy sources in Eurasia, while Beijing is stepping up its engagement with the Central Asian states. The Kremlin hopes to implement strategic diversity in the Asia-Pacific by developing ties with Japan and South Korea; the Communist leadership is keen to maintain China's position as the dominant consumer of Russian energy in the region. Russia sees itself as a genuinely strategic—in other words, indispensable—energy supplier to China. The Chinese, however, are undertaking a whole host of measures to ensure that they never become hostage to Russian fortune. Both sides talk up the “strategic” character of energy cooperation, yet ultimately their relationship is one of strategic opposites.





CHAPTER NINE







THE GRAND CHESSBOARD REVISITED—RUSSIA, CHINA, AND THE UNITED STATES
“We will dictate to the world!”
—BORIS YELTSIN, Beijing, December 19991
“China would be the senior partner in any serious Russian effort to jell…an ‘anti-hegemonic’ coalition [against the United States]. Being more populous, more industrious, more innovative, more dynamic, and harboring some potential territorial designs on Russia, China would inevitably consign Russia to the status of a junior partner.”
—ZBIGNIEW BRZEZINSKI, The Grand Chessboard, 19972
Today, more than at any other time in the past twenty years, geopolitical competition dominates global politics. Two great waves of internationalism—the first in the wake of the Soviet demise, the second in the aftermath of 9/11—have exhausted themselves and given way to increasingly overt strategic rivalries. The language may still be of positive-sum interdependency, universal values, and common interests. But everyday realities routinely expose the shallowness of such slogans. Multilateral organizations and mechanisms multiply, yet we live in a neo-Westphalian epoch in which the nation-state remains the primary unit of world politics—selfish, assertive, and ever more influential.3
In this climate the emphasis is on the advancement of “vital national interests” rather than “universal” or supranational solutions. The United States, “the first, only, and last truly global superpower,” according to Zbigniew Brzezinski,4 has failed to realize its post-Cold War vision of an American-centered “new world order.”5 Its authority as global leader has declined steadily over the past decade. The most recent military intervention in Iraq, in particular, has destroyed the myth of American invincibility and given hope and opportunity to other great powers, both those that are emerging and those seeking to restore former glories.
It is no surprise that Russia and China should figure so prominently among these aspiring great powers, nor that their interaction has assumed special significance for Western policymakers. There is a growing conviction that a major shift has taken place in Moscow's thinking from its traditional Western focus toward a more multi-vectored foreign policy, in which China occupies a position of equal eminence. Some observers view the Sino-Russian rapprochement as a work in progress whose endpoint will be nothing less than a fullblown political-military alliance directed against the United States and its European allies.6 Such concerns have been fueled by various statements from Moscow and Beijing. Since Boris Yeltsin and Jiang Zemin first announced in April 1997 their intention “to promote the multipolarization of the world and the establishment of a new international order,”7 the two governments have constantly reiterated their vision of a more “democratic,” non-American-centered model of international relations. The July 2005 Sino-Russian joint declaration “On the twenty-first century world order” could hardly have been more pointed: “The international community…should abjure confrontational or bloc thinking, should not strive to monopolize or dominate world affairs, and should not divide states into leaders and subordinates.”8
Such statements suggest a geopolitical world in which the authority of the United States as global leader is under concerted attack from the non-Western powers, China and Russia at the forefront. And yet the real situation is much more complicated than it seems. Moscow and Beijing present a faÇade of strategic convergence and normative likemindedness. But, as previous chapters have shown, theirs is a partnership characterized by divided loyalties, ulterior motives, and often conflicting agendas. The Russia-China-U.S. triangle, in turn, is a story of shifting allegiances and tactical expediency.
The “Grand Chessboard”
The starting point of our discussion of the dynamic between Moscow, Beijing, and Washington is the “Grand Chessboard,” outlined by Brzezinski a little over a decade ago. The Grand Chessboard comprised the greater Eurasian continent, stretching from Lisbon to Vladivostok.9 Brzezinski's vision was dominated by several large realities. The first, and most important, was the benign hegemony of the United States, the world's “only truly global power.” Second, Eurasia would remain the central arena for “the struggle for global primacy.” Third, the continent would face the threat of “global anarchy”—war, ethnic and religious hostilities, WMD proliferation, the population explosion, and so on. This put a premium on a well-conceived and comprehensive American “geostrategy for Eurasia” to ensure global stability. Finally, Brzezinski emphasized the importance of pursuing “geopolitical pluralism,” which he defined as ensuring that “no state or combination of states gains the capacity to expel the United States from Eurasia or even to diminish significantly its decisive arbitrating role.”10 In practice geopolitical pluralism would entail constructive interplay between the United States,“geostrategic players” such as Russia and China, and smaller “geopolitical pivots.”11
Brzezinski's overall prognosis was cautiously optimistic. He acknowledged that there were limits to American power and that this power would inevitably erode over time. Nevertheless, with constructive management Washington could ensure stability on the Eurasian continent and repel any threats to America's global primacy. Specifically, Brzezinski envisaged three stages of development in the short, medium, and long term respectively: (i) consolidation of the existing geopolitical pluralism and prevention of any anti-American coalitions; (ii) the steady development of a network of strategic partnerships with key regional players; and (iii) the fostering of a genuine sense of “shared political responsibility.”12
A decade later many of Brzezinski's arguments stand up well to critical scrutiny, no mean feat considering the revolutionary developments that have taken place in the intervening period. China's accelerated transformation from modest regional actor to global player; the rise of India; 9/11; the arrival of the United States in Central Asia; Washington's military intervention in Iraq; the spread of Islamic extremism; the erosion of American influence; Russia's resurgence under Putin; the boom in oil and commodity prices; and the emergence of climate change as a truly global priority—all have had far-reaching consequences for today's world and will continue to shape international politics well into the twenty-first century.
At the same time key continuities survive from the mid-1990s. The United States, despite the fiasco of Iraq and signs of “imperial overstretch,”13 remains the only global superpower in its various dimensions.14 Despite the emergence of China and India, there is no evidence that they will be able or even willing to mount a serious challenge to Washington's global leadership for many years to come. The world is scarcely more “multipolar” than it was a decade ago, a reality denied by Moscow but readily acknowledged in Beijing.15 Russia's own revival, impressive as it seems, is only a relative success—modest compared with that of other emerging powers16—and one that rests on fragile foundations.
The single greatest continuity from the 1990s is that the Eurasian continent remains the Grand Chessboard—the disparate and anarchic theatre of global geopolitics. The relative position of the different great powers may have changed, but two constants have survived. The first is the primacy of geopolitical contestation, whose instruments have become more diverse, but whose underlying aims—power projection and the expansion of national influence—are as compelling as ever. The second constant is the centrality of the Russia-China-U.S. strategic triangle within this geopolitical contestation. Triangularism has evolved considerably from the primitive models of the Cold War era, but today, more than ever, it exerts a decisive influence on the complex interaction between Moscow, Beijing, and Washington.
Strategic triangularism: genesis and development
Strategic triangularism between Russia, China, and the United States dates back to the beginnings of Communist China in 1949. Mao Zedong's dependence on Soviet economic and military assistance ensured that in the early years of the People's Republic there would be a “leaning to one side,” toward Moscow against the United States and its European and Asian allies.17 This foreign policy bias was reinforced by the circumstances of the Korean War (1950-53), which spawned two decades of strategic confrontation between Washington and Beijing.
The Soviet leadership took comfort in Chinese ideological and political support, although Beijing's real contribution was very limited. As noted in chapter 2, the Sino-Soviet “friendship” was never comfortable. Mao's emphasis on national self-reliance during this time reflected, in part, a suspiciousness toward the Soviet Union as a past and present imperial power that had rarely missed an opportunity to exploit Chinese weakness. Moscow's retention of its Far Eastern provinces and consolidation of Mongolia as a satellite state provided grist to an already active mill. Following Stalin's death the early promise of the Khrushchev era gave way to a further and decisive deterioration by the late 1950s. The protracted Sino-Soviet split after 1960 killed off any slim hopes of a partnership directed against the United States.
In the first two decades following the establishment of the PRC, triangularism was consequently a theoretical rather than practical proposition. The realities of the Cold War—the centrality of U.S.-Soviet strategic bipolarity, ongoing Sino-U.S. tensions over Taiwan—and Beijing's domestic preoccupations (the Great Leap Forward, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution) marginalized China in global geopolitics. Although it was a large and populous nation, with a massive standing army, its weaknesses together with Mao's unpredictability made China a most unattractive partner. At best it was a second-line regional power with a strongly isolationist mentality, whose ability to project influence beyond its borders was severely circumscribed.
The situation began to change in 1970-71. A softening of the excesses of the Cultural Revolution; the consequent (if limited) opening-up of China to the world, symbolized by the PRC's replacement of Taiwan at the United Nations; and Washington's desperation to extricate itself from the Vietnam War led to a rethinking of American policy toward China. With the Sino-Soviet border clashes of 1969 fresh in memory, the Nixon administration saw an opportunity to stretch the Soviet Union on two fronts, forcing it into strategic concessions across the globe from Europe to Southeast Asia.18 Beijing's aims were complementary: to safeguard its “strategic rear” and contain Soviet power, while gaining access to much-needed Western trade, investment, and technology. Nixon's 1972 visit to China, the first by an American president, put triangularism back on the geopolitical agenda. The Soviet leadership reacted to the Sino-American rapprochement by pursuing its own policy of détente with Washington.19 This initiated a period of reduced tensions between the two superpowers that lasted until the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979.
Triangularism during the era of détente was essentially defensive. Moscow sought to minimize the impact of Sino-American rapprochement, while Washington viewed China as a useful check on Soviet ambition. From the outset, however, the Russia-China-U.S. triangle was lopsided, owing to the overwhelming preponderance of military might in the two superpowers. As a strategic minnow in a bipolar world, China had only limited influence. The Sino-Soviet freeze led to the permanent stationing of large numbers of Soviet troops in the Far East—some 46 divisions by 198020—but neither Chinese hostility toward Moscow nor its flirting with Washington did much to curb Soviet behavior. On the contrary, the 1970s saw the aggressive expansion of Soviet power to Africa, Latin America, and, most notoriously, Afghanistan.
The strategic triangle was asymmetrical in another sense as well. Although in theory China was in the position of swing power, able potentially to maneuver between Moscow and Washington,21 the unevenness of its respective relationships with the United States and the USSR made this unfeasible. There was never any likelihood of Moscow and Beijing making common cause to counterbalance American power, since each was the other's most implacable enemy. Instead both looked to the United States—resolutely anti-communist but also more “rational”—as their external point of reference and sometimes succor.
In such a context ideas of strategic leverage and “balancing” were pipe-dreams. Neither Moscow nor Washington could plausibly threaten the other with the China card since this was of marginal value and, in any event, could not be readily deployed. It was equally futile for the PRC and the Soviet Union to use rapprochement with Washington to pressure each other into more cooperative policies. The most that could be done was to buttress the existing policy of mutual containment—and this too proved of dubious and short-lived value. In sum, the triangularism of the Cold War era was distorted, asymmetrical, and incomplete. At no stage did it threaten to become a more structured arrangement, and its impact, such as it was, was largely symbolic. It would take a radical reordering of the global balance of power for triangularism to acquire a measure of credibility.
Triangularism in the post-Cold War era
The collapse of the USSR in December 1991 appeared to provide just such an opening. A vibrantly self-confident United States emerged as the undisputed global leader; a demoralized Russia became a “black hole,”22 neither powerful in the traditional political-military sense nor a significant contributor to the post-Cold War order; and China arose cautiously but steadily out of its semiisolationist shell.23 The resultant equalization of Russia and China gave new life to strategic triangularism.24
Initially Moscow aspired to a condominium arrangement with the United States while sidelining China.25 However, Washington's refusal to indulge Yeltsin's fantasies of equality led to early disillusionment and the search for other ways to restore Russia to its “rightful” position as a great global power.26 By autumn 1993 geopolitics had regained its central position in Kremlin thinking.27 The emphasis on concepts such as “multivectorialism,””geographic balance,” and a “multipolar” world highlighted a reversion from positive-sum interdependency to more familiar balance-of-power notions. Triangularism again became fashionable in policymaking circles, along with ideas of Russia as both balancer and bridge between East and West.28
That said, Russian foreign policy continued to be overwhelmingly West-erncentric during the first half of the 1990s. Although relations with China improved substantially, the “eastern vector” remained a sideshow and strategic balancing largely non-existent. The situation changed with the appointment of Yevgeny Primakov as foreign minister in January 1996. Unlike his predecessor Andrei Kozyrev, who had interpreted multipolarity as an essentially cooperative enterprise with the United States and other Western powers, Primakov imbued it with a strongly competitive spirit. Multipolarity assumed the form of a “revised bipolarity”(see chapter 2).29 Russia alone could not contain the hegemonic behavior of the United States, but it might mitigate its effects by working with other major players similarly disturbed by Washington's monopoly of power. Since the Europeans had already been co-opted into the Clinton administration's internationalist agenda,30 Moscow turned increasingly to the non-Western powers, China and (to a lesser extent) India.31
Relations with a rising China served several purposes for Moscow in the triangular context. First, they offered the prospect of greater strategic flexibility by diluting its reliance on the United States. Second, rapprochement might persuade Washington to be more responsive to Russian interests. A “turn to the east” would stoke extant fears of “Russia going bad,” of becoming undemocratic and confrontational.32 Third, closer ties with a strong China could boost Russia's chances of becoming a “bridge between civilizations” or “guarantor” of European security against a possible, if distant, threat from the East. Finally, the spectacle of Moscow and Beijing working toward a common purpose—the “multipolarization of the world and the establishment of a new international order”33—enhanced Russia's credentials as an “indispensable” global power, without which no international issue could be resolved.34
For the remainder of the Yeltsin presidency, the Russian government consistently employed the China card in its relations with the United States. The “strategic partnership” with China became valuable principally as a counterweight to Washington's hegemonic power. It was an anti-relationship, whose focus was Americacentric rather than Sinocentric. For at the same time as the Yeltsin administration was trumpeting the virtues of multipolarity and geographical balance, it signed the Founding Act with NATO, joined the G-8, and remained fixated on the West.
The bankruptcy of triangularism
Moscow's crude attempts to exploit the Russia-China-U.S. triangle were an utter failure. Far from gaining strategic flexibility and influence, it achieved the opposite, closing off options with the West without strengthening Russia's position in the Asia-Pacific. The China card was ineffective in softening Western policies on the issues that mattered. Against strenuous Russian objections, NATO enlargement in central and eastern Europe proceeded apace, the alliance intervened militarily over Kosovo in 1999, Washington initiated a national missile defense program, and the United States and Britain launched air-strikes against the Saddam Hussein regime in Baghdad. American interests became increasingly active in Russia's neighborhood, while also stepping up criticisms of the Yeltsin administration's misgovernment, corruption, and brutal campaigns in Chechnya. Yeltsin's claims that the world community needed Russia sounded ever more implausible and his intemperate utterances—Russia and China “will dictate to the world!”35—underlined the extent to which a once great power had lost its way at home and abroad. In these circumstances the comparison with China only highlighted the two countries’ contrasting fortunes: on one side, an “empty superpower,” marginalized by East and West alike; on the other, a rising international presence, increasingly able to engage on a global as well as regional level.
The Primakovian vision failed so comprehensively during the 1990s because it was based on a strategic culture out of step with most of the developed and indeed developing world. Although President Clinton's message of positive-sum cooperation was not always well received, it contained aspects that appealed even to its opponents. Thus while China cared little for the “unipolar moment” in history,36 it benefited from a buoyant America in terms of trade and investment. Beijing understood, too, that attempting to challenge the United States directly would undermine its own modernization project. The Communist leadership was pragmatic enough to transcend geopolitical tradition and identify a larger national self-interest.
As a result, the gap widened between Primakov's semi-confrontational stance and the more accommodating philosophy of China's “peaceful rise.” Crucially, while Beijing did not allow the rhetoric of multipolarity to impinge on its growing engagement with Washington, Moscow tended to take such affirmations at face value. The delusional nature of Primakovian triangularism reached its nadir with his suggestion during a visit to New Delhi in December 1998 that Russia, China, and India should form an axis to constrain American power. Primakov's proposal showed an almost willful ignorance of the foreign policy motivations and interests of China and India.37
Triangularism in the 1990s also failed for the same reason as in the 1970s and 1980s, namely the manifestly unequal relationships between the United States, Russia, and China. During the Cold War Chinese weakness ensured that U.S.-Soviet bipolarity would remain the dominant strategic paradigm. The fall of the USSR and subsequent equalization of Russia and China appeared to provide the conditions for the re-emergence of triangularism. However, two factors militated against this. The first was the dominance and self-assurance of a “victorious” United States, which did not so much crush as co-opt (or ignore) its putative rivals. As Gilbert Rozman has observed, “power had become very unbalanced with no counterweight to the United States.”38 The second was that the equalization of Sino-Russian relations was only momentary, as a rapidly ascendant power intersected with one in sharp decline. By the end of the decade it was apparent that China had no interest in tying itself to a feeble Russia in opposition to a seemingly invincible United States. The strategic triangle was to all intents and purposes defunct.
A new lease of life
It is all the more striking, then, that in recent years ideas of triangularism have resurfaced, driven by the perception that the three powers are now more equal than at any time in their shared history. It is not only a question of “a self-confident America…being transformed into a fear-driven nation,”39 but of others exploiting its travails in Iraq and Afghanistan to reassert themselves. The emerging powers Russia, China, and India, as well as leading European states such as France and Germany, are participating much more actively in international decisionmaking. The Iraq war has demonstrated that the United States can no longer function as the “single pole,” supported only by a small coterie of pliant allies—the “coalition of the willing.”
The strategic opportunity opened up by America's difficulties has coincided with Russia's resurgence. The consolidation of Putin's political authority, the boom in world oil prices, consistently high economic growth since 1999, and sensible macroeconomic management have given Moscow the confidence to play on the world stage. It has been able to disregard Western criticisms of Russian domestic developments, take advantage of the continuing dependence of the former Soviet republics, and portray Russia as an integral player in the growing international consensus pressing the United States for greater consideration.
The decisive element in the new triangular framework, however, is the rise of China. In his 1997 book Brzezinski downplayed China's potential, pointing to various contradictions within its polity and economy that were likely to hinder its progress. He questioned whether it would necessarily become “a central global power”40 and thought that by 2020 it would merely be “well on the way to becoming the preponderant regional [original italics] power in East Asia.”41 Brzezinski's prognosis underestimated the speed of China's physical and psychological transformation. Today, although still predominantly a regional power, it is rapidly globalizing its outlook and interests. Beijing's voracious search for energy and natural resources has ensured that China these days is an actor whose domestic and international policies have worldwide implications.42 While it continues to suffer from major problems—a resources deficit, environmental degradation, the disjunction between economic liberalization and political authoritarianism—it seems destined to become the next global superpower some time in the first half of this century.
Certainly the mere possibility that this may occur has altered the dynamic between the United States, Russia, and China. For the first time in decades the notion of triangularism appears to have some basis in reality. Although China will not overtake the U.S. as the world's leading power anytime soon, there is a very real sense that the gap between them is narrowing and that one day Beijing will challenge American leadership, not just in the Asia-Pacific region, but also beyond.43 The strategic triangle would in that event assume new significance. Already in 2003, before the full extent of the Iraq imbroglio became apparent, Mikhail Margelov, chair of the International Affairs committee in the Federation Council, emphasized the nexus between the Sino-Russian relationship and the Russia-China-U.S. triangle.44 Margelov merely hinted at the return of competitive global geopolitics. More recently, however, the Russian government has become much more open about its ambitions in this regard. In August 2006 a senior Foreign Ministry official asserted with undisguised satisfaction that “interaction in the world arena between Russia and China…grows into a real geopolitical factor which other global ‘players’ cannot but reckon with.”45 The oblique reference to the United States revealed the belief that, after a hiatus of nearly two decades, Moscow could once again contest America's global leadership.
Putin's agenda for a resurgent Russia
Russia's current approach to triangularism borrows much from the original Primakov vision.46 Strategic leverage and balancing have acquired renewed currency, as has the notion of Russia as a bridge—not only between East and West, but also between the developed North and developing South.47 The salience of such ideas reflects a tacit understanding that Russia, notwithstanding its energy riches, can only become an influential global player with the help of others.


As in the 1990s China represents the most plausible partner in such an enterprise. Moscow sees the two countries forming a strategic axis, but one with its own individual characteristics. Crucially, China's principal utility is instrumental rather than intrinsic: to strengthen Russia's hand in its primary relationships with the United States, the EU, and the major European powers. Much as Moscow desires a productive partnership with Beijing, the West continues to supply the main external points of reference. Putin's claim that Russia belongs to mainstream European civilization reflects the extent to which its national consciousness is bound by long-standing political, economic, and cultural links with Europe. Equally the United States will retain its pre-eminent place in Russian strategic culture, even if China manages to close the gap. Russia seeks to renegotiate the terms of its interaction with the West, not to jettison it.48
Although such instrumentalism is more understated than under Yeltsin, geopolitics continues to be the main driving force behind the expansion of ties with Beijing. Consequently the “strategic partnership” has tended to fluctuate in inverse proportion to the state of Moscow's relations with Washington. It was underplayed in the year after 9/11 when Putin bought into the Bush administration's cooperative security agenda, but has benefited greatly from the severe deterioration in Russia-U.S. relations since then.49
Ideally Putin would like Russia to become the “third pole” in the emerging global multipolar order—retaining a distinct strategic identity, balancing between the United States and China, and being an “equal partner” to both. He therefore has a strong interest in ensuring that relations with the West do not deteriorate so far as to make Russia over-dependent on the Chinese. At the same time, close ties with Beijing enable Moscow to demonstrate to the West (and to itself) that it is not without options and can sustain an “independent” foreign policy. Russia benefits from the ambiguity in U.S.-Chinese relations, even if its influence here is minimal. In much the same way that “controlled tension” in East Asia allows it to maneuver in the margins and exploit regional uncertainties (see chapter 7), so the mix of suspicion and cooperation between Beijing and Washington feeds Russian aspirations to play the part of the balancer.
Moscow's worst nightmare is to be relegated to the status of junior partner to either (or both) of the other sides in the triangle. Two considerations make this prospect especially unpalatable. The first is a deep conviction in Russia's natural destiny as a great global power. Against this background the last twenty years are seen as an aberration, a modern “Time of Troubles,”50 following which Russia is resuming its normal course. Such thinking is well described in Dmitri Trenin's “back to 1913” thesis, which argues that Russian policymakers are pursuing today what they would have done a century ago had World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution not intervened to turn everything on its head.51
That Russia might become a junior partner to China is of particular concern.52 Whereas there is ample precedent for Washington's global leadership, the notion of Chinese pre-eminence is profoundly alien to an elite accustomed to regarding China as weak, backward, and often subordinate. Although the latter's dazzling rise and the concomitant decline of Soviet power have undermined such stereotypes, the possibility that China could become the senior partner in the relationship remains difficult to swallow, all the more so given Russia's own revival.
Moscow is therefore wary of doing too much to facilitate China's rise. The perfect scenario is for the United States and China to treat Russia as an essential partner in countering the other's hegemonic ambitions. To this purpose Moscow emphasizes multipolarity and the “democratization” of international relations, but simultaneously talks up Russia's European and Western credentials.53 This reflects an appreciation that Russia's best chance of recognition as the “indispensable power” is to position itself between East and West. It is revealing, in this connection, that senior Kremlin figures oppose suggestions that the G-8 should be expanded to a G-14 to include emerging non-Western powers such as China, India, and Brazil.54 Opening up membership of such an elite club would undermine Russia's claims to be the natural bridge between America, Europe, and Asia.
Beijing's globalist agenda
In principle, Beijing shares an interest with Moscow in counterbalancing the hegemonic power of the United States. Yet this apparent likemindedness hides multiple differences in perspective, interests, and priorities. The Communist leadership underplays the competitive elements of triangularism and denies that China has either the capacity or the inclination to overtake the United States. It is modest about Chinese achievements and highlights many unresolved problems. Self-effacing statements such as “China is the world's largest developing country,”55 “it will take at least decades for China to catch up with the Western world,”56 and “the United States will remain the world's only global hegemonic power for decades to come”57 differ markedly in substance and spirit from the self-aggrandizing pronouncements of many Russian politicians and commentators.


This linguistic gulf reflects the contrasting ways in which Russia and China have chosen to interact with the United States. The re-emergence of Moscow's competitive mindset has led it to contest American influence wherever it can, even when this is self-defeating.58 With the exception of Putin's endorsement of the U.S. troop deployment in Central Asia after 9/11, Moscow has tended to view American actions on the Eurasian continent as motivated chiefly by a desire to undermine Russian interests, for example, over Georgia.
China has adopted a more relaxed stance. Although it retains a strong geopolitical mindset and views the Eurasian chessboard as a fiercely competitive arena, it differs substantially from Russia in its policy responses to these strategic surroundings. Slogans such as “multipolarization” and “a new and just world order” serve formalistic purposes, but meanwhile Chinese state and business interests are frantically expanding cooperation with the “global hegemon.” The pragmatic bent of Chinese foreign policy is exemplified by the fact that its second and third largest trading partners—the United States and Japan—are also countries with which it has uncomfortable and sometimes hostile political relations.59 Despite public criticisms and occasional insults, Beijing's ties with Washington and Tokyo are far more substantial than its “close and warm” links with Moscow.60
Beijing is not disposed to challenge U.S. interests and actions except where it feels there is a pressing need to do so, such as over Taiwan and theatre missile defense. Even on priority issues the Chinese modus operandi is less confrontational than Russia's. In Central Asia it has taken a softly-softly approach to countering American influence: allowing Russia to take the “anti-hegemonic” lead; working through the multilateral mechanisms of the SCO; and emphasizing pan-regional economic cooperation. The Chinese agree with the Russians on the negative implications of many American policies—in Central Asia, Iran, Iraq, Israel/Palestine. Yet their distaste for Washington's behavior rarely stops them from doing business with it.61 They are able to quarantine concrete interests from ideological and philosophical objections, something the Russians have not managed to do in recent times.
In terms of the bigger picture this means that Beijing is able to reconcile the development of Sino-Russian partnership with closer ties with the United States. Unlike Moscow it has little interest in competitive balancing involving the other two sides of the triangle, since this would exacerbate frictions and limit its options. Concepts such as “peaceful rise”/“peaceful development” (see chapter 5) are intended to promote China as a constructive international actor committed to cooperation with all countries on the basis of common interests (as opposed to shared values). Ganging up with Russia against America would contradict this aim and incur unwarranted political and economic risks.62 In Russia, by contrast, anti-American sentiment is part of the genetic make-up of much of the elite and a feature of mainstream political discourse.63
Beijing's reluctance to become entangled in competitive triangularism also owes much to careful evaluation of the limits of partnership with Moscow. There are serious doubts as to how far Russia would move on Taiwan or in the event of Sino-American confrontation. Yevgeny Bazhanov has admitted that “Moscow may very easily get cold feet,”64 and it is indicative that it insisted on changing the venue for the “Peace Mission 2005” military exercises to the Shandong peninsula and Vladivostok—in other words, as far away as possible from the tense environment of the Taiwan Straits (see chapter 3). Putin's failure to consult with Beijing before making several critical decisions affecting Chinese interests—endorsement of the American military presence in Central Asia; acceptance of Washington's withdrawal from the ABM Treaty—underscores the dangers of relying on Russia.
Given these uncertainties Beijing has largely eschewed a balancing strategy in favor of an inclusive, non-aligned approach to international relations. Proceeding on the assumption that no single partner can be entirely trusted, it compensates by developing as many options as possible. In the triangular context, this means engaging positively with Russia and the United States, while avoiding any damage—direct or collateral—that might arise from geopolitical game-playing.
If forced to choose, however, Beijing might end up leaning toward Washington rather than Moscow. The United States, as the sole superpower, holds the key to China's most vital interests: economic modernization, the fate of Taiwan, the flow of energy resources through secure sea-lanes, markets for consumer products, the nation's physical security, access to high technology and high-quality tertiary education. Despite its difficulties in Iraq and Afghanistan, the United States remains the clear global leader. As China's modernization continues its frenetic pace, together with the liberalization and globalization of its society (if not polity), the Americacentric tendency in official and popular attitudes will only strengthen.65
In many respects, for the Chinese Russia represents the past: a former superpower harking back to earlier glories and living off its natural assets; an erstwhile ally of suspect reliability whose relevance to China's domestic and foreign policy goals is restricted to a few sectors only.66 Although Beijing observes the diplomatic proprieties of “strategic partnership,” it views Russia more as a “limited partner”67 than as a state with which it seeks comprehensive and deep engagement. It is the reverse with the United States. Despite being a much more difficult, less “friendly” interlocutor, America is truly China's indispensable partner.
Strategic balancing versus strategic inclusion
To date China's more inclusive approach in international relations has proved notably more effective than Russia's strategic balancing. Kremlin efforts to play the China card have “succeeded” to the extent that the Europeans are worried about Russia “turning East,” notably in relation to energy supply. But this approach has become increasingly self-defeating. There is no sign of the EU or the United States softening their opposition to Russian policies in key areas—whether in the former Soviet space, in central and eastern Europe, or over Iran—and Moscow risks further deterioration in relations with the West without obtaining adequate “compensation” from its partnership with China.
By contrast, Beijing's emphasis on positive engagement has enabled it to enjoy the benefits of partnership with Russia without detracting from flourishing ties with the United States and Europe. Its restrained handling of issues as diverse as Taiwan and Central Asia has given it the strategic flexibility that Moscow craves but has failed to achieve. Indeed, within the Russia-U.S.China triangle, it is China that has benefited most in recent years, effectively usurping Russia's place as the second “indispensable” power in Eurasia.
The duality in China's relations with the United States and Russia—the former critical to its interests across the board, the latter a limited partner only—will become more pronounced over time. In many respects—economic, technological, societal—the Chinese leadership and especially the Chinese people have moved on from Russia to embracing the next challenge: catching up with the West, and the United States in particular.68 As China's horizons and capabilities expand, triangularism will lose much of its relevance as a conceptual tool, to be replaced by a new Sino-American bipolarity.
That said, radical change is not imminent. The triangle will remain in place while the Chinese leadership uses the current “strategic window of opportunity”69 to complete the process of modernization. Moscow and Beijing will continue to oppose America's “hegemonic” influence in Eurasia. However, the very different priority each attaches to this overarching but vague objective means that such cooperation will remain half-hearted and largely ineffectual. Each side will pursue separate and sometimes competing agendas. Russia will reiterate its “European-ness,” attempt to reassert regional leadership in Central Asia, and look to carve out some sort of role in the Asia-Pacific. China will focus on expanding its presence across Eurasia, aspire to regional leadership in East Asia, tone down anti-Americanism to a ritualistic minimum, and quietly undermine Russian efforts to become the hegemon in Central Asia and an influential actor in East Asia.
The re-emergence of strategic anarchy
Despite suffering numerous setbacks in the past decade, the United States remains the only global power. Its authority is frequently questioned, sometimes successfully, but there is no serious threat to its primacy. Evidence of a concerted challenge from the other major powers is notably lacking. Moscow talks a confident game, but in practice recognizes significant limitations on Russian power; its ambition is to be accepted as one of the world's leading players, not to compete for top spot with the United States. Meanwhile the thrust of recent Chinese foreign policy has been toward engagement rather than competition, as Beijing focuses mainly on domestic and regional priorities. Speculation about “a struggle for global primacy” between the major powers is overblown. China, Russia, and perhaps India will look to undermine America's dominance and limit the exercise of its “hegemonic” power, but this will be an evolutionary (and uncoordinated) process rather than a seismic shift.
Nevertheless, the diminution of American moral and political influence has facilitated the emergence of a more disparate, “anarchic” strategic environment. The nature of this anarchy is twofold. First, the threats identified by Brzezinski have become more apparent. Islamic extremism, in particular, has emerged as one of the greatest challenges to American authority in Eurasia. Sovereign states may still be “the basic units of the world system,”70 but nonstate actors and processes are increasingly vying with established institutions.
The second anarchic feature that distinguishes contemporary Eurasia is more Hobbesian in its import. Since Washington's capacity to coerce or persuade others is much reduced, other players—major powers and minor actors alike—have more scope for independent action. If it is true that no single entity or even loose coalition of interests is able to overturn American primacy, then equally the United States is less able to shape the attitudes and actions of others. American influence in Russia is at its lowest ebb since the late Gorbachev period; its political leverage on Beijing is limited; the U.S. presence in Central Asia is under pressure from many quarters; the Middle East is more than ever a cauldron of uncertainties; WMD proliferation remains a huge threat; and even close allies such as Japan and South Korea have become more assertive in their dealings with Washington.
Brzezinski's “ordered geopolitical pluralism” has given way to its disorderly cousin, one strongly resistant to American influence. Other major players, including Russia and China, have exploited this to promote their national agendas to an extent inconceivable a decade ago, when there seemed few limits to American power and self-belief. Writing in 2005, Brzezinski captured the change well: “while no major international problem can be resolved without America, America cannot resolve any major international problem on its own.”71 The only way of restoring global stability—and America's political and moral authority—was to find “partners,” which required a less hubristic, more historically and culturally aware approach.72
Evolution of the Grand Chessboard
The issue of partners raises the question of where Russia and China now stand on Brzezinski's Grand Chessboard. In 1997 he argued that Europe was “Russia's only real geostrategic option—the option that could give Russia a realistic international role and also maximize the opportunity of transforming and socially modernizing itself.” This was largely because the alternatives were unrealistic: a strategic condominium with the United States; restoration of the Soviet Union; and “anti-hegemonic” coalition-building.73
Brzezinski overestimated the rational-actor element in Russian foreign policy. Many of the ideas he dismissed as illogical and self-defeating have remained influential nonetheless. Although Moscow disavows any intention to revive the USSR, it is committed to projecting Russian power throughout the former Soviet space.74 More than at any time since the collapse of the USSR, Russia's approach to its neighborhood reveals a patrimonial mentality.75 Meanwhile it continues to peddle Primakovian ideas of “counterbalancing” coalitions directed against the United States, even in the face of lukewarm interest from China and India.76 Russia has not only failed to take up its “only real geostrategic option,” but has become increasingly alienated from a postmodern, institutionalized Europe.77 Putin may insist that it is “an integral part of European civilization,” but the integrationist vision has been put firmly on the back burner.78


In fact, Russia as a Eurasian actor has become much as Dmitri Trenin has described—a twenty-first-century version of the last Tsarist regime. It is geopolitically self-contained, “independent” in the sense that it is not beholden to the West, and assertive. It has few friends or allies but is not particularly concerned by this. It believes that it has considerable license on the Eurasian continent, even if the consequences of its actions turn out to be self-harming. Russia these days acts in the manner of a global power, one that feels able to ignore the constraints of its limited capacities through an unshakable faith in its central importance in world affairs.79
China, in many respects, remains a regional rather than a truly international player—a function of still modest capabilities, natural caution, and an introspective tradition in foreign policy. But the trends are unmistakable: China is increasingly thinking and acting global. The pace of this attitudinal change has been extraordinary and its implications are far-reaching. While Beijing's more ambitious outlook has yet to translate into overt rivalry with the United States, its activist and multidirectional foreign policy has reinforced the “pluralization” of the Eurasian geopolitical environment in ways that run directly counter to Brzezinski's vision of a Washington-led consensus.
Brzezinski was right in judging that “geopolitical pluralism in Eurasia as a whole will [be] neither…attainable nor stable without a deepening strategic understanding between America and China.”80 The difficulty is getting there. In a world without a defined international system—unipolar, multipolar or multilateral81—consensus is unlikely, particularly if it is to be achieved, as Brzezinski hoped, on the basis of China accepting a subordinate role as Washington's lieutenant.
Much more probable is that China will become steadily (if cautiously) more assertive, initially in East Asia and Central Asia, but eventually across much of Eurasia. It will engage constructively with the United States and Russia, but with a larger objective in mind: China as the eventual leader of a new continental consensus. This may take a very long time to materialize but would represent in its view an alternative route out of Eurasia's present anarchic condition and the constraints and shortcomings of American leadership. Such a Beijing-centered order would not be a hegemonic arrangement so much as a Concert of Great Powers, with China being primus inter pares.
For the time being, however, the Grand Chessboard will remain a theatre of untidy geopolitical interaction. The emergence of a strategic consensus, whether led by Washington or Beijing, is a distant prospect, and Brzezinski's dream of a Trans-Eurasian Security System82 will remain just that—a dream.The “brief window of historical opportunity” to achieve “global peace” on American terms83 has shut and the “universalization” of Western norms and values appears as hopelessly utopian as ever.84 But it will be decades, if ever, before China is able to substitute its own vision of order and prosperity.
The most plausible prognosis, then, is for an extended period of transition and uncertainty, dominated not by stable interstate relations—such as strategic partnerships—but by arrangements that are flexible and opportunistic. The players on the Grand Chessboard will remain much the same, but their interaction will change constantly in response to evolving regional and international conditions. Tactical expediency, not common strategic purpose, will be the hallmark of the new Eurasian geopolitics, and the Russia-China axis of convenience will reflect the spirit of the age.
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CONCLUSION—FROM “STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP” TO STRATEGIC TENSION
“Some Russian politicians like to taunt the West and Japan with the notion that Russia might team up with China in an anti-Western axis…the wariness and suspicion between these two neighbors (indeed, for many Russians, fear) and the strength of their separate interests in and with the West…make this an improbable scenario. It is more likely that, over time, nervousness about China's growing power could impel Russia to seek closer relations with the West.”
—Trilateral Commission Report on Russia, 20061
“Thus far, China has pursued a non-expansionist and non-aggressive foreign policy; this will continue over the next decade. Yet, China's size and growth rates pose a standing problem to Russia. The difference between the two countries’ potentials has increased, and the problem of the depopulation and economic stagnation of Siberia and Russia's Far East is becoming psychologically difficult for Moscow to bear.”
—SERGEI KARAGANOV, 20052
The story of Sino-Russian relations over the past twenty years is a remarkable one. Two once bitter foes have developed a mutually beneficial partnership in the face of an unfortunate shared history, cultural and racial prejudice, political misunderstandings, ideological differences, and geopolitical rivalry. If ever there was a relationship that seemed destined to fail, this was it. It is easy to forget just how bad the atmosphere was even as late as the mid-1980s. In his memoirs, long-time Chinese foreign minister and vice-premier Qian Qichen described the thirty-year period before Gorbachev's famous 1989 visit to Beijing as “ten years of debate from 1959 to 1969, ten years of confrontation from 1969 to 1979, and ten years of negotiation from 1979 to 1989.” During this time, “there were both cold and hot wars.”3 If anything, Qian was putting a gloss on things. The “ten years of debate” were a period of ideological and political confrontation, while the “ten years of negotiation” were also a very tense time, during which the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, Moscow's support for the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia, and heavy troop concentrations along the Sino-Soviet frontier were major sources of friction.4
In July 1986 in Vladivostok, Gorbachev articulated a new cooperative vision that became the basis of Sino-Russian rapprochement. However, the weight of mutual suspicion and the disintegration of the Soviet Union proved to be serious obstacles to progress, and initially Yeltsin's new Russia and a post-Tiananmen China regarded each other with considerable distaste. Although the relationship improved steadily in the course of the 1990s, attitudes remained highly ambivalent. Moscow and Beijing proclaimed their “strategic partnership” and commitment to a new “global multipolar order,”5 yet senior Russian figures continued to speak openly of the “China threat.” During this period, the Kremlin's world-view remained thoroughly West-erncentric and China occupied a secondary position in its foreign policy priorities.
The first years of the twenty-first century have witnessed the strengthening of positive trends, with past problems and difficulties being set aside and, in some cases, removed altogether. When Vladimir Putin and Hu Jintao declare that relations have never been better, they are making no idle boast. The “strategic partnership” is more multidimensional and substantial than at any time in the two countries’ history, including the period of “unbreakable friendship.” The degree of political, strategic, and normative convergence that has been achieved is impressive. Even economic ties, traditionally the weakest part of the relationship, have undergone considerable expansion in the last few years.
In summing up the Sino-Russian partnership, then, it is important to place any observations about its shortcomings in context. Not only is it a largely effective relationship in its own right, but it also represents the greatest Russian foreign policy achievement of the post-Soviet period, as well as a landmark in Beijing's strategy for China's “peaceful rise”/“peaceful development” and the building of a “harmonious world.” It is, for all its faults, one of the more convincing examples of positive-sum international relations today.
Finding a middle way
Many observers of developments in Russia and China tend to evaluate them in terms of boom or bust, rise and fall.6 This is similarly the case with views of the bilateral relationship, which, depending on one's perspective, is either a “strategic partnership for the twenty-first century,”7 a de facto political-military alliance, or an increasingly difficult interaction whose contradictions foreshadow a potentially devastating schism.8 This book has attempted to steer between these overdrawn assessments by recognizing the achievements of the relationship while highlighting its limitations. The progress between Russia and China has been exceptional. At the same time it is important not to swallow the official line that this is truly a strategic partnership, one that sets a new template for international relations.
This concluding chapter pulls together some of the themes explored earlier. It focuses on the key drivers and characteristics of Sino-Russian partnership, as well as the main obstacles inhibiting its development. For these elements, positive and negative, not only define the current relationship but will continue to shape it over coming decades.
A “normal” relationship
The first and perhaps most important point to make is that the partnership is surprisingly “normal.” Like most relationships, it is a mix of good and bad, the successful along with the less successful. There is a strong public commitment to expanding cooperation, but this positive mindset is constantly undermined by prejudice, myopia, lack of political will, private agendas, and dysfunctional decisionmaking (especially on the Russian side).
The “strategic partnership” is not a “relationship of a new type,”9 but one that is fairly conventional in structure, style, and thought. Moscow and Beijing have injected considerable realism into their interaction. They recognize that some problems and tensions remain, but this does not stop them from doing business. Although their summit statements are full of extravagant commitments, on the whole this is an unsentimental affair, driven less by ideational convergence than cold-eyed perceptions of national interests.
As such it represents something of a throwback to the nineteenth-century model of great-power relations. Palmerston's famous maxim, “nations have no permanent friends or allies, they only have permanent interests,”10 might have been invented with today's Sino-Russian relationship in mind. The convergence between Moscow and Beijing is not the result of a mutual epiphany, intrinsic likemindedness, or empathy with “universal” principles of global interdependency, but reflects the abiding importance of traditional realpolitik imperatives: national security, power projection, management of the strategic balance. Ideas serve principally instrumental purposes—to rationalize and legitimize the pursuit of concrete national interests. Thus the neo-Westphalian emphasis on the primacy of state sovereignty supplies a normative veneer to efforts to contain the West's multidimensional influence while maximizing their own.
The primacy of geopolitics
Another indicator of the “normality” of Sino-Russian relations is that geopolitics retains its central importance in the world-view of both leaderships. Although many in the West are wont to dismiss geopolitics as anachronistic, it is an entirely logical modus operandi for two countries that possess vast territories, have suffered repeatedly from invasion, and have been accustomed at different times in their history to being the hegemon in their region (and, in Russia's case, beyond). The ruling elites in Moscow and Beijing have been brought up in a realist strategic culture that emphasizes the element of struggle in an often viciously competitive world, where power relations dominate at the expense of allegedly universal values. Given the volatility of the contemporary international environment, it is no surprise that Russia and China have been so wary ofWestern liberal conceptions of positive-sum interdependency.
The geopolitics of the twenty-first century is a much more sophisticated and variegated phenomenon than its nineteenth-century predecessor. Indeed, Moscow and Beijing eschew its vocabulary, preferring to couch their objectives in more modern and inclusive language. Soft power, interdependency, globalization, and “universal threats and challenges” have displaced zero-sum calculus, the balance of power, and spheres of influence as the lingua franca of international relations. Russia and China recognize, moreover, that traditional political-military means are blunt and unwieldy, all the more so when their respective military capabilities are either too degraded (in Russia's case) or underdeveloped (China) to be credible instruments of regional and global influence. Instead the two governments have played to their strengths: Russia relying on its control of energy and commodity resources; China on its vast potential as the world's fastest growing economy, at once mass producer and mass consumer.
As we noted at the outset, this “new geopolitics” is only new in the means employed to achieve its objectives, not in the constructs themselves, which remain much the same as in their nineteenth-century heyday. The preservation of geopolitical space and the projection of power remain central priorities in Moscow and Beijing. The significance both leaderships attach to Central Asia illustrates this dichotomy well; the terms of expression and institutional processes differ from the past, but the motivations do not. Geopolitical calculus is never far from the surface of bilateral relations as well. Russia views China as a potential long-term threat in the Russian Far East and Central Asia, while China values a stable relationship with Russia as a means of protecting its strategic rear in East and Central Asia.
Sino-Russian geopolitical convergence is predominantly defensive in spirit. At first sight this seems hard to square with the twin phenomena of China's spectacular rise and Russia's resurgence, or with the two countries’ stated intention of establishing a new global order. Yet these two great powers associate with one another more out of a desire to enhance national security (in the widest sense of the term) and safeguard their position in the world than to facilitate the prosecution of an expansionist agenda. Although they retain assertive foreign policy instincts, neither side counts on the other for support when it comes to the hard issues of power projection. Russia has no interest in becoming embroiled in a crisis over Taiwan or taking sides in a possible Sino-American confrontation. China is equally averse to being exploited as a glorified bargaining chip in Russia's relations with the West, while it is increasingly a direct competitor in Central Asia. Crucially, both partners pay far more attention to the West than they do to each other.
A limited partnership
It serves Moscow and Beijing to talk up their relationship, both as a means of self-affirmation and to maximize their clout in a Western-dominated world. Russia, in particular, has used the China card to resurrect its international profile after the collapse of the USSR and the domestic and foreign policy disasters of the 1990s. Although the talking-up of the “strategic partnership” provokes international concern as well as respect, from Moscow's perspective this is not necessarily a bad outcome. As the Georgia crisis has demonstarted, many in the political establishment subscribe to Machiavelli's dictum that it is better to be feared than loved (and ignored).
But we should have no illusions about the warmth of Sino-Russian ties. This is not so much a strategic partnership as a limited partnership—limited in scope, in depth, and above all in mutual trust. Earlier chapters have focused on various fault-lines: uncertainty over the long-term future of the Russian Far East; Moscow's anxieties about China's economic capabilities; incipient rivalry in Central Asia; competing visions of strategic architecture in East Asia; and different perceptions of the world and China's and Russia's roles in it.
One of the relationship's most serious weaknesses is its lack of substance, notwithstanding the progress of recent years. Many achievements are relative and partial. Trade and economic ties are a fraction of China's with the United States, and Russia's with the EU. The much-trumpeted convergence on international issues such as Iran, Central Asia, and U.S. “hegemonism” masks significant differences of emphasis and of specific interests. If the importance of a relationship were measured by the frequency of high-level visits or number of intergovernmental agreements, then we might conclude that the Sino-Russian partnership was each country's most important foreign policy priority. Yet the lack of content in many of these agreements, on the rare occasions they are implemented, suggests that both sides are often just going through the motions.
The importance of asymmetry
Much of the difficulty in translating rhetoric into substance stems from the growing asymmetry in perspectives, interests, and capabilities. More than any other factor, this has hindered the development of a long-term common sense of purpose. The two sides have different, and often competing, agendas. Putin's absolute foreign policy priority is to restore Russia as a great global power. Such a mission implies fulfillment of two other key objectives: first, Russia's re-emergence as the “regional superpower”—the dominant player in the former Soviet space; and, second, international recognition of Russia as an equal partner in its relationships with the other major powers. Beijing's view on these matters is somewhat different. It holds a lower opinion of Russia's influence in world affairs. While it recognizes that Russia's importance has grown substantially under Putin, in practice it does not regard it as a genuinely global actor or even as the dominant player in the former Soviet Union.
These opposing perceptions have a critical impact on the policies of both countries. Russia's bullish self-perception translates into an assertive approach in Central Asia, an unhealthy fixation on the geopolitics of energy, “balancing” between Asia and Europe, and attempts to revive Russia-China- U.S. triangularism as a way of positioning Moscow at the center of global decisionmaking. Such an ambitious program is at odds with China's approach, which treats Russia as a secondary bilateral rather than primary global partner, and as a source of energy rather than a close collaborator in an anti-Western or non-Western caucus of great powers. The practical consequence of these divergent views is that Beijing sees diminishing constraints to expanding China's presence in Central Asia, sidelining Russia in the Asia-Pacific, or ignoring its pretensions to be the global pivot between the United States and China.
Although such asymmetry does not threaten an early crisis, it poses questions about the longer-term evolution of their relationship—of which more later. Suffice it to say here that the policy outcomes of this growing imbalance belie official claims that the two sides have “an identity of approaches…to the key global problems.”11 Russia and China may be able to agree on some general principles—notably the primacy of national sovereignty and the undesirability of U.S “unipolarity”—but they diverge on many levels: strategic orientation, general approach to international relations, and specific policies.
These differences translate into a mutual wariness. Beijing sees no reason to restrict its options by tying itself too closely to a state whose increasingly confrontational approach toward the West and the former Soviet Union is a major source of international tension. The last thing it needs as it seeks to persuade the world of its good intentions is “guilt by association.” For Moscow, concerns about China's rise, not to mention its own Western-oriented world-view, make it cautious about committing itself to a state whose long-term intentions remain a mystery. The number of thorny issues involving one or the other or both parties—Taiwan, Central Asia, the geopolitics of energy, Iran, North Korea, Georgia—represents a further disincentive to a closer relationship. Underlying all this is a pervasive mistrust. Many Russian policymakers still operate on the basis of a potential “China threat” (military, economic, or demographic), while Beijing has learned from experience that Moscow can be a most unreliable partner.
A fragile friendship
One of the principal claims of the “strategic partnership,” often cited as proof of its existence, is that Moscow and Beijing have managed to resolve all outstanding bilateral problems. In particular, the border agreement of October 2004 carried immense symbolic importance, signifying that the two countries had put the past behind them and could now turn their attention toward an active agenda of cooperation.
In fact, as a number of Russian commentators have pointed out, nothing has been settled definitively. Although the border agreement is a landmark achievement that opens the way to a more substantive relationship, it has done little to dampen Russian suspicions of Chinese irredentism.12 There continues to be widespread suspicion that China will move into the near void of the Russian Far East as soon as it feels able, irrespective of what agreements or understandings have been reached. This may not happen for decades, particularly while the Communist leadership remains preoccupied with domestic modernization and reunification with Taiwan. But there may eventually come a time when these tasks are completed and Beijing turns its gaze elsewhere—and where more likely than the RFE, once part of the Qing Empire?


No matter how often the Chinese leadership denies any territorial ambitions, significant elements in the Russian elite will continue to believe the worst. This skepticism, founded in the conviction that “nature abhors a vacuum,”13 reflects an abiding geopolitical mindset: Russia fears the Chinese strategic and demographic threat in its eastern provinces precisely because it considers such behavior as instinctive to any major power. “Those who can, do,” especially when vital natural resources are at stake. On a less existential level, Russia's secondary importance in China's world-view focuses attention on the increasingly exploitative character of their relationship. Putin's complaint about the unbalanced structure of trade—Russian natural resources in exchange for low-grade Chinese manufactured goods14—reflects a larger concern that it is being “used” rather than valued as a partner.
Such attitudes have a knock-on effect. Since Russian policymakers never entirely trust the Chinese, they seek to limit their dependency on Beijing and explore strategic options elsewhere. In the Central Asian context, that means reinforcing political, economic, and military ties with key regional players such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. In East Asia, it entails ideas of a Concert of Asia as well as expanding links with Japan as a counterbalance to Chinese influence. And globally it is reflected in the emphasis on Russia's “Europeanness” and pretensions to be the Eurasian bridge. Such ambiguous behavior heightens Chinese perceptions of Russia's limited utility as a partner, on whom it is unwise to depend too much. Beijing therefore takes out of the relationship what it can, without obsessing too much over the sincerity of their “friendship.” What really matters in the end is the effective pursuit of specific interests: consolidating China's strategic rear and ensuring the flow of oil, timber, and other commodities.
The axis of convenience
Russia and China bring very different perspectives, assumptions, and expectations to the “strategic partnership.” They emphasize the identity of their positions on bilateral and international questions, and yet there is virtually no area of the relationship where the two sides “are in complete agreement.”15 Closer inspection reveals apparent strengths to be weaknesses as well. Thus the positive of rapid trade expansion is diluted by the negative of its “distorted” structure. Agreement on the desirability of squeezing the Americans out of Central Asia is offset by different visions of a post-American order. Moscow and Beijing identify the need to challenge U.S.“hegemonic” power, but not how to do this. There is consensus on the utility of “strategic partnership,” but not on what this entails, how it should develop, and on whose terms. In short, the Sino-Russian relationship is characterized by numerous gaps, misunderstandings, and dividing lines.
The wonder, then, is how both sides have managed to make it work. The Russians and Chinese retain ambivalent views of each other—to put things at their kindest—yet they have managed to rise above such misgivings to their mutual profit. How have they defied the odds?
The main answer is that the relationship is an axis of mutual convenience. It helps that neither side has excessive expectations of the other; at no stage has the relationship been overtaxed by optimism. Since the initial hopes were relatively modest, there has been limited scope for disappointment. The two sides have found each other useful, albeit in different ways, but have benefited from having no honeymoon period. Contrast this to the highs of Russia-U.S. relations in the aftermath of the Soviet collapse and post-9/11, both of which were followed by equally dramatic lows—the 1999 Kosovo crisis and the current state of semi-confrontation.16
The improvement in Sino-Russian relations has been steady and linear. There have been important signposts on the way: progressive demarcation of the border, along with security confidence-building measures; the 2001 Treaty of Good Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation; the establishment and expansion of the SCO; the growth of economic ties. Much of the progress has been unspectacular, but it has always been useful. It has also been politically palatable. Whereas the Kremlin's relations with the United States have often been controversial, even China-critics within the Russian elite support the development of functional ties with Beijing.17 Similarly, while RFE provincial administrations have opposed some of the detail of the border agreements, they have favored close economic links with China, if only as a means of survival.
The relationship has benefited greatly from having a ready external reference point. The dominant presence of the United States in regional and global affairs has been a critical bonding factor. Moscow and Beijing have been able to establish a common language and understanding at the level of broad, “anti-hegemonic” principle. In Russia this has deflected attention away from the “China threat,” which even in the worst-case scenario is a remote one, to the more immediate priority of Western strategic “encroachment” in Russia's neighborhood. The “anti-relationship” dimension of the partnership is less important to China, but is still useful in enabling it to concentrate on what unites the two countries rather than what divides them. Thus incipient strategic competition in Central Asia can be masked by a (more or less) common front against a long-term American presence in the region. And problems in developing energy cooperation or the overall economic relationship do not seem quite so significant when the spotlight lies instead on the Bush administration's attempts to assert global leadership. In this context it matters relatively little that Beijing is more interested in cooperation than confrontation with Washington. By appearing to empathize with Moscow, it enhances the prospects of realizing priority objectives in their relationship.
Of course, to achieve such an accommodation both sides have had to stress the pluses of interaction while underplaying the minuses—a task demanding tolerance, the suspension of disbelief, and strategic patience, especially on the Chinese side. Beijing's muted reaction to the Kremlin's failure to consult over endorsement of the American troop deployment post-9/11 and to the cancellation of the Yukos-CNPC pipeline agreement reflected a willingness to take long views. The Chinese saw that a publicly negative reaction would achieve nothing, whereas a more conciliatory approach might reap dividends over time. This judgment proved correct in both cases.18
Moscow and Beijing have generally been able to manage their differences through the simple expedient of not airing them in public. In this respect, as in many others, their approach compares well with the dramatizing of Russia's disagreements with the West. Russia and China are direct competitors for influence in Central Asia. Yet there is barely a whisper of this, with both sides instead stressing the importance of cooperation against the “three evils” of terrorism, separatism, and extremism. Likewise Russian concerns over the latent Chinese demographic threat in the Far East are soft-pedaled through the institutional device of joint arrangements regulating cross-border traffic. The exercise of such discretion is facilitated by the closed nature of decisionmaking in both countries. Whereas transparency and accountability in Western democracies can constrain policymakers, this is not the case in Russia and China, where foreign policy has always been an elite preserve.19
Ultimately, the axis of convenience functions because Moscow and Beijing understand that it benefits them to rise above any differences for the sake of the greater—or at least more urgent—good. Crudely put, Russia “needs” China as a strategic counterweight to the United States, to maximize its foreign policy options, and in support of its aspirations to play an increasingly influential role in the world. China looks to Russia as a key source of oil, timber, and military technology. Although these objectives and the attitudes underpinning them are highly asymmetrical, both countries are bound by a common interest in pursuing cooperation rather than being distracted by a debilitating rivalry.
The future
This perception of a larger common interest is likely to stay in place over the next ten years. Although their partnership is becoming more unbalanced, Moscow and Beijing will continue to find it useful in meeting their primary objectives. Importantly, the tensions that exist between them are not immediately critical; there is no deal-breaker on the horizon. Strategic rivalry in Central Asia is in its preliminary stages, while the issue of Chinese “demographic expansion” has been defused for the time being. Both sides will work together against the threat of Islamic radicalism and reject Western criticisms of anti-democratic trends in their countries. The energy relationship may—or may not—develop according to the ambitious agreements signed by Putin and Hu at the March 2006 summit. But either way Russia will remain a significant source of Chinese oil imports. Military-to-military cooperation will expand following the qualified successes of “Peace Mission 2005” and “Peace Mission 2007.” There will be public solidarity on most international issues, and the United States will remain a convenient focus for anti-hegemonic sentiment. Overall the logic of cooperation will continue to outweigh the negatives in the relationship.
Five scenarios for the long term
What is less clear is how the partnership will evolve beyond the next decade. Although many of the problems discussed in preceding chapters are unlikely to lead to an early crisis, neither will they simply recede with “goodwill” and the fading of historical memory.20 On the contrary, they may become more difficult to manage as wider regional and global developments impact increasingly on the relationship.
Attempting to project longer-term trends is necessarily a speculative enterprise, because forecasts depend on a whole host of variables whose influence is difficult to predict. Nevertheless, scenario-building is useful in highlighting the binding forces and fault-lines in the relationship and in enabling us to contemplate a wide range of possibilities for its future development. With this in mind, we now turn our attention to five long-term scenarios for the evolution of the Sino-Russian “strategic partnership”: (i) strategic convergence; (ii) political-military alliance; (iii) “the end of history”; (iv) confrontation; and (v) strategic tension.
Strategic convergence
Strategic convergence is about positive continuity. It is based on the assumption that Moscow and Beijing will build on the rapprochement of the post-Soviet period to enhance cooperation in all spheres and at all levels of the relationship. The deficiencies that inhibit ties and undermine mutual trust would gradually be reduced and eventually eliminated. Strategic convergence would be an essentially linear and relatively smooth process. Solutions to existing problems might require some time to take effect, perhaps many years, but would ultimately be successful. The end-result would be a fully functional strategic partnership, characterized by normative likemindedness and close policy coordination, but without threatening a renewed confrontation with the West along the lines of the Cold War.
Specifically, strategic convergence would involve the following elements. First, the two countries would hold virtually identical views on nearly all regional and global questions: Central Asia, engagement with the West, the Korean situation, energy security, Iran, Iraq. Second, convergence would mean the resolution of outstanding bilateral differences. The notion of a “China threat” would become obsolete; the RFE would become the center of a new regional boom, driven by transnational energy and infrastructural projects; and economic links would flourish. Third, there would be geopolitical accommodation. Russia and China would not only work together, and with other like-minded powers, to restrain American “hegemonic” power, but each would find its niche on the Eurasian continent. China would become the leading power in East Asia, Russia in Central Asia. However, Russia would also play a growing role in Asia-Pacific affairs, while China would become a more significant player in Central Asia. There would be no new “Great Game” between Moscow and Beijing, in large part because both would defuse any tensions through increasingly effective multilateral institutions such as the SCO.
Strategic convergence is one of the more convincing scenarios because it is a logical extrapolation of current positive trends in the relationship. Its core premise, that both sides will continue to find cooperation beneficial, is reasonable. As a non-confrontational course, it is also geopolitically flexible. It would not prevent Russia and China from developing good relations with other partners, such as the United States and EU.


However, plausible though this scenario is in many respects, it underestimates several important factors. The first is the growing asymmetry in Russian and Chinese capabilities. The extraordinary speed of China's transformation and rise as a global power will ensure that an already unequal relationship becomes even more so. This will lead to increased friction between Moscow and Beijing, no matter how hard the respective leaderships strive to contain this. Inevitably the Russian elite (and general population) will become more concerned about the fate of the “empty” eastern provinces. Meanwhile, China could revert to an overt Middle Kingdom mentality, leading it to treat Russia in an offhand and neo-colonial fashion—as a source of raw materials and little else.
The second potentially disruptive element arises out of internal developments in Russia and China. Strategic convergence assumes a stable and prosperous future in both countries, yet there are many doubts on this score. Partnership could hardly be insulated from the consequences of domestic political or economic crisis. Such a crisis could exacerbate extant nationalist sentiments—as happened between Russia and Japan in the 1990s—and find a ready outlet in interethnic tensions in the RFE or rivalry in Central Asia.21 Moscow's continuing failure to address the socioeconomic problems of the RFE, in particular, provides a natural focus for re-emergent tensions.
Finally, the strategic convergence scenario does not give sufficient weight to external factors. Putin himself has admitted that “the disposition of political forces and development trends in the world” will have a crucial impact on the future of the partnership.22 Sino-American relations will be especially pivotal in this regard, where three alternative sub-plots suggest themselves. In the first, the dynamic between Beijing and Washington would remain much as it is: a mixture of cooperation, competition, and containment.23 In the second, there would be a major escalation of tensions, almost certainly over Taiwan, resulting in confrontation between China and the United States. The third sub-plot envisages Sino-American rapprochement, involving the comprehensive development of relations and even strategic convergence.
Of the three sub-plots, all but the first would cause Moscow considerable concern. Sino-American confrontation would force it to make undesirable foreign policy choices and expose the underlying fragility of its partnership with Beijing. Russia would almost certainly be asked to demonstrate its good faith by making good on hitherto rhetorical expressions of support. And yet it is difficult to imagine the Kremlin mortgaging Russia's future to an aggressive China, especially one which it suspects might next turn its attention to the RFE.


Still worse would be a strategic convergence between China and the United States. Russia's peripheral role in the Asia-Pacific would be further minimized, while its primacy in Central Asia would be challenged simultaneously by the world's two leading powers. Globally a Sino-American condominium would marginalize Russia from international decisionmaking, leaving it as little more than a secondary regional power. In this event, the “strategic partnership” would become a dead letter, replaced by a relationship of “tactical convenience” almost wholly on Beijing's terms.24
Chapter 7 referred to Moscow's preference for a state of “controlled tension” in East Asia. This idea is applicable to Russian foreign policy interests across the board. Moscow has a large stake in status quo international politics, whereby it can pretend to an influence that appears more impressive than it is. With China some way from completing its transition from regional to global power, and America's global leadership undermined by recent developments, Russia can exploit the partial vacuum of international authority to position itself as an “indispensable” power. But in the event of either open conflict or stabilization of the global geopolitical environment, the limits of Russian influence would be ruthlessly exposed. Sino-Russian strategic convergence is therefore best served if there are no radical changes, for better or worse, to the international system and its constituent interstate relations. Even in that case, however, partnership would be selective, limited, and asymmetrical.
Political-military alliance
One of the loose ends in the strategic convergence scenario is the matter of its endpoint. Assuming steady progress, could the relationship evolve eventually into an alliance arrangement: either an updated version of the 1950 Sino-Soviet treaty, or perhaps a more “modern” set-up, such as the “special” relationships the United States enjoys with the United Kingdom and Japan?
Moscow and Beijing have consistently denied any intention to enter into a formal alliance, which would signal a return to the bloc politics they publicly condemn. Such assurances may or may not be believed. What is more relevant is whether there exists any logic for transforming the “strategic partnership” into a political-military alliance. The answer is an emphatic no.
The biggest problem with an alliance is that it is an inflexible course of action that demands considerable commitment. It would, for example, oblige Russia and China to come to each other's aid in the event of conflict with a third party—such as the United States over Taiwan. This would be a Russian military planner's worst nightmare.25 Despite the deterioration in Russia-U.S.relations, Moscow has no interest in allowing this to reach the point of confrontation. Not only would it clearly lose from a new Cold War, but its political, economic, and security interests are closely tied to cooperative engagement with the West, and will remain so for decades.
An alliance would be similarly foolhardy for the Chinese. The whole point of Chinese foreign policy in the post-Mao era—“peaceful rise”/“peaceful development”—has been to create the optimum external conditions for domestic modernization. To this end Beijing has exerted great efforts to demonstrate that its intentions are benign. Forming an alliance with an aggressive Russia would send out all the wrong signals. It would also serve no useful purpose. China already receives advanced Russian weaponry and military technology, while any hopes of an end to the EU arms embargo would vanish if Beijing were to conclude an alliance with Moscow. Having Russia as an ally would not enhance China's capabilities, but would on the contrary overextend them. The United States and its allies, such as Japan, would adopt a much more aggressive strategic posture: at the very least, a policy of overt and comprehensive containment, but possibly extending to a more direct approach that could include interdiction of the sea-lanes on which the Chinese economy so depends.
Speculation about a possible alliance is somewhat hypothetical given latent Russian concerns about the “China threat,” and PLA suspicions of Moscow's long-term agenda in Eurasia.26 It is no coincidence that bilateral cooperation is least well developed in the military sphere.27 The nascent state of military-to-military ties reflects a long history of strategic suspicion between the two countries. For all the public criticism of NATO enlargement and Western “encroachment” into the former Soviet Union, Russian planners still see China as the more likely (if still distant) military threat. They recall the disastrous failure of the original 1950 Sino-Soviet Treaty as well as the border clashes of 1969, a confrontation that almost went nuclear. It would require a massive change in strategic culture and circumstances for the option of an alliance to gain renewed consideration on either side.
“The end of history”
In his 1989 essay “The End of History?” the political philosopher Francis Fukuyama speculated that the world might be witnessing “the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.”28 Within a decade, however, it became apparent that the U.S.-led message of political democracy, a transparent market economy, and civil society had fallen on barren soil in many parts of the world, including Russia and China.29 Today, more than ever, Western norms are being challenged by other valuesystems: Islamic fundamentalism, authoritarian and semi-authoritarian models of modernization, and even a revived radical socialism in Latin America.
It may seem odd, then, to suggest that the end of history thesis, and its central idea of a global democratic consensus, might one day serve as the basis for a new convergence between Moscow and Beijing. Under Putin there has been a return of state control in many areas of Russian public life and a significant rollback of political pluralism, while Hu Jintao has sought to reinforce the authority of the Chinese Communist Party and rein in the liberal “excesses” of the 1990s.30 Nevertheless, a substantial if uneven process of modernization has occurred in both countries. The personal freedoms of the respective populations are greater than at any time in their history, and most Russians and Chinese enjoy a vastly improved quality of life.31 Economic management remains dirigiste in many respects, but there has also been considerable liberalization. Deng Xiaoping's concern that the open window “would let in the flies”32—meaning that liberalization would admit subversive foreign influences—has been amply justified by the experience of both countries over the past two decades.
For the time being the ruling regimes in Moscow and Beijing have managed to enforce a distinction between economic modernization on the one hand and democratic political rights and a civil society on the other. But this may not always prove feasible. Many China-watchers, in particular, argue that the Communist Party will be unable to sustain the economic growth necessary for its continued legitimacy unless there is genuine democratization. The opening-up of the Chinese economy is already generating societal pressures so intense that Beijing will have no choice but to loosen state controls or else risk a political and social explosion.33
A similar argument can be applied to Russia. Putin's statism has been popular because it has coincided with prolonged economic growth—and also because of the Russian people's hankering for stability after the chaos of the late Gorbachev and Yeltsin years. However, this comfortable state of affairs may not last. Even if growth is maintained at present levels—a far from certain prospect—an ever more cosmopolitan Russian society could become increasingly exigent and demand a real political voice and choice.34
Extrapolating further, democratization in Russia and China could act as a force binding the two countries. A new democratic consensus might not only defuse tensions in the bilateral relationship, but also strengthen Moscow's and Beijing's engagement with the West. There would be a considerable diminution of geopolitical rivalries, and positive-sum interdependency would become the driving force of world politics. Sino-Russian strategic convergence would reinforce, and be reinforced by, a larger international convergence centered on “universal” (actually Western) democratic norms and values.
This optimistic scenario is not completely out of the question, yet it remains a distant prospect. The sheer difficulty of democratic transition in Russia and China makes it almost unimaginable that they would be able or willing to converge on such an alien basis. Even if political change were to proceed relatively smoothly in China—a huge assumption in itself—it is likely to be some decades before it becomes a democratic polity in the Western liberal sense. Similarly it would take at least a generation, most probably longer, for transparent, accountable government and a Western-style civil society to develop in Russia.
Somewhat more plausible is the emergence of some hybrid form of democratization.35 There would be no democratic “end of history” as such and domestic reforms would be imperfect at best. Nevertheless, the process itself might stimulate a shift in strategic culture away from the traditional geopolitical emphasis on the balance of power and spheres of influence, toward a more inclusive international agenda. Against this backdrop Moscow and Beijing would find more to unite than divide them. But even this modified scenario depends on many variables unfolding in an almost entirely favorable way.
Confrontation
Unlike the “end of history,” the confrontation scenario has historical precedent to support it. The Sino-Soviet rupture and the border clashes of 1969 showed how quickly and drastically the relationship can deteriorate. It was only ten years after the signing of the 1950 treaty that Khrushchev withdrew all Soviet advisers from China. And it was only a decade later that conflict erupted at several points along the border. A repeat of such worrying developments appears out of the question until one recalls that confrontation must also have seemed an extremely remote possibility when the original Sino-Soviet treaty was signed.
There are, of course, major differences between the current relationship and its context, and the situation in the 1960s: no Cold War; a far more globalized and interdependent world; more predictable and responsible leadership on both sides; and a much stronger bilateral relationship, politically and institutionally. All the same, it would be unwise to dismiss the potential for confrontation altogether. There are several variables, in particular, that merit consideration. The first is the unresolved situation in Central Asia and the RFE. In the former case there is an obvious conflict of interest between Moscow's determination to reassert regional leadership and Beijing's desire to maximize Chinese influence. Similarly, in the RFE, the combination of longstanding Russian security anxieties, Moscow's neglect of the region, local mis-government, and the steady expansion of Chinese economic influence makes for an unstable mix.
The second potential source of trouble stems from heightened nationalist pressures. In China, the Communist Party has used nationalism as a legitimizing quasi-ideology to replace, in practice, an obsolete communist doctrine.36 Given the uncertainties of political and economic transition, it is reasonable to allow for the possibility of a more assertive and even aggressive foreign policy. As the Sino-Russian relationship becomes increasingly unequal, Beijing may feel emboldened to take on new strategic challenges in Central Asia and the RFE.
Russia's nationalist conundrum in relation to China is somewhat different. A recession, such as might result from the depletion of energy resources37 or a slump in world commodity prices, could revive a siege mentality whereby Russia turns in on itself and sees threats everywhere. In this event, a self-confident China would represent a natural object for Russian fears. The end-result could be a self-fulfilling prophecy: Moscow preempts the notional threat of Chinese “expansionism” by adopting a hostile strategic posture, which provokes Beijing to respond in kind.
Advocates of the confrontation theory identify a third source of potential trouble: acute political and economic crisis in China arising out of a failed modernization process. Some Russian scholars, in particular, envisage the implosion of the Communist regime and the country's consequent descent into chaos.38 There would no longer be the capacity or will to deal with China's huge floating population. The subsequent upsurge in the numbers of Chinese in the RFE would create an incendiary situation. Low-level local disturbances could quickly escalate into something far more serious.
Although the confrontation scenario contains grains of truth, it is highly speculative and rests on a number of suspect assumptions. The most dubious is that the respective ruling elites would be willing to incur extraordinary risks, up to and including military confrontation with another nuclear weapons state. This is improbable. The mere threat of nuclearization, not to mention the mass of destructive conventional weaponry at hand, is a huge deterrent to military adventurism.
Second, both countries have far more effective means of projecting power and influence than military action. For example, while China is committed to playing a prominent role in Central Asia, it believes it can best do this by stressing security interdependency and pan-regional economic cooperation. Similarly, ratcheting up tensions in the RFE would run counter to Beijing's priority interests: to maximize imports of Russian oil and timber and to protect China's strategic rear.
Third, the confrontation scenario is based on the perception of China as a naturally expansionist power. The evidence to support this thesis is flimsy. Although there have been occasional periods of territorial expansion in its history—such as during the late Ming and early Qing dynasties—for the most part China has been an “imperialist” power only in the sense of seeing itself as the Middle Kingdom around which the rest of the universe revolved.39 It would require a considerable psychological shift for Beijing to abandon its own imperial tradition for one that is not only alien, but likely to have uncertain and potentially catastrophic consequences.
Fourth, the “chaos theory” underestimates the regime's resilience and resourcefulness. Throughout the post-Mao era the CCP has consistently demonstrated a capacity to reinvent itself. Many of the problems China faces will defy solutions for decades, and its rulers will face a constant challenge of popular legitimacy. But it does not necessarily follow that everything will fall apart and revert to the anarchy of the warlord era of the 1920s and 1930s.40
Finally, even in the unlikely event of a meltdown in China, there is no historical basis to anticipate a mass influx of Chinese into Russia. Such fears reflect the paranoia and xenophobia of some Russians, rather than reality. In the Chinese mind, the RFE and Central Asia have always been “barbarian” outlands—places of exile and desolation, not sought-after prizes of conquest or even outflow areas.41 This remains the case. The critical mass that might transform a source of tension into a casus belli is unlikely to emerge.
In sum, the interest of Moscow and Beijing in cooperation is so compelling and the consequences of conflict so grave that it is difficult to envisage confrontation between them, even in the longer term. Both sides understand that if this were somehow to occur, it would be a case of the ultimate negative-sum game, in which everyone stood to lose—and lose big.


Strategic tension
The improbability of conflict does not mean that the relationship will be without its problems in coming decades. In fact, the strategic tension scenario—the most persuasive in our view—rests on two central, if seemingly contradictory, propositions. First, the weaknesses and limitations of the relationship will become increasingly apparent. Second, bilateral tensions will remain broadly manageable and not escalate to the point of conflict.
Strategic tension is the direct opposite of strategic convergence. Whereas the latter imagines a steady improvement in relations, strategic tension foresees the strengthening of negative elements and a gradual alienation between Moscow and Beijing. Instead of the eventual emergence of a strategic partnership, it envisages an interaction shaped increasingly by tactical expediency. A limited partnership would become even more so, as Beijing restricts its cooperation with Russia to areas of particular need, such as ensuring the supply of energy and natural resources. There would be some coordination of international policies on a case-by-case basis, but no overall identity of view. The “fragile friendship” referred to earlier would become more brittle and superficial.
Under this scenario a number of fault-lines would open up over time. Rivalry in Central Asia would move from its present tacit phase to a more overt competition for influence.42 Utterances about a “global multipolar order” and “anti-hegemonism” would become more formalistic, and Russia and China (in particular) would frame their foreign policies with little consultation or reference to each other. There would be a geopolitical accommodation of sorts, but based more on forbearance and necessity than common purpose. More likely, as China completes its transformation into a global actor, Russia would find itself steadily marginalized—a situation it would not accept with good grace. Russia's frustrations, for example over its inability to play an influential role in Asia-Pacific affairs, would be reflected in a growing, if impotent, resentment.
Strategic tension predicts a lack of positive movement in key areas, such as cooperation on energy and infrastructural projects. The structure of bilateral trade would become more unbalanced, and Russia would be reduced to a raw materials appendage of China. Arms transfers, once the mainstay of the economic relationship, would dwindle to near-insignificance, as Beijing looks elsewhere for more advanced technology and builds its own state-of-the-art weapons. Russian energy exports might even decline, as China further diversifies its sources of fossil fuels, explores new forms of energy, and engages seriously in energy efficiency. In general, the economic relationship would become more narrow and less substantial.
The demographic question would become more acute. Russian suspicions of Beijing's irredentist ambitions would increase and the normative gap would widen as both countries—particularly China—turn increasingly to the West as the main source of popular culture, high technology, and money.43 Cultural and human contacts, along the lines of the much-publicized “Year of Russia in China” (2006) and “Year of China in Russia” (2007), would be limited to the official or quasi-official sphere and fail to resonate with the public in either country.44
Strategic tension offers a somewhat pessimistic vision of the future. Yet this scenario is more stable and functional than most. It posits that despite many unresolved problems, there will be no major crisis or sudden downturns. Like strategic convergence, it is based on the premise that Russia and China will find it beneficial to maintain some level of cooperation. There may be little in the way of creative approaches to problems and the quality of engagement will be somewhat disappointing, but Moscow and Beijing will find ways to muddle through. To this end they will lean heavily on the “suspension of disbelief” and continue pretending that their relationship is closer, warmer, and more substantial than is the case. Where necessary they will engage in crisis prevention, taking care to ensure that controversial issues such as the demographic imbalance and Chinese “illegal migration” do not become overpoliticized. Moscow and Beijing will also manage their strategic rivalry, camouflaging competing agendas in the inclusive vocabulary of “common interests,” “shared views,” and “strategic partnership.”
In this scenario the chief threat to the relationship would not be conflict or confrontation, but indifference.45 As China becomes a global actor, engaging fully in all dimensions of international relations, the importance of partnership with Russia will diminish. The latter would no longer be viewed as a putative strategic partner (or rival), but as a power of tangential relevance to Chinese interests. Moscow could react to this state of affairs in one of two ways. It might persist in trying to position itself as a distinct strategic pole and “global balancer” between East and West. Or more pragmatically, given the limitations of Russian power, it could gravitate slowly back to Europe and become part of a larger Western consensus.46
In either case, the Sino-Russian relationship would become a reduced version of its current self. There would be no crisis, but also no strategic partnership. There would be a loss of momentum, and even occasional minor spats. But Moscow and Beijing would continue to do business with each other in selected areas—energy, natural resources, security confidence-building, strategic disarmament. The bilateral dynamic would be mistrustful and unsatisfactory in many respects, but also relatively predictable and useful.
Final thoughts
There is an understandable temptation to invest the Sino-Russian relationship with earth-shattering importance, to view it as nothing less than an axis that threatens the West's strategic supremacy and the global leadership of the United States.47 From this belief emerges the conclusion that good relations between Moscow and Beijing are fundamentally inimical to the West's interests and to international stability.48
The reality is far more complex. The “strategic partnership” is the embodiment of ambivalence and ambiguity, in which little is as it seems. At heart it is an opportunistic arrangement—an axis of convenience. What drives it is not a shared vision, but expediency, the constantly shifting forces of national interests as defined by the respective ruling elites, and external circumstances. Moscow and Beijing believe that it benefits them to play up the importance and strength of their relationship. But at the same time its numerous limitations undermine this façade. The negating impulse that supplies much of the rationale for partnership will come under increasing pressure from within and without. In the longer term Moscow and Beijing will need to find a more constructive basis for engagement if the current ersatz strategic partnership is to become the genuine article. This will require not only vision, but also the political will and perseverance to see the task through.
It cannot be stressed too much that good relations between Russia and China do not pose a threat to the West. On the contrary, their partnership—such as it is—provides for a measure of stability and predictability that assists the building of a safer world. If James Baker's original vision of a security belt from Vancouver to Vladivostok49 is ever to be realized, then some form of Sino-Russian entente or understanding will be integral to it. Conversely, a major deterioration in relations between Moscow and Beijing, marked by growing strategic rivalry, would add to the long list of destabilizing elements on the Eurasian continent and in the wider international environment. For all the anti-hegemonic and multipolar bombast, Russia and China's chief preoccupations and interests are with the West, not each other. Their partnership is intended to supplement, not supplant, cooperation with the United States and Europe.


The interaction between Moscow and Beijing, then, is neither as impressive as both sides claim, nor as threatening as Western critics allege. It is a great-power relationship of a somewhat traditional type, defined as much by its flaws and limitations as by its strengths and possibilities. As such it is quite “normal,” although scarcely in the post-modern fashion of the early twenty-first century. The big question in coming decades is not whether such a partnership will undermine the established international order, but whether it can adapt and prosper in an ever more globalized, interdependent world.
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