










/)�NEW (�STRATEGY 
f I I/ CENTER 

slowly dying out. No one in the United States thought to push Ukraine towards a 

military-political escalation. Ukraine, like Russia, is now not among the priority issues 

of the American administration. 1 In contrast to that, Western analysts wrote in 

September 2021: 'To be sure, this is an opportune time for Russia to raise the stakes 

in Ukraine. The United States is preoccupied domestically with the COVID-19 

pandemic and a polarized and dysfunctional political environment. Washington's 

major foreign policy focus has also shifted squarely to China. Europe is grappling with 

the resurgent pandemic.'2

The overall assessments were looking at Ukraine and Russia through the lens of US, 

in particular, and of the West, in general, with China lurking somewhere and, perhaps, 

'biding her time', as per Deng's piece of advice 40 years before. 

The two draft agreements Russia made public on December 17, 2021 seemed to 

signal the Russian determination to turn the attack hypothesis into reality. 

Speculations abound about the Chinese request that it be delayed until after the Winter 

Olympic Games - and they are plausible, if only for China's face-protecting efforts that 

might have been at their highest, just like in 2008 prior to the Summer Olympics. It 

seems less speculative that Mr. Putin asked his host, who had told him during his first 

visit to Moscow 'I have a similar personality to yours,' to stand by him and support his 

'special military operation' in Ukraine. The Joint Statement elaborated eloquently on 

the two powers' shared interpretations and goals of the challenges of the 'New Era' 

and reaffirmed 'their strong mutual support for the protection of their core interests'. 

However, neither leader could have anticipated the successive failures of the mighty 

Russian Army, the valour of the Ukrainians and the consistence of the Western 

response to the invasion. 

President Xi Jinping and President Vladimir Putin during their talks, Kremlin, Moscow, March 21, 2023,
https://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/202303/t20230322_11046184.htm 
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overlooked and condemned as indicators of 'historical nihilism'. The sixth plenary 

meeting of the 19th CPC Central Committee (November 8-11, 2021) adopted a 

resolution 'On the Major Achievements and Historical Experience of the Party over the 

Past Century' that is a telling sample and clear guide to how history is put to work for 

the interest of the party-state, as per Mr. Xi Jinping's comprehensive explanation.6

The sixth plenary session of the 19th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC), 

chaired by the Political Bureau of the CPC Central Committee, held in Beijing from Nov. 8 to 11, 

2021 . [Photo/Xinhua] 

Moreover, modern historic personalities are commonly revered: analysts infer the 

appeal controversial leaders like Stalin, Mao and others exert on Messrs. Putin and Xi 

Jinping as disclosed in their decisions and, most of all, in their ways of ruling the 

respective systems. It is true that Mr. Putin has not resorted to mass purges, yet the 

physical disposal of representatives of the opposition to his rule is well documented, 

just like his orientation to revamp the cult of the Great Patriotic War that Brezhnev 

started by declaring the 9th of May the official Victory Day, in 1965. As for Mr. Xi 

Jinping, at the 19th congress of the CPC in 2017 he declared: 'The Chinese nation[ ... ] 

has stood up [ ... ]' - the almost ad litteram sentence Mao Tse-dong used in September 

21, 1949: ' [ ... ](W)e are all convinced that our work will go down in the history of 

mankind, demonstrating that the Chinese people [ ... ] have now stood up.'; wide 

campaigns of mass political education, which are strong reminders of the party's 

practices under Mao, are on-going and include the use of hi-tech apps as tools of 

promoting the successes and teachings of the CPC, with the 'Xi Jinping Thought' at 

the top of the list. 7

China and Russia share feelings of hostility towards the West. Both states see 

themselves as targets of malevolent plans concocted by foreign forces, primarily of 

Western origin, with a view to blocking their rise to a well-deserved place of honour 

and leadership in the world that was either denied (in China's case) or stolen (in 
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Russia's); and both are convinced it had been theirs, if not by right, then by merit. Their 

formal relationship recorded a boost whenever the West did something that was seen 

as hurting their interests and they adopted close, even outright identical, positions in 

some of their foreign policy actions: for instance, in the last twenty years, China and 

Russia were the only Permanent Members of the UN Security Council to jointly veto 

14 draft resolutions. Between 2012, when Mr. Putin resumed his presidency, and 

2022, Russia vetoed 24 draft resolutions, while China did the same 10 times only; yet, 

'in 2001-10, when Mr Putin's imperial ambitions were more limited and Xi Jinping 

was not yet in power, Russia issued only four vetoes; China, two'.8 They also share 

the opposition to unipolarity and universality9 they see as defining features of the 

current world order; and both are persuaded of the decline of the West in terms of 

influence, societal cohesion, morals and values. 

Ambassador Vassily Nebenzia of the Russian Federation addresses the UN Security Council 

meeting on Maintenance of peace and security of Ukraine. UN Photo/Laura Jarriel  

https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/09/1129102 

China and Russia strongly emphasize national sovereignty and specificity in 

defence of their identities. They consider themselves as products of historical 

processes that are particular to them only and see their societies as civilizational 

states; to some degree, this puts them above other entities, be they national or 

international. This outlook also encourages the selective observance, if at all, of the 

international law, as clearly demonstrated by Russia's invasion of Ukraine and China's 

program of building artificial islands in the South China Sea; at home, concepts and 

values like democracy and human rights are given interpretations that are at odds with 

their arguably universal understanding elsewhere, therefore creating a 'definition 

gap'10
. This factor joins other arguments for qualifying both powers as revisionist and, 

more often, aggressive when about the world order, their different modi operandi 

notwithstanding (see infra). At the same time, unlike during the Cold War years, neither 

China, nor Russia are openly following the line of exporting their governing systems -
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Nationalism is an increasingly strong link between domestic rhetoric and foreign 

policy in both cases and is steadily used to fuel actions aiming at securing public 

obedience at home and achievement of 'core interests' abroad, to use a Chinese term. 

This is arguably a part of the Weltanschauung of the century and, even if the first signs 

of nationalist thinking and actions in Russia and China came to surface more or less 

simultaneously by the second part of the 19th century, like they did elsewhere in the 

world, nowadays it is about nuclear powers that resort to this tool in consequential 

ways that bode ill for global security and peace. 

Other factors may be added to the inventory of factors pulling China and Russia 

together - e.g., the increasingly tight mutual economic interests as revealed by the 

latest bilateral figures that show Russia-China trade turnover grew by 29.3% to record­

breaking $190 bin in 2022, while Russia's positive balance mounted to $38 bin, that is 

three times more than in 2021. 13 The economic cooperation has widened beyond the 

essential sector of energy and raw materials, to reach Russia becoming the third 

largest-market using the Chinese currency in July 2022; and military interaction, 

including, but not limited to, defence industrial cooperation on sensitive technology;14 

should this trend continue, it might lead to China increasingly seeing Russia as an 

'economic appendage'. 15 The rule of thumb reads that sound economic foundations 

are crucially important for a meaningful alliance; it ignores, however, the balance of 

contributions to those foundations and, in this case, the effects of increasing 

dependencies play a role that could make the difference between the two partners. 
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Source: Chart generated with  by the author, based on International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
trade data on Russia–China goods trade, 1996–2023. 
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not the strength' and emphasized that 'Russia can't come up with an attractive 

economic model, development model, or political model' that can replace 'decaying 

[Western] values and models. Therefore, the form now is to fight back'; other 

participants reckoned that Russia's security environment shall deteriorate more than 

it had been before the war began, irrespective of how the war ends, even if the whole 

of Ukraine is occupied; and the further weakening of Russia is unavoidable, even 

if the war is to continue for a longer time.42 

tmsc. 

Mul'IIC:h Security 
Conferel\ce 

Mu11fct, Security 
(:(Jnfen!n�� tmsc 

Munich Sec:urit}' 
Gon:fetenc:t" 

Mllnidl, ScruNty 
Conference 

Wang Yi delivers a keynote speech at the 59th Munich Security Conference in Germany / The 

Commissioner's Office of China's Foreign Ministry in the Hong Kong. 

Source: https://hk.ocmfa.gov.cn/eng/xjpzxzywshd/202302/t20230220_11027395.htm 

CHINA'S 'POSITION PAPER' AND RUSSIA 

The first point of China's document that was hardly coincidentally released when the 

world was commemorating the end of the first year of what the official Chinese position 

calls 'the Ukraine crisis' might be seen as pointing to yet another different principled 

stance between China and Russia when about the international law; however, 

emphasizing that 'The sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of all 

countries must be effectively upheld' seems out of touch with the reality of Russia's 

unmitigated aggression against a state that it had pledged to be under its own security 

guarantees. At the same time, the sentence clearly plays in favour of China's adamant 

rejection of any hint, no matter how feeble, at a possible reconsideration of greater 

autonomy, and least of all independence, of territories like Tibet and Xinjiang - to say 

nothing about Taiwan and several islands in the South China Sea that China never 

tires of reminding the world that they are part and parcel of its territory. 
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