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Abstract

This article challenges the prevailing Western narrative that Sino-Russian relations are fundamentally 

asymmetrical, with China holding a dominant hierarchical position over a dependent Russia. Instead, 

it argues that while economic asymmetry exists, with Russia reliant on Chinese trade and investment, 

political and ideological symmetry remains the core principle of their partnership. Both nations pri-

oritize mutual sovereignty, strategic autonomy, and non-interference, allowing them to cooperate as 

equal great powers despite economic disparities.

The analysis examines firstly the mutual emphasis on sovereignty as a foundation for their relation-

ship, enabling restraint rather than subordination. Secondly, divergent visions for a new world order: 

China’s “community with a shared future for mankind” versus Russia’s confrontational “world majori-

ty” concept. Thirdly, it addresses China’s ambivalent stance on Russia’s war in Ukraine which violates 

principles of international law, but which reflects sovereign prioritization of Beijing’s own interests 

over blind allegiance to Russia. Fourthly, it analyzes evolving dynamics in Central Asia, where China’s 

growing economic influence challenges – but does not yet override – Russia’s historical security and 

cultural dominance.

The partnership is characterized as pragmatic, interest-based, and intentionally non-binding, a stra-

tegic alignment against Western hegemony rather than a formal alliance. Both nations maintain inde-

pendent foreign policies, reinforcing the conclusion that their relationship is defined by sovereignty 

and national interests.
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INTRODUCTION

The central question of this article is how the 

strategic partnership between China and Russia 

is evolving in the face of global pressure. West-

ern analysis largely characterizes the relation-

ship as asymmetrical on all sides, with Russia’s 

growing dependence on China. Take, for example, 

a scenario “from secret NATO documents” that 

Secretary General Mark Rutte presented on June 

26, 2025, at the “NATO Public Forum” and later 

repeated on several occasions: In the foreseeable 

future, Xi Jinping would call his “junior partner” 

Putin and inform him that he was planning an 

attack on Taiwan. China had, after all, supported 

Russia in the war in Ukraine. Therefore, Xi expects 

Putin to take action in Europe on NATO territory 

to keep NATO in check. And – in Rutte’s words – 

“Xi will tell him: ‘Hey, Vladimir, I backed you up so 

much now. And you know who is really in power 

in this relationship? It’s not you, it’s the one on 

this side of the line. Can you keep them busy in 

Europe?’ So that’s China, Russia.”1 German Chan-

cellor Friedrich Merz also made similar remarks 

before his trip to China in February 2026: “If Xi 

were to tell Putin tomorrow, ‘Stop,’ then he would 

have to stop the day after tomorrow.”2

The view that there is a comprehensive asym-

metry in the Russian-Chinese relationship in 

China’s favor – and a quasi-subordinate relation-

ship in which Xi can issue orders to Putin – leads 

to one-sided political demands in the West, such 

as the ongoing calls by Western politicians for Xi 

to finally persuade Putin to end the war.3

1	 https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/tran-

scripts/2025/06/24/remarks-sg-public-forum; similar 

in an interview with the Head of NATO Mark Rutte, New 

York Times, 5 February 2025.

2	 Quoted in Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, 25 Feb. 2025.

3	 The Russian writer in exile Viktor Yerofeyev even went 

so far as to argue that the “golden key to peace” was 

“tucked deep in Comrade Xi’s pocket.” V. Jerofejew, “Der 

Schlüssel zum Frieden?”. Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 

(FAZ), 21 November 2025.

This article argues, rather, that with regard to 

Russian-Chinese relations, a distinction must be 

made between a certain economic inequality on 

the one hand and political and ideological symme-

try and sovereignty on the other. Politically, both 

sides – China and Russia – are independent of one 

another in their interests, concepts, and decisions, 

which is a fundamental consensus between them.

In the following, the general literature on the 

definition and theory of the relationship be-

tween symmetry and asymmetry is first exam-

ined. Then the question of what role the factor 

of sovereignty plays in the Sino-Russian rela-

tionship context will be addressed. Without mu-

tually recognized, full sovereignty, there can be 

no symmetry. Furthermore, China’s ambivalent 

and hesitant behavior regarding the Russian 

attack on Ukraine – which is far removed from 

“boundless” support, is placed in the context of 

China’s claim to sovereignty. In the context of the 

concept of sovereignty, the notion of a “no-limit 

partnership” between Moscow and Beijing is an-

alyzed in greater detail.

Subsequently, the article addresses the concepts 

of both sides regarding the future world order: 

China’s “community with a shared future for 

mankind” (构建人类命运共同体) and Russia’s 

“world majority” (мировое большинство). The 

two concepts differ fundamentally, which on the 

one hand points to the existence of sovereign-

ty, but at the same time to a symmetrical rela-

tionship, as they are evidently concepts of equal 

standing yet distinct in nature, competing with 

one another rather than being complementary.

The final example concerns Russian and Chi-

nese influence in Central Asia. Based on differing 

structures of influence of both countries in the 

Central Asian states, a symmetry and division of 

labor between Moscow and Beijing has long been 

assumed. In this region, however, asymmetrical 

tendencies in Russian-Chinese relations appear 

https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/transcripts/2025/06/24/remarks-sg-public-forum
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/transcripts/2025/06/24/remarks-sg-public-forum
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to be increasing due to Chinese engagement, 

which could have future implications for the re-

lationship structure between the two countries. 

Nevertheless, Russia is attempting to secure its 

influence in Central Asia and institutionally in-

tegrate China through the “Eurasian Economic 

Union” and the “Greater Eurasian Partnership” 

in order to prevent the development of an asym-

metrical relationship in this region.

ASYMMETRY AND SYMMETRY

Most scholarly analyses and political state-

ments, however, assume that the relationship 

between Russia and China is asymmetrical.4 

4	 A few examples: Mercy A. Kuo, “China-Russia Asymme-

try and the Power of Siberia 2 Agreement. Insights from 

Anne-Sophie Corbeau”. The Diplomat, 8 October 2025, 

https://thediplomat.com/2025/10/china-russia-asym-

metry-and-the-power-of-siberia-2-agreement/; Lye Li-

ang Fook, “China-Russia relations: The limits of ‘no lim-

its’”. ThinkChina, 16 May 2025. https://www.thinkchina.

sg/politics/china-russia-relations-limits-no-limits; Alex-

ander Gabuev, “Neighbors, Partners, Competitors: Driv-

ers and Limitations of China-Russia Relations”. Carnegy 

Moscow Center. https://carnegie.ru/commentary/86104, 

undated; Alicja Bachulska and Ivana Karásková, “Great 

changes unseen: The China-Russia nexus and European 

security”. European Council on Foreign Relations. Policy 

Brief, 16 September 2025. https://ecfr.eu/publication/

great-changes-unseen-the-china-russia-nexus-and-eu-

ropean-security/; Elina Ribakova, “China-Russia Coop-

eration: Economic Linkages and Sanctions Evasion”. In-

tereconomics, Volume 60, 2025, No. 2, 135–136. https://

www.intereconomics.eu/contents/year/2025/num-

ber/2/article/china-russia-cooperation-economic-link-

ages-and-sanctions-evasion.html; Miro Popkhadze, 

“Sino-Russian Unlimited Partnership or Hierarchical 

Friendship?” Delphi Global Research Center, 19 August 

2025. https://www.delphigrc.org/analysis/sino-rus-

sian-unlimited-partnership-or-hierarchical-friendship; 

Ka Ho Wong, “Delving Deeper into Putin’s ‘Turn to the 

East’: Sino-Russian Asymmetry Reinterpreted and Up 

for Debate”. The ASAN Forum, November-December 

2025. https://theasanforum.org/delving-deeper-into-

putins-turn-to-the-east-sino-russian-asymmetry-rein-

terpreted-and-up-for-debate/; Amit Kumar, “China-Rus-

sia Relationship: Assessing the Power Asymmetry”. The 

Takshashila Institution, 3 September 2024. https://legion.

takshashila.org.in/research/china-russia-relation-

ship-assessing-power-asymmetry

But is this thesis correct? The term “asymmet-

rical relations” between two states primarily re-

fers to an unbalanced and unequal relationship 

between the two sides. In this relationship, the 

stronger side assumes a leading position.5 Their 

respective positions also determine their be-

havior toward one another and their respective 

perceptions of each other. In the literature, how-

ever, the term “asymmetric relationship” does 

not refer to the relationship between two major 

powers6, but rather denotes a clear relationship 

of subordination and superiority that is accepted 

by both sides.7

Economically, there does indeed appear to be 

a certain asymmetry between Russia and Chi-

na. For example, Russia relies on revenue from 

raw material exports to China or India – partic-

ularly oil and natural gas – to balance its budget 

to a certain extent and finance the war against 

Ukraine. China and India purchase raw mate-

rials at favorable prices, which benefits their 

economies, but they could also import them 

from third countries (albeit at higher prices). 

Russia is subject to Western sanctions, which 

were primarily imposed by the U. S. and are in-

tended to prevent financial transactions with 

Russia, meaning that Moscow, for example, has 

to rely on barter trade with China. A certain de-

gree of dependence of this kind is economical-

ly driven, but does not yet create inequality or 

asymmetry in the sense of a general hierarchi-

cal relationship.

Politically and ideologically, however, the rela-

tionship between the two countries is clearly 

5	 Brantly Womack, Asymmetry and International Relation-

ships, Cambridge (Cambridge University Press) 2015, 39.

6	 See Thomas R. Klassen, Nara Park and Ian Roberge, 

“New Perspectives on Asymmetrical Relations”. In: 

Roberge, Park and Klassen (eds.), Asymmetric Neighbors 

and International Relations, London and New York (Rout-

ledge) 2023.

7	 B. Womack, Recentering Pacific Asia. Regional China and 

World Order, Cambridge (Cambridge University Press) 

2023, 53/54.

https://thediplomat.com/2025/10/china-russia-asymmetry-and-the-power-of-siberia-2-agreement/
https://thediplomat.com/2025/10/china-russia-asymmetry-and-the-power-of-siberia-2-agreement/
https://www.thinkchina.sg/contributors/lye-liang-fook
https://www.thinkchina.sg/contributors/lye-liang-fook
https://www.thinkchina.sg/politics/china-russia-relations-limits-no-limits
https://www.thinkchina.sg/politics/china-russia-relations-limits-no-limits
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/86104
https://ecfr.eu/publication/great-changes-unseen-the-china-russia-nexus-and-european-security/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/great-changes-unseen-the-china-russia-nexus-and-european-security/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/great-changes-unseen-the-china-russia-nexus-and-european-security/
https://www.intereconomics.eu/contents/year/2025/number/2/article/china-russia-cooperation-economic-linkages-and-sanctions-evasion.html
https://www.intereconomics.eu/contents/year/2025/number/2/article/china-russia-cooperation-economic-linkages-and-sanctions-evasion.html
https://www.intereconomics.eu/contents/year/2025/number/2/article/china-russia-cooperation-economic-linkages-and-sanctions-evasion.html
https://www.intereconomics.eu/contents/year/2025/number/2/article/china-russia-cooperation-economic-linkages-and-sanctions-evasion.html
https://www.delphigrc.org/analysis/sino-russian-unlimited-partnership-or-hierarchical-friendship
https://www.delphigrc.org/analysis/sino-russian-unlimited-partnership-or-hierarchical-friendship
https://theasanforum.org/delving-deeper-into-putins-turn-to-the-east-sino-russian-asymmetry-reinterpreted-and-up-for-debate/
https://theasanforum.org/delving-deeper-into-putins-turn-to-the-east-sino-russian-asymmetry-reinterpreted-and-up-for-debate/
https://theasanforum.org/delving-deeper-into-putins-turn-to-the-east-sino-russian-asymmetry-reinterpreted-and-up-for-debate/
https://legion.takshashila.org.in/research/china-russia-relationship-assessing-power-asymmetry
https://legion.takshashila.org.in/research/china-russia-relationship-assessing-power-asymmetry
https://legion.takshashila.org.in/research/china-russia-relationship-assessing-power-asymmetry
https://www.deepl.com/de/translator#_ftn3
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symmetrical, with the sovereignty of both sides 

being emphasized. According to both sides’ un-

derstanding, the partnership with Russia is not 

based on economic asymmetry, but on a duality 

of economic complementarity and political sym-

metry. If mutual sovereignty indeed exists, one 

cannot assume a universally asymmetrical rela-

tionship.

POLITICAL SOVEREIGNTY: FOUNDATION OF THE RUSSIAN-CHINESE 
RELATIONSHIP

A key factor underpinning Russian-Chinese re-

lations is the shared emphasis on respective 

political sovereignty. Mutual respect for this 

principle shapes the institutional framework of 

this relationship. Both sides consciously avoid 

binding commitments or formal alliances that 

could suggest unequal power dynamics. In-

stead, their cooperation is portrayed as flexible, 

interest-based and strategically autonomous, 

with the shared goal of countering U. S. hege-

mony and promoting a multipolar internation-

al system taking center stage. The following 

section does not address the general concepts 

of sovereignty under international law held by 

China and Russia, which are interpreted by both 

countries in an interest-based manner. Rather, 

it focuses on the preservation of each country’s 

own sovereignty within the Russian-Chinese 

partnership.

Both Russia and China attach very high norma-

tive importance to state sovereignty. Both view 

this partnership as equal. Generally speaking, 

political sovereignty means that a state is legally 

independent, recognizes no superior authority, 

and is considered an equal. In this sense, polit-

ical sovereignty prevails in the internal relation-

ship between China and Russia, even if there 

appears to be an asymmetrical development 

in economic terms. There is no protectorate re-

lationship between them; Russia is not a client 

state. Nor does it align its foreign policy with 

China’s, and vice versa.

There is agreement between the two regarding 

the following factors:

•	 mutual recognition as equal great powers,

•	 the right to non-interference in internal affairs,

•	 comparable international influence,

•	 the rejection of Western concepts such as 

“humanitarian intervention” or “exporting lib-

eral values” such as human rights,

•	 the emphasis on state control over politics, 

society, and information spaces.

This shared conception of sovereignty forms the 

ideological foundation of the bilateral relation-

ship.8 Even if asymmetries may be growing – or 

instance, in light of China’s significantly greater 

economic output and its growing global influ-

ence through investments and infrastructure 

projects – there are as yet no discernible effects 

that would call into question their equal stand-

ing. Rather, both states place great value on their 

freedom of action in foreign policy. This shows 

that political sovereignty ultimately takes pre-

cedence over close ties, even with a strategic 

partner.

In Vladimir Putin’s rhetoric, sovereignty is 

viewed both as a defensive capability that pro-

tects Russia from state disintegration and exter-

nal threats, and as the ability to independently 

8	 In a conversation with Xi in February 2026, Putin stated 

that “both sides should continue to support one anoth-

er in safeguarding their respective national sovereign-

ty.” See “Xi calls on China, Russia to grow ties, work for 

global strategic stability”. Xinhua News Agency, 4 Febru-

ary 2026. https://en.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/gsi/2026-

02/04/content_118345782.shtml

https://en.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/gsi/2026-02/04/content_118345782.shtml
https://en.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/gsi/2026-02/04/content_118345782.shtml
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define and defend national interests.9 Igor V. 

Osipov of Lomonosov University in Moscow fur-

ther emphasizes the symbolic dimension of sov-

ereignty and links it to the challenges of early 

federalism and the aspiration to build a strong, 

unified state.10 Therefore, sovereignty in Russia 

extends beyond its legal and political signifi-

cance and serves as an important instrument of 

internal legitimization and international status.

This perspective is particularly evident in the 

Russian interpretation of the war in Ukraine. In 

official statements, the conflict is consistently 

portrayed as a struggle for sovereignty in which 

Russia is defending its political, territorial, and 

cultural autonomy against Western interference. 

In contrast, Ukraine is characterized as a coun-

try that has ceded its sovereignty to the United 

States and functions as an instrument of strate-

gic pressure by the West. Within this conception 

of sovereignty, Russia’s independence is viewed 

as absolute and non-negotiable, while Ukraine’s 

sovereignty is systematically delegitimized. Sov-

ereignty thus serves as a domestic political nar-

rative intended to confer legitimacy on Russia’s 

actions both domestically and internationally.11

9	 E. S. Alekseenkova, “Restored sovereignty as a basis for 

national pride” (Vosstanovlennyi suverenitet kak osno-

vanie natsional’noy gordosti). Mezhdunarodnaya zhizn. 

(July 2018), 98–111. Available in Russian at: https://

russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/

vosstanovlennyy-suverenitet-kak-osnovanie-natsional-

noy-gordosti/

10	 I. V. Osipov, “Sovereignty as a symbol of the Russian 

state unity” (Suverenitet kak simvol yedinstva Rossiys-

kogo gosudarstva). Gosudarstvennoye upravlenie. Elek-

tronnyy vestnik. (Issue 84, February 2021), 23. Available 

in Russian at: https://spajournal.ru/index.php/spa/arti-

cle/download/212/185/386

11	 See, e. g., Article by Vladimir Putin on the Historical Uni-

ty of Russians and Ukrainians, 12 May 2021. http://

en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181; Kas 

van der Horst, “The War in Ukraine: Altering the norm 

of state sovereignty?”. Militaire Spectator, 14 Sep-

tember 2023. https://militairespectator.nl/artikelen/

war-ukraine-altering-norm-state-sovereignty

Russia’s understanding of sovereignty is there-

fore more closely linked to the idea of a sphere 

of influence:

•	 Sovereignty as great power status: a sover-

eign state must be able to exert influence;

•	 “Shared” or limited sovereignty of neighboring 

states, particularly in the post-Soviet space;

•	 Security logic: spheres of influence are viewed 

as necessary for Russia’s own security;

•	 Rejection of Western norms, but a willingness 

to intervene in other states itself.12

In practice, this manifests itself in Russian inter-

ventions (Georgia, Ukraine, Syria) and the notion 

that Western alliances threaten Russian sover-

eignty, even when they formally concern other 

states.

A comparable emphasis on sovereignty can al-

so be observed in China, where zhuquan is por-

trayed as an essential pillar of statehood that 

must be protected at all costs. China’s leader-

ship consistently links sovereignty to internal 

stability and resistance to foreign interference.13 

For example, Xi Jinping stated that China would 

“resolutely defend its sovereignty, security, and 

development interests” and that “no country 

should expect China to swallow the bitter fruit 

that would undermine its sovereignty.”14

12	 Jens Stilhoff Sörensen, “Russia’s Narrative of Sover-

eignty: What Makes It So Enticing for the Global South?”. 

Russia in Global Affairs, No. 4/2025 (October/December). 

https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/authors/jens-stilhoff-so-

rensen/

13	 “Jianchi yi guojia hexin liyi wei dixian weihu guojia 

zhuquan, anquan, fazhan liyi” (Safeguarding national 

sovereignty, security, and development interests while 

taking into account core national interests). In Xi Jinping 

waijiao sixiang he xin shidai Zhongguo waijiao (Xi Jin-

ping’s Foreign Policy Thought and China’s Foreign Policy 

in the New Era), 2020. https://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/

node_8020545.shtml

14	 Xi, Jinping, “Speech by H. E. Xi Jinping, President of the 

People’s Republic of China, at the Körber Foundation.” 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of Chi-

https://russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/vosstanovlennyy-suverenitet-kak-osnovanie-natsionalnoy-gordosti/
https://russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/vosstanovlennyy-suverenitet-kak-osnovanie-natsionalnoy-gordosti/
https://russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/vosstanovlennyy-suverenitet-kak-osnovanie-natsionalnoy-gordosti/
https://russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/vosstanovlennyy-suverenitet-kak-osnovanie-natsionalnoy-gordosti/
https://spajournal.ru/index.php/spa/article/download/212/185/386
https://spajournal.ru/index.php/spa/article/download/212/185/386
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181
https://militairespectator.nl/artikelen/war-ukraine-altering-norm-state-sovereignty
https://militairespectator.nl/artikelen/war-ukraine-altering-norm-state-sovereignty
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/authors/jens-stilhoff-sorensen/
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/authors/jens-stilhoff-sorensen/
https://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/node_8020545.shtml
https://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/node_8020545.shtml
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For China, sovereignty means above all:

•	 absolute state control over territory, politics, 

and the information sphere,

•	 strict rejection of external interference, espe-

cially in “internal affairs” (Taiwan, Xinjiang, Ti-

bet, Hong Kong);

•	 stability and development as the core of state 

legitimacy (“development is the highest hu-

man right”);

•	 the Westphalian understanding: formal equal-

ity of states, clear borders, non-intervention.15

In practice, this means: China vehemently de-

fends its sovereignty but is (except in border 

and maritime issues) reluctant to engage in di-

rect military intervention abroad. Internationally, 

it promotes multilateralism – without political 

conditions.16

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

Both countries share a rejection of Western po-

litical values and associated interventions (hu-

man rights, export of democracy). Furthermore, 

they share the primacy of the state over individ-

uals and transnational norms, mistrust of the 

U. S. and Western-influenced orders, as well as 

the rhetoric of non-interference, at least toward 

the West.

na, 30 May 2014. Available at: https://www.mfa.gov.cn/

mfa_eng/xw/zyjh/202405/t20240530_11340706.html; 

“Xi Jinping shuo, renhe ren dou bu yao digu Zhongguo 

renmin hanwei guojia zhuquan he lingtu wanzheng de 

jianqiang juexin, jianding yizhi, qiangda nengli”! (Xi Jin-

ping said that no one should underestimate the Chinese 

people’s strong resolve, firm will, and great ability to 

defend national sovereignty and territorial integrity!). 

Xinhua News Agency, 1 July 2021. http://www.ce.cn/xw-

zx/gnsz/szyw/202107/01/t20210701_36683519.shtml

15	 Cf. Gao Desheng and Ji Yan, Guojia zhili shiyu xia de guo-

jia zhuquan lilun yu shijian (Theories and Practices of 

National Sovereignty from the Perspective of National 

Governance), Beijing (Renmin chubanshe) 2024.

16	 Gao and Ji 2024.

The main difference lies in the fact that China 

uses sovereignty primarily as a protective prin-

ciple to ensure internal control and develop-

ment, while Russia understands the principle as 

a claim to influence, particularly in its neighbor-

hood.

As far as Sino-Russian relations are concerned, 

one could speak of a “silent pact.” Between Chi-

na and Russia, sovereignty in this sense means 

above all mutual restraint. One could say: Nei-

ther side interferes in the other’s core interests. 

That is the foundation of their partnership.

Specifically, this means:

•	 Mutual recognition of “core interests.” China 

expects Russian support (or at least silence) 

on issues such as Taiwan, Xinjiang, Tibet, and 

Hong Kong. Russia expects Chinese under-

standing of its security interests, particularly 

in the post-Soviet space;

•	 No ideological interference, i. e., no public as-

sessments of the partner’s internal order and 

no demands for reforms; 

•	 No conditionalities (democracy, human rights). 

Sovereignty here means:

•	 “Your system is your business.”

Even though China is economically and tech-

nologically superior, Russia remains an equal 

in military and nuclear terms. Both also insist 

on being treated formally as sovereign equals. 

Precisely because sovereignty is so empha-

sized, there are clear red lines: China does not 

openly interfere in Russian decisions (e. g., the 

war in Ukraine), but instead formulates “posi-

tions” rather than offering support. Russia re-

frains from commenting on Chinese territorial 

issues and avoids contacts that could elevate 

Taiwan’s status. One could call this a calculat-

ed distance, not a deep alliance. Externally, both 

use sovereignty strategically: as a counter-

model to Western alliance politics, as a frame-

work of legitimacy for a multipolar order, and 

as an argument for alternative institutions 

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xw/zyjh/202405/t20240530_11340706.html
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xw/zyjh/202405/t20240530_11340706.html
http://www.ce.cn/xwzx/gnsz/szyw/202107/01/t20210701_36683519.shtml
http://www.ce.cn/xwzx/gnsz/szyw/202107/01/t20210701_36683519.shtml
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(such as BRICS or the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization SCO).

In short, sovereignty between China and Russia 

means: no interference, no moral claims – but 

also no blind support. Or to put it another way: 

partnership without integration, closeness with-

out obligation. China accepts Russian violations 

of sovereignty as long as they do not harm Chi-

na’s core interests. Russia, in turn, accepts Chi-

na’s growing influence, even if it may limit Rus-

sia’s room for maneuver (e. g., in Central Asia; 

see below).

A practical example is that China formally recog-

nizes Ukraine’s territorial integrity, but does not 

condemn Russia’s attack, which violates inter-

national law. It sacrifices Ukrainian sovereignty 

politically in order to retain Russia as a strategic 

partner.

Although China does not appear to be supplying 

lethal weapons to Russia to this day (to avoid ap-

pearing too openly partisan, to preserve strate-

gic autonomy, and to limit the risk of sanctions), 

this appears to be accepted by Moscow. Political 

support is more important to Russia than mili-

tary dependence. Sovereignty manifests itself 

here as freedom of decision-making, not as an 

alliance obligation. The nature of the sovereignty 

relationship is therefore not ideologically consis-

tent, but clearly driven by interests.

RUSSIAN AND CHINESE CONCEPTS FOR CREATING A NEW GLOBAL 
ORDER

This section examines the extent to which the 

concept of sovereignty is reflected in a compar-

ison of the two countries’ approaches of cre-

ating a new global order. If these are distinct 

approaches without mutual overlap, this would 

underscore the sovereignty claims of both 

states.

Russia’s idea of a “world majority” and China’s 

vision of a “community with a shared future for 

mankind” have emerged as central components 

of contemporary foreign policy thinking in their 

respective countries. Both are central narratives 

of their foreign policy and ideological strategies. 

These serve to offer alternatives to the Western-

liberal worldview and to strengthen both their 

national and international legitimacy.

The foundations of the Russian concept were laid 

in the report “Russia’s Policy Toward the World 

Majority” (2023), published under the auspices 

of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian 

Federation17, as well as in the Valdai Club report 

“The Global Majority and Its Interests” (2024).18 

Together, they underscore the dual strategic and 

analytical nature of the concept and shed light 

on Moscow’s vision of an emerging global order, 

its interpretation of the war in Ukraine, and its 

approach to international cooperation amid the 

confrontation with the West.17 18

The 2023 report defines “Global Majority” as 

a community of non-Western states, in which 

Russia is not an external observer but an ac-

tive participant and a key geopolitical actor. The 

“Global Majority” thus includes countries in Asia, 

Africa, and Latin America (often referred to as 

the “Global South”) that do not support sanc-

tions against Russia and reject “Western dou-

ble standards.” The term relies on the numeri-

17	 Karaganov, S. A., A. M. Kramarenko, D. V. Trenin, et al., 

Russia’s Policy Towards the World Majority. Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation / National 

Research University – Higher School of Economics / 

Council on Foreign and Defense Policy. Moscow 2023. 

Available at: https://www.mid.ru/upload/mediali-

brary/c98/cjmfdf73760bme0y99zqllj51zzllrvs/Rus-

sia%E2%80%99s%20Policy.pdf

18	 Karaganov, Kramarenko, Trenin, et al. 2023.

https://www.mid.ru/upload/medialibrary/c98/cjmfdf73760bme0y99zqllj51zzllrvs/Russia%E2%80%99s%20Policy.pdf
https://www.mid.ru/upload/medialibrary/c98/cjmfdf73760bme0y99zqllj51zzllrvs/Russia%E2%80%99s%20Policy.pdf
https://www.mid.ru/upload/medialibrary/c98/cjmfdf73760bme0y99zqllj51zzllrvs/Russia%E2%80%99s%20Policy.pdf
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cal superiority of these states over a “Western 

minority” (the U. S., the EU, and their allies). Ac-

cording to Moscow’s argument, the West should 

be denied the moral and political legitimacy to 

shape global norms. At the same time, Russia 

is striving to build alternative structures in the 

areas of finance, trade, and security (through 

organizations such as BRICS), in part to reduce 

dependence on the U. S. dollar and Western 

institutions.

What are the key elements of Russia’s and Chi-

na’s “world majority” concepts “common future 

of humanity”?

RUSSIA’S CONCEPT

This concept, promoted in particular by Sergey 

Lavrov and Vladimir Putin, emphasizes the fol-

lowing ideas:

•	 Multipolarity: The international system should 

no longer be dominated by the West (the U. S. 

and Europe), but by several centers of power 

with equal standing;

•	 Rejection of Western hegemony: The West 

is portrayed as decadent, imperial, and hyp-

ocritical; the “world majority” (Africa, Asia, 

Latin America) as victims of Western pater-

nalism;

•	 Sovereignty and self-determination: States 

should have the right to choose their own po-

litical and economic order – without external 

interference;

•	 Cultural and civilizational diversity: Russia 

presents itself as a defender of “traditional 

values” and cultural identities against pro-

claimed Western uniformity.

The concept aims to build a global alliance of 

the “non-Western world” and to legitimize 

Russia’s foreign policy strategies (e. g., toward 

Ukraine or against Western sanctions). It is part 

of Moscow’s image-building as part of a sup-

posed global majority movement against the 

West.

THE CHINESE CONCEPT

It was initiated by Xi Jinping in 2013 and incor-

porated into the Chinese Constitution (2018) and 

UN documents. Key elements include

•	 Common development: States should coexist 

in peace and jointly create prosperity, particu-

larly through economic cooperation;

•	 Mutual respect: Every nation is considered 

sovereign, regardless of ideology or form of 

government;

•	 Cooperative relationships should be based on 

a win-win approach,

•	 i. e., mutually beneficial relationships and 

pragmatic cooperation among all countries, 

regardless of their size and strength.19

The officially stated goal is to create a more eq-

uitable international order that gives China (and 

the “Global South”) greater influence. At the 

same time, the concept emphasizes the necessi-

ty of sustainability (creating a global ecosystem), 

technological progress, and peaceful coexis-

tence among states.20

Ultimately, this concept is intended to legitimize 

China’s leadership role in the Global South and 

within multilateral structures. It is conceived as 

an alternative model to the “liberal internation-

al order,” but with a softer, more cooperation-

oriented rhetoric than the Russian concept.

19	 “Goujian renlei mingyun gongtongti” (Building a Com-

munity with a Shared Future for Mankind). Xi Jinping 

waijiao sixiang he xin shidai Zhongguo waijiao (Xi Jin-

ping’s Foreign Policy Thought in the New Era of Chinese 

Foreign Policy), 16 March 2026. https://cn.chinadiplo-

macy.org.cn/2026-03/16/content_118383951.shtml

20	 “Tuidong goujian renlei mingyun gongtongti” (Ad-

vancing the building of a community with a shared 

future for mankind), ed. China’s Ministry of Foreign Af-

fairs, 5 November 2025. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjb-

zhd/202511/t20251105_11747260.shtml

https://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/2026-03/16/content_118383951.shtml
https://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/2026-03/16/content_118383951.shtml
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202511/t20251105_11747260.shtml
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202511/t20251105_11747260.shtml
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SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

In comparison, both the Chinese and Russian 

concepts are based on the idea of a changing 

world order. However, they differ in terms of 

their priorities and structure. The “Communi-

ty with a Shared Future for Mankind” places a 

strong emphasis on the principle of sovereign 

equality. While the Russian concept does not di-

rectly contradict the Chinese one, it prioritizes 

Russia’s national interests and aims to define 

Russia’s position in the emerging global order. It 

seeks to provide a clearer picture of how power 

might be distributed among the emerging power 

centers of China, India, and Russia, with Russia 

positioned as the “military-political backbone” of 

the “Global South’s” resistance to Western he-

gemony. Russia’s approach differs from China’s 

in that it distinguishes between Western states 

and the rest of the world. It explicitly divides the 

world into two opposing poles of power.

Russia uses the concept of the “world majority” 

to legitimize geopolitical opposition, while China 

emphasizes humanity’s “shared future” to as-

sert economic and political leadership in a more 

positive, partnership-based manner.

Common to both concepts is their critique of 

Western dominance. Both narratives are direct-

ed against the Western liberal world order (U. S./

EU-centered) and reject a “unipolar world” and 

“Western universalism.” The emphasis is on multi-

polarity and power pluralism. In both cases, these 

are alternative visions to the U. S./Western-dom-

inated world order. Both assume that the West 

does not represent “the world.” Both formulate an 

alternative to the Western order. Both seek not on-

ly to participate in the formulation of a new world 

order but to help define it. Furthermore, both are 

primarily directed at the “Global South.” The “non-

West” is constructed as a legitimate majority.

Differences lie in the underlying logic. Rus-

sia’s “world majority” assumes that the “Global 

South” is objectively opposed to the West. The 

concept is antagonistic, confrontational, con-

flict-oriented, logically charged, and identity-po-

litical (“us versus them”), and involves an ene-

my-image logic. The basic idea of the Chinese 

concept is that humanity forms a “community 

of shared destiny with common interests.” It ap-

pears more harmonizing, consensus-oriented, 

diplomatic, normative, and universalizing.

Functionally, the Russian concept is also in-

tended to serve to legitimize the war in Ukraine, 

delegitimize the West, justify international isola-

tion, and construct a moral majority. It therefore 

functions primarily as a political battle concept. 

The Chinese vision is intended to serve the es-

tablishment of a new world order, in which China 

intends to assume a normative leadership role. 

This is to be achieved not least through the cre-

ation of institutions (BRICS, “Belt and Road Ini-

tiative” BRI, Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

AIIB, SCO). In summary, the difference could be 

characterized as follows: The world is divided – 

and the majority stands against the West (Rus-

sia). The world is connected – and needs a new 

common order (China).

In reality, China’s concept is characterized by 

massive investments in the “Global South” (BRI, 

infrastructure, loans), with the aim of creating 

institutional dependencies and networks. Ma-

ny states view China as a development partner 

(albeit sometimes with ambivalent feelings). 

Russia, on the other hand, has little economic 

appeal in the countries of the “Global South”. Its 

spheres of influence arise more through arms 

exports, energy, or military security services 

(e. g., through the “Wagner” mercenary group). 

Moscow’s “world majority” is more of a rhetori-

cal alliance, but lacks an integrated structure.

In short, China is attempting to formulate a new 

ideology for the global order, while Russia seeks to 

delegitimize the West by portraying it as a minori-

ty, without offering a universal model of its own.

In reality, China has a greater presence in the 

“Global South” than Russia, for example through 

infrastructure projects (such as roads, ports, 
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power plants, railways, etc.), loans, trade, tech-

nology (5G, solar power systems), and perma-

nent institutions (AIIB, BRICS Bank). For many 

countries in the “Global South”, China is the larg-

est trading partner, the most important investor, 

and central to infrastructure and industrializa-

tion development. The idea of a “community with 

a shared future” avoids moralizing, emphasizes 

development, stability, and statehood, and res-

onates well with elites seeking growth without 

pressure for democratization.

Russia, on the other hand, scores points with 

strong anti-Western sentiment (including refer-

ences to colonial history), rhetorical support in 

international forums, and influence in security 

matters (weapons, military advisors). Many gov-

ernments do not actively agree with Russia but 

share the “frustration with the West.” Because it 

makes hardly any investments, Moscow has on-

ly weak economic appeal. Unlike China, Russia 

does not represent a development model. It is 

heard, but not imitated.

An open ideological rivalry between China and 

Russia has yet to emerge at this point. Mutu-

al respect for political sovereignty serves here 

not only as a diplomatic principle, but also as 

a mechanism for managing latent ideological 

competition. Each recognizes that its authority is 

based on its own ideological foundations, which 

cannot be subordinated to those of the other.

This perspective also explains why China hesi-

tates to exert political pressure on Russia regard-

ing an end to the war in Ukraine. By clearly dis-

tinguishing between economic asymmetry and 

political autonomy, Beijing avoids using its eco-

nomic influence to demand political concessions 

from Moscow. This enables China to maintain a 

balance in its strategic partnership with Russia 

while preserving its own ideological and dip-

lomatic flexibility. Ultimately, the Sino-Russian 

relationship is intended to be secured through 

a pragmatic arrangement in which the principle 

of sovereignty functions as both a boundary and 

a bridge: it limits interference while simultane-

ously enabling cooperation as a response to a 

shared perception of Western dominance. At the 

same time, however, they signal that each side 

independently develops and pursues its own 

concepts, which must be interpreted as an ex-

pression of existing symmetry and sovereignty.

In summary, the main differences between the 

two concepts are:

•	 Russia relies on political confrontation with 

the West, while China relies on cooperation.21

•	 While Russia relies on alliances against the 

West, China seeks to reform global institu-

tions (such as the UN).

•	 Russia positions itself as a defender of histor-

ical justice, China as an architect of the future 

and global development in the interest of im-

proving living conditions in the “Global South” 

and the creation of a global ecosystem.

•	 What they have in common is the goal of creat-

ing a multipolar world detached from Western 

concepts, albeit using different instruments 

and priorities and in their respective interests.

CHINA’S SOVEREIGNTY AND THE WAR IN UKRAINE

CHINA’S AMBIVALENT BEHAVIOR

Many in the West believe that Beijing stands 

firmly by Russia’s side. Yet the exact reasons be-

hind this seem rather nebulous. Beijing’s hand

ling of the Russian attack on Ukraine is charac-

terized by a series of ambiguities.21This section 

therefore addresses the question of the extent to 

which China does not fully align itself with the 

21	 Tuidong goujian renlei mingyun gongtongti 2025.
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Russian position, but rather prioritizes its own 

interests. That is, it displays a stance toward 

Moscow which can be interpreted as an expres-

sion of sovereign conduct toward Russia.

The Chinese government consistently empha-

sizes that the sovereignty and territorial integ-

rity of all states must be guaranteed. During the 

vote on condemning the Russian invasion in the 

UN Security Council in February 2022, the Chi-

nese delegation abstained. It voted neither for 

nor against Russia.22

While Beijing attributes responsibility for this 

war to the U. S. and NATO, arguing that they failed 

to sufficiently take Moscow’s security interests 

into account, it simultaneously calls for a return 

to the negotiating table. Beijing has not yet con-

demned Russia’s violation of international law, 

though it has repeatedly stated its intention to 

comply with Western sanctions against Mos-

cow to avoid being sanctioned by the U. S. For 

example, the major Chinese commercial banks 

no longer issue letters of credit for foreign trade 

financing with Russia, and many Chinese manu-

facturers are hesitant to supply spare parts and 

components to the Russian aviation industry.23

To date, China has recognized neither the annex-

ation of Crimea nor Russia’s annexations in east-

ern and southern Ukraine. The country also sup-

plies dual-use components, drones, and drone 

parts to both Russia and Ukraine simultaneously. 

Two Ukrainian researchers have made it clear 

that without these supplies, both countries would 

face major difficulties in the military sector.24 

China repeatedly states that it is striving to im-

pose stricter restrictions on the export of drones, 

drone parts, and dual-use components that can 

22	 “Russland-Resolution scheitert – China enthält sich.”  

DIE ZEIT, 26 February 2022. https://www.zeit.de/

news/2022-02/26/un-resolution-gegen-russ-

land-scheitert-im-sicherheitsrat

23	 “Russland-Resolution scheitert – China enthält sich.”

24	 “Russland-Resolution scheitert – China enthält sich.”

also be used for military purposes, including to 

countries that pass them on to one side or the 

other. At least nominally, China is attempting not 

to openly oppose Western sanctions policies. 

However, despite official restrictions, large quan-

tities of Chinese dual-use goods, particularly 

components for FPV (first-person view) drones, 

continue to reach Russia, though often via unoffi-

cial or circumvented trade channels.

Central Asian states such as Kazakhstan and 

Kyrgyzstan appear to be particularly involved in 

this.25 Chinese arms deliveries to Russia have 

not yet come to light.26 Geng Shuang, China’s 

Deputy Permanent Representative to the United 

Nations, stated in the UN Security Council that if 

China had supported Russia with military sup-

plies during its military operations in Ukraine, 

this war would have unfolded completely dif-

ferently, namely in Moscow’s favor.27 Russia 

apparently expected arms deliveries, but China 

refused. This even led to discontent in Moscow.28

25	 Natasha Kuhrt, “Sino-Russian Relations in Central 

Asia.” Center for European Policy Analysis. 19 August 

2025. https://cepa.org/commentary/sino-russian-rela-

tions-in-central-asia/; “Kazakhstan’s Expanding Role in 

Russia’s Sanctions-Evasion Architecture.” Robert Lan-

sing Institute, 1 December 2025. https://lansinginstitute.

org/2025/12/01/kazakhstans-expanding-role-in-rus-

sias-sanctions-evasion-architecture/. However, fol-

lowing fierce criticism from the West, Kazakhstan has 

tightened its controls at border crossings with Russia 

since late 2025 in order to avoid secondary sanctions.

26	 Cf. You Ji and Xiangning Wu, “The Enduring Sino-Rus-

sian Strategic Relations of Mutual Dependence – The 

Attitude of Military Cooperation.” Journal of Contempo-

rary China, Vol. 34 (2025), 819–840.

27	 Remarks by Ambassador Geng Shuang at the UN Se-

curity Council Briefing on Ukraine, 16 January 2025.  

https://un.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/dbt

xx_141670/2020070710/2020070714/202501/

t20250117_11537188.htm

28	 So Prof. Huang Jing (Shanghai International Studies 

University) in an interview: “E-Wu chongtu ruoneng 

heping jieshu dui Zhongguo zhengti you li” (A peace-

ful solution to the Russia-Ukraine conflict would be 

beneficial for China overall. Guancha (Observer), 13 

December 2025. https://www.guancha.cn/huang-

jing/2025_12_13_800284.shtml

https://www.zeit.de/news/2022-02/26/un-resolution-gegen-russland-scheitert-im-sicherheitsrat
https://www.zeit.de/news/2022-02/26/un-resolution-gegen-russland-scheitert-im-sicherheitsrat
https://www.zeit.de/news/2022-02/26/un-resolution-gegen-russland-scheitert-im-sicherheitsrat
https://cepa.org/commentary/sino-russian-relations-in-central-asia/
https://cepa.org/commentary/sino-russian-relations-in-central-asia/
https://lansinginstitute.org/2025/12/01/kazakhstans-expanding-role-in-russias-sanctions-evasion-architecture/
https://lansinginstitute.org/2025/12/01/kazakhstans-expanding-role-in-russias-sanctions-evasion-architecture/
https://lansinginstitute.org/2025/12/01/kazakhstans-expanding-role-in-russias-sanctions-evasion-architecture/
https://un.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/dbtxx_141670/2020070710/2020070714/202501/t20250117_11537188.htm
https://un.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/dbtxx_141670/2020070710/2020070714/202501/t20250117_11537188.htm
https://un.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/dbtxx_141670/2020070710/2020070714/202501/t20250117_11537188.htm
https://www.guancha.cn/huangjing/2025_12_13_800284.shtml
https://www.guancha.cn/huangjing/2025_12_13_800284.shtml
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Prior to the war, there was a close cooperative 

relationship between China and Ukraine.29 In 

2024, China remained Ukraine’s most import-

ant source of imports. Ukraine imported goods 

worth $ 14.4 billion from China, which account-

ed for the largest share of its total imports, but 

exported goods worth only $ 2.4 billion. Imports 

significantly exceeded exports to China. This 

trend continued in 2025.30 At least verbally, re-

lations between the two countries appear to be 

continuing. For example, Foreign Minister Wang 

Yi stated during a meeting with Ukrainian For-

eign Minister Andrii Sybiha on the sidelines of 

the 2026 Munich Security Conference, China 

values the traditional friendship between China 

and Ukraine and will continue to promote bilat-

eral cooperation in various fields. China is pre-

pared to provide Ukraine with new humanitarian 

aid. Sybiha, for his part, stated that Ukraine and 

China maintain a traditional friendship and are 

important strategic partners. He described Chi-

na as a major country with significant interna-

tional influence and said that the Ukrainian side 

attaches great importance to the development of 

relations with China and that there is enormous 

potential for bilateral cooperation. Ukraine ap-

preciates China’s consistent respect for the sov-

ereignty and territorial integrity of all countries, 

as well as its positive efforts to promote peace 

talks.31 Politically, however, China stands with 

Russia, not Ukraine’s.

In this triangular relationship, however, China’s 

own interests take precedence. This also applies 

to Beijing’s relations with Russia. Zhao Suisheng, 

29	 Cf. Vita Golod and Olga Drobotiuk, “Tracing the Path of 

Sino-Ukrainian Relations: From the Post-Soviet Era 

to the Russo-Ukrainian War.” Journal of Contemporary 

China, 4 (2025), 797–818.

30	 Vita Golod, “Sino-Ukrainian Relations: Strategic Trade 

and Geopolitical Balancing”. China Observers, 13 Octo-

ber 2025. https://chinaobservers.eu/sino-ukrainian-re-

lations-strategic-trade-and-geopolitical-balancing/

31	 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Wang Yi Meets 

with Ukrainian Foreign Minister Andrii Sybiha, 13 Feb-

ruary 2026. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb-

zhd/202602/t20260215_11860282.html

director of the “Center for China-US Coopera-

tion” at the University of Denver, put it this way: 

China “has kept vigilant in guarding its autonomy 

of action to avoid entrapment in Russia’s drastic 

adventure.”32

CHINESE DOMESTIC DEBATE

Within China itself, there are widely divergent 

positions regarding the war. Nationalist circles 

primarily blame the U. S. and NATO and hope for 

a Russian victory, particularly with regard to the 

potential reaction to a possible future military 

action against Taiwan. Among Chinese officials, 

doubts have been expressed about Russia’s 

stability, and questions have been raised as to 

whether the country is truly a reliable partner.33

Prominent intellectuals, on the other hand, have 

taken a decidedly critical stance toward Russia, 

its war of aggression against Ukraine, which vi-

olates international law, and the policies of its 

government.34 Yan Xuetong (Tsinghua Univer-

sity), one of China’s most renowned experts on 

international relations, even speaks of an “anti-

Russian sentiment among the population.”35 On 

32	 Zhao Suisheng, “Empowerment Versus Entrapment: 

Beijing’s International Anti-Hegemonic United Front 

Strategy Amid Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine.” Journal of 

Contemporary China, Vol. 34, No. 156, 991. https://www.

tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10670564.2025.246

4423?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email#ab-

stract

33	 Zhao Suisheng, “Empowerment Versus Entrapment: 

Beijing’s International Anti-Hegemonic United Front 

Strategy Amid Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine.” Journal of 

Contemporary China, Vol. 34, No. 156, 991. https://www.

tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10670564.2025.246

4423?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email#ab-

stract

34	 Thomas Heberer, “Zweckbündnis statt Allianz.” Inter-

nationale Politik und Gesellschaft (IPG), 4 July 2023. 

https://www.ipg-journal.de/rubriken/aussen-und-si-

cherheitspolitik/artikel/zweckbuendnis-statt-alli-

anz-6795/?utm_campaign=de_40_20230704&utm_

medium=email&utm_source=newsletter

35	 Yan Xuetong, “China’s Ukraine Conundrum.” Foreign Af-

fairs, 2 May 2022.

https://chinaobservers.eu/sino-ukrainian-relations-strategic-trade-and-geopolitical-balancing/
https://chinaobservers.eu/sino-ukrainian-relations-strategic-trade-and-geopolitical-balancing/
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the Chinese internet, however, critical voices are 

now scarce. Apparently, the authorities do not 

consider it opportune to publicly criticize Russia 

and China’s policy toward Russia and are sup-

pressing such criticism through censorship.

The costs of closely aligning with Russia are 

high and have contributed to the deterioration 

of China’s reputation in Western countries. Al-

though Beijing declares itself “neutral” with re-

gard to the Russian attack on Ukraine, from a 

Western perspective, however, this appears as 

“pro-Russian neutrality.” Consequently, numer-

ous Chinese experts have warned against align-

ing too closely with Moscow. Meanwhile, Presi-

dent Xi also seems to have grasped the costs of 

this alignment, especially since the EU, Japan, 

and South Korea largely stand with the U. S. Nev-

ertheless, China is sticking to this “pro-Russian 

neutrality.” Da Wei, a professor of international 

relations at Tsinghua University, therefore con-

cludes that since China’s position is a major 

obstacle for the EU in improving relations with 

China, the China-EU conflict is currently virtual-

ly unsolvable. China did not want this war, and 

before the war, Beijing maintained equally good 

relations with both Moscow and Kyiv. And China 

remains Ukraine’s main trading partner. Never-

theless, Russia is strategically more important 

to China than Ukraine.36

On the one hand, China’s behavior also appears 

to be influenced by its diplomatic culture. In in-

terviews, Chinese experts point out that “tradi-

tionally,” partner states are not criticized, even if 

China disagrees. “We never choose sides,” said 

a Chinese professor of international relations, 

referring to the Chinese concept of Zhongyong 

(moderation and balance), the “gentle side of 

China’s diplomacy.”37

36	 Da Wei, “What does China want in Ukraine? Peking’s 

ambivalence is limiting its role.” In: Foreign Affairs, 29 

July 2025.

37	 Interview, Shenzhen, 17 October 2025.

In this regard, the analytical perspective of po-

litical analyst Wang Tao is also noteworthy. As 

early as March 2022, shortly after the start of the 

Russian attack on Ukraine, he argued that Chi-

nese support for Ukraine would alienate Beijing 

from Moscow and be tantamount to supporting 

the U. S. Beijing would then lose a key partner, 

Moscow. China, on the other hand, sees itself as 

a “neutral observer” who has no stake in this war 

but wishes to remain independent. Wang consid-

ers maintaining good relations with Russia indis-

pensable for pragmatic reasons alone. The two 

countries share a 4,374-kilometer-long border. 

During the period of strained relations between 

China and the Soviet Union, both countries had 

stationed around two million soldiers along this 

border, which consumed immense resources on 

both sides. These troops have since been with-

drawn, resulting in enormous savings in resourc-

es. Good relations between Beijing and Moscow 

are therefore a necessity for the long term.38

In doing so, the author evidently takes a Daoist 

approach. The second part of the title of his anal-

ysis reads (translated into English): “In modern 

warfare, the uninvolved party wins”: This recalls 

a maxim of the famous military strategist Sunzi 

(c. 544 – c. 496 BCE), “He who does not fight tru-

ly wins.”39 The Daoist elements in his military 

strategy include concepts such as the empha-

sis on avoiding conflict, the search for the “way” 

to victory without direct violence, exploiting the 

opponent’s “emptiness,” and adapting to cir-

cumstances – similar to the Daoist principle of 

“flowing with the Dao” and the idea that the un-

defeated is best. While Daoism emphasizes life 

and harmony, Sunzi taught how to wage war in 

order to avoid it, which represents a pragmatic 

application of Daoist principles in warfare, often 

in contrast to Confucianism.

38	 Wang Tao, “E-Wu zhanzheng – pangguanzhe sheng” 

(The Russia-Ukraine War: The Spectator Wins). Guan-

cha (Observer), 5 March 2022. https://user.guancha.cn/

main/content?id=708286

39	 Sun Tsu, Wahrhaft siegt, wer nicht kämpft. Die Kunst des 

Krieges. Ed. Thomas Cleary, München (Bauer) 2001.
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The position Wang Tao takes in his essay is cer-

tainly consistent with the inherent logic of Chi-

nese foreign policy, even if the government has 

not expressed itself in these terms. It does, how-

ever, appear to align with the interest-based, 

sovereign approach that Beijing pursues with 

regard to its partnership with Moscow.

Chinese experts on international relations, how-

ever, have a simpler explanation for Beijing’s 

“neutrality.” They argued that while the Rus-

sian attack on Ukraine violated principles of in-

ternational law, China, however, never wanted 

this war, and it is not its war either. It is a war 

in which the “West,” NATO, and the EU are en-

tangled, but not China. “It is their war,” Chinese 

political scientists explained to the author, “what 

do we have to do with it? Why should we sud-

denly view Russia, with whom we maintain good 

neighborly relations and trade, as our adversary, 

especially since the West also treats us as an 

‘adversary’?”40

Officially, neither Moscow’s nor Kyiv’s policies 

are criticized. At the same time, there have been 

several initiatives aimed at bringing the war 

to an end. For instance, in March 2023, Beijing 

presented its own proposal to end the conflict 

between Russia and Ukraine.41 While President 

Zelenskyy welcomed this proposal, it was dis-

missed by the West as “too general.”42 Accord-

ing to Chinese experts, this proposal did indeed 

40	 Interviews in Beijing (19 September 2025), Hangzhou (9 

September 2025) and Shanghai (4 December 2025).

41	 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Guanyu zhengzhi 

jiejue Wukelan weiji de Zhongguo lichang (China‘s Po-

sition regarding a political solution to the Ukraine cri-

sis), 24 February 2023. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/

zyxw/202302/t20230224_11030707.shtml. A critical 

position: “China’s 12-point peace plan, explained”. Par-

ley Policy Initiative, 5 March 2023. https://www.par-

leypolicy.com/post/china-s-12-point-peace-plan-ex-

plained

42	 “Western leaders give cool response to China’s plan for 

Ukraine peace talks.” The Guardian, 24 October 2023. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/24/chi-

na-calls-for-russia-ukraine-war-peace-talks

highlight the complex nature of the problem. It 

was not a proposed solution and could not have 

been one, since at that time neither Kyiv nor 

Moscow was prepared for serious negotiations 

involving a willingness to compromise.

Nevertheless, China has sought to contribute to 

ending the conflict through other means. For in-

stance, Xi dispatched former Chinese Ambassa-

dor Li Hui to both Moscow and Kyiv to explore 

possibilities for a negotiated solution.43 How-

ever, for a long time, neither side was willing to 

meet the other’s demands: Moscow demanded, 

as basic preconditions for negotiations, the rec-

ognition of the entire Ukrainian Donbas (includ-

ing the parts not yet occupied by Russia) as part 

of Russia, while Ukraine demanded the com-

plete withdrawal of Russian troops from occu-

pied Ukrainian territory. Negotiations were not 

possible on this basis. Nor should we overesti-

mate Beijing’s ability to influence the situation. 

With the attack on Ukraine, Putin is pursuing his 

own interests, from which he would be unlikely 

to be dissuaded, not even by Xi. If Beijing were 

to try to pressure Putin into ending the war, this 

would at most jeopardize the consensus on the 

recognition of respective sovereignty and thus 

relations with Russia. A Chinese condemnation 

of Russia would also be of little benefit to Bei-

jing, as the U. S. containment policy toward the 

country would likely remain fundamentally un-

changed. However, if China were to distance it-

self from Russia, this would fundamentally call 

into question the partnership between the two 

countries, which would ultimately weaken China 

massively. China would then likely face West-

ern containment policy alone.44 As long as Bei-

43	 Kawala Xie, “Ukraine war: China to send Russia hand Li 

Hui to Kyiv and Moscow on peace mission”. South Chi-

na Morning Post, 12 May 2023. https://www.scmp.com/

news/china/diplomacy/article/3220341/china-send-

senior-envoy-ukraine-and-russia-quest-peace-talks

44	 Interview with Chinese Russia expert, Beijing, 18 August 

2025. At the request of the interviewees, who wished to 

remain anonymous in any publications, the names of 

the individuals interviewed are not mentioned in this 

paper.
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jing does not condemn Moscow but maintains a 

good partnership – so the logic goes – it appears 

to have a strong partner at its side, a counter-

weight against any form of China’s isolation by 

the West. China already experienced complete 

isolation from both the U. S. and the Soviet Union 

in the 1960s, along with the high costs associat-

ed with that isolation, an experience it does not 

wish to repeat.

Beijing appears to be more concerned with “qui-

etly” and diplomatically point out the necessi-

ty of a peace settlement between Russia and 

Ukraine, including to Russia itself. During the 

“20th Strategic Security Consultations between 

Russia and China” in December 2025, Chinese 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi stated regarding the 

Ukraine issue that China supports all efforts 

toward peace as well as an agreement for a 

comprehensive and lasting peace. China would 

remain in dialogue with Russia on this matter.45 

And in February 2026, China’s Permanent Rep-

resentative to the United Nations, Fu Cong, stat-

ed at a meeting of the UN Security Council that 

China had consistently called for a ceasefire, 

the cessation of hostilities, and the promotion 

of peace talks and dialogue. No lethal weapons 

had been supplied to any of the parties to the 

conflict, and the export of dual-use goods was 

strictly controlled.46

However, it is striking that the principle of inter-

national law repeatedly emphasized by China, 

that the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all 

countries must be respected, is ultimately sub-

ordinated to its own interests. In the case of U. S. 

attacks on Venezuela and Iran, Beijing demand-

45	 China and Russia Hold Strategic Security Consultation, 

2 December, 2025. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/wjb-

zhd/202512/t20251203_11765732.html

46	 Zhao Yusha, “China pushes back against smears over 

Ukraine crisis, reiterates its position on calling for 

ceasefire, promoting peace talks as conflict enters fifth 

year.” Global Times, 25 February 2026. https://www.

globaltimes.cn/page/202602/1355733.shtml?utm_

source=substack&utm_medium=email

ed this principle be upheld. Yet when it comes 

to Moscow and its attack on Ukraine – which 

violates international law – it is not mentioned. 

Here, the interest in maintaining good relations 

with Russia clearly takes precedence. Regarding 

the issue of strict controls on exports of dual-

use goods, the question arises as to why such 

goods manufactured in China are nevertheless 

being used in Russia.

China likely has no interest in a further escala-

tion of the war. In particular, because this could 

further strengthen the alliance between the EU 

and the U. S. and have a negative impact on the 

Belt and Road Initiative and Chinese foreign 

trade. At the same time, however, China fears 

Russia’s decline and its possible consequenc-

es for Beijing, in line with the motto: “If the West 

brings Russia to its knees, China will be next.”

“PARTNERSHIP WITH NO LIMITS”?

In this context, the question also arises as to 

what China actually means by this phrase, which 

was agreed upon on February 4, 2022,47 shortly 

before the opening of the Winter Olympics in Bei-

jing on the same day and 20 days before Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine. In the West, this declaration 

of a “partnership with no limits” has been viewed 

with deep concern and as a strategic challenge 

to the global security order. It is seen as an al-

liance of authoritarian states directed against 

Western interests. In the context of this article, 

the question therefore arises as to whether such 

a “boundless” partnership could potentially lead 

to a restriction of the political sovereignty of Bei-

jing or Moscow.

As mentioned, China benefits massively from the 

partnership economically, by importing cheap 

Russian raw materials (oil, gas, coal), the reve-

47	 Tony Munroe, Andrew Osborn and Humeyra Pamuk, 

“China, Russia partner up against West at Olympics 

summit.” Reuters, 5 February 2022. https://www.reu-

ters.com/world/europe/russia-china-tell-nato-stop-

expansion-moscow-backs-beijing-taiwan-2022-02-04/
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nues from which simultaneously keep Russia’s 

war machine running. China is Moscow’s most 

important economic lifeline following the impo-

sition of Western sanctions. At the same time, 

however, China thinks strategically. For example, 

if the U. S. and its allies were to block the ship-

ping routes through which China obtains raw 

materials from the Near and Middle East and 

Africa via the South China Sea in the event of a 

conflict, this could disrupt supply chains. Here, 

Russia could step in as a close partner.

“No-limits partnership” does not mean an un-

restricted alliance without rules, but rather a 

broad-based, strategic closeness with shared 

interests and coordinated foreign policy, par-

ticularly as a counterweight to the U. S. and its 

allies. Despite the dramatic term “no-limits” the 

partnership does not imply that China and Rus-

sia would form a formal military alliance or even 

restrict their respective sovereign rights. Rather, 

both sides deliberately avoid a classic alliance 

commitment, which is also evident from the am-

bivalent Chinese behavior described above re-

garding support for Russia in the Ukraine war.48 

Analyses also make it clear that economic inter-

dependence has so far been limited49 and that 

48	 Hu Chuchun of Shanghai International Studies Univer-

sity also emphasizes that, according to the Chinese 

understanding, a comprehensive strategic partnership 

does not constitute a military alliance and does not 

entail any obligation to provide assistance. See Alex-

ander Dergay, “China vor Eintritt in Iran-Krieg? Experte 

aus Shanghai erklärt Pekings Denkweise.” Berliner 

Zeitung, 1 March 2026. https://www.berliner-zeitung.

de/politik-gesellschaft/geopolitik/china-interven-

tion-iran-usa-israel-militaer-li.10021704

49	 E. g., Alessia Caruso and Tim Rühlig, “The dependence 

gap in Russia-China relations”. European Institute for 

Security Studies, 2 October 2025. https://www.iss.eu-

ropa.eu/publications/analysis/dependence-gap-rus-

sia-china-relations#:~:text=Growing%20Chinese%20

exports%20to%20Russia,as%20machinery%20and%20

electrical%20equipment%20 or William Jackson, Mark 

Williams and Liam Peach, “Drop-In: China and Russia 

– The limits of the ‘no limits’ partnership.” Capital Eco-

nomics, 4 December 2025. https://www.capitaleconom-

ics.com/events/drop-china-and-russia-limits-no-lim-

its-partnership

China is weighing practical interests against 

risks. At its core, the “no-limits partnership” is 

a political-strategic message: China and Russia 

wish to make clear that they intend to cooper-

ate closely on the global stage, coordinate their 

interests, and limit the influence of Western 

states, particularly the U. S. However, the rela-

tionship remains pragmatic and is not bound-

less in an absolute sense – it has real political, 

economic, and strategic boundaries and serves 

primarily to advance the participants’ own 

interests.

In summary, China views the declaration of a 

“no-limits partnership” as a strong diplomat-

ic and economic show of solidarity against 

the West, intended to secure strategic advan-

tages for Beijing, yet still subject to pragmat-

ic national interests and economic realities. 

“No-limits”, according to Chinese experts on 

Russia speaking to the author of this article, 

is to be understood more in a symbolic sense 

and remains vague, without mutual obliga-

tions, for example in the military sphere.50 Chi-

na is economically much more closely inter-

twined with the G7 nations than with Russia. 

The same applies to Chinese companies and 

banks. China also views North Korea’s grow-

ing alignment with Russia, the deployment of 

North Korean soldiers on the Russian front, 

and a “partnership agreement” signed by Kim 

Jong-un and Putin in June 2024 with a criti-

cal to hostile attitude. This treaty provides for 

mutual assistance in the event of an act of ag-

gression against one of the signatories. While 

Moscow expressed interest in a trilateral pact 

between China, Russia, and North Korea, Bei-

jing showed no interest in that.51 Furthermore, 

50	 Cf. Interviews with Chinese Russia experts in Beijing (18 

and 19 August 2025), Shanghai (3 December 2025) and 

Shenzhen (17 October 2025).

51	 Cf., e. g., Sergey Radchenko, “China Doesn’t Want to Lead 

an Axis. Beijing’s Deep Doubts About Russia and North 

Korea.” Foreign Affairs, 18 February 2025.
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in October, China took measures to prevent 

Chinese citizens from serving as mercenaries 

on the Ukrainian front in Russia (mostly for fi-

nancial reasons).52

Beijing has opted for a pro-Russian policy out of 

its own strategic interests, even though it nei-

ther allows itself to be co-opted by Moscow nor 

acts as an unconditional partner that sides with 

Russia on every issue.

This section has made clear that Russia and Chi-

na develop their own agendas, which they pursue 

independently, without providing each other with 

unconditional support in any way. This has been 

primarily evident in China’s behavior thus far. 

This raises the question of how Moscow would 

behave in a similar situation. It can be assumed 

that even then, the sovereignty agreed upon by 

both sides in international matters and the asso-

ciated symmetry would continue to exist.

RUSSIA AND CHINA IN CENTRAL ASIA: A TACIT RECALIBRATION 
OF INFLUENCE

The concept of a “division of labor” – Russia for 

security, China for the economy – has long been 

the standard model for describing Moscow’s and 

Beijing’s policies and functions toward the Cen-

tral Asian states. Current developments, howev-

er, suggest that this model is gradually eroding 

and could be replaced by a dominance in China’s 

favor. While both powers continue to cooperate 

to keep Western influence and democratic aspi-

rations out of the region, yet the boundaries of 

their respective spheres of influence are gradu-

ally blurring. This section will examine the extent 

to which China’s growing economic influence in 

the region is beginning to reveal an asymmet-

rical trend in the structure of Russian-Chinese 

relations.

SECURITY52

Three of the Central Asian states (Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan) are members of the secu-

rity alliance initiated and dominated by Russia’s 

security alliance “Collective Security Treaty Or-

ganization,” and four of the five countries in the 

“Commonwealth of Independent States,” a loose 

confederation founded in 1991 comprising most 

of the successor states of the USSR, which aims 

52	 https://table.media/en/china/talk-of-the-town-en/

ukraine-war-china-prevents-citizens-from-working-

as-mercenaries-for-russia

to promote political and economic cooperation 

(Turkmenistan is merely an associate member). 

In terms of security policy, the long-standing 

rule was: In the event of unrest, Moscow is called 

upon (as was the case with Kazakhstan in Jan-

uary 2022). Officially, Russia is still regarded as 

the sole guarantor of security in Central Asia.

However, through the establishment of the 

China-Central Asia Secretariat in early 2024 and 

regular summits (such as the second China-

Central Asia Summit in Astana in June 2025), 

Beijing is also institutionalizing its role as a sta-

bilizing power, previously a domain of Russia.

Furthermore, there are signs that Russia is los-

ing influence. Due to the war in Ukraine, Moscow 

is tied down militarily and has lost prestige. The 

war has shown that Russia’s military capabili-

ties are limited. The Central Asian states are also 

closely observing that Russia is challenging the 

territorial integrity of neighboring states. They 

are also diversifying their arms purchases and 

increasingly acquiring Chinese drones and tech-

nology instead of relying exclusively on Russian 

equipment.53

53	 Emil Avdaliani, “How Central Asia is embracing Chinese 

arms sales. While Russia held a near monopoly over 

weapons sales in the region, the war in Ukraine has 

changed this, offering China an opening.” South China 
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ECONOMIC DEPENDENCIES

Economically, China now dominates the region 

in terms of investment, infrastructure develop-

ment, lending, and trade. Trade between China 

and Central Asia exceeded the $ 100 billion mark 

for the first time in 2025. China is now the most 

important trading partner for all five Central 

Asian states.54 Russia, on the other hand, now 

largely supplies only basic goods. Many import-

ant raw materials, however, still are imported 

from Russia. In countries such as Kyrgyzstan 

and Tajikistan, over 90 percent of gasoline im-

ports even originate there. Furthermore, remit-

tances from migrant workers in Russia remain 

an indispensable economic factor for the Central 

Asian states.

China, on the other hand, is financing and build-

ing crucial corridors such as the China-Kyrgyz-

stan-Uzbekistan (CKU) railway line to Europe, 

which is intended to accelerate trade. For over 

20 years, this project was considered a “diplo-

matic phantom,” but will now become a reality 

following the official start of construction at the 

end of 2024. The CKU railway creates a new, 

southern route for the “New Silk Road” through 

Central Asia and the Caspian Sea, shorten-

ing freight transport from China to Europe by 

about 900 km and reducing transit time by 7 

to 8 days. The route bypasses Russian territo-

ry. Russia has historically held influence in the 

railway sector, as Central Asia traditionally used 

the Russian broad gauge (1,520 mm), whereas 

China uses standard gauge (1,435 mm). Mos-

cow long pushed to build the entire route in 

broad gauge to technologically tie the region 

to its network. Now, however, the railway will 

Morning Post, 30 April 2025. https://www.scmp.com/

opinion/asia-opinion/article/3308328/how-central-

asia-embracing-chinese-arms-sales;		   

Natasha Kuhrt 2025.

54	 Ayana Birbayeva, “China–Central Asia Trade Hits Re-

cord $ 106 Billion in 2025.” The Astana Times, 21 January 

2026. https://astanatimes.com/2026/01/china-cen-

tral-asia-trade-hits-record-106-billion-in-2025/

be equipped with a gauge-changing station in 

Kyrgyzstan (Makmal). This is a compromise. But 

the fact that China is providing the bulk of the 

funding (approximately $ 4.7 to $ 8 billion) en-

sures Beijing’s technological dominance over 

the project.55

For Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, the railway is a 

breakthrough. Uzbekistan is transforming from 

a “double landlocked country” into a regional 

logistics hub. Kyrgyzstan, in turn, benefits from 

transit fees and access to new markets, which 

could cushion its one-sided dependence on Rus-

sian gas supplies and remittances from migrant 

workers. The project demonstrates that China 

provides the hardware (rails, loans), while Rus-

sia must watch as its “backyard” is connected to 

the East via infrastructure.

China has replaced Russia as the most import-

ant trading partner almost everywhere in the re-

gion, especially since Moscow is barely able to 

engage in the region due to the war in Ukraine. 

Through the Belt and Road Initiative, China is 

financing massive infrastructure projects and 

industrial parks, causing Central Asia to increas-

ingly align itself with China. At the same time, 

many states are heavily indebted to Chinese 

state banks, which gives Beijing enormous po-

litical leverage.

Russia is forced to accept China’s economic pen-

etration of the region, especially since it lacks 

its own economic resources. At the same time, 

China’s engagement outshines Western engage-

ment and helps ensure that Russian influence 

remains politically intact. Furthermore, for Chi-

na, a strategic partnership with the Central Asian 

states is more important than exclusive control 

in the Russian sense.

55	 “China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan railway officially launched, 

but sidetracked at least until summer.” Eurasia Net, 7 

January 2025. https://eurasianet.org/china-kyrgyz-

stan-uzbekistan-railway-officially-launched-but-side-

tracked-at-least-until-summer
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CULTURAL SECTOR

Here, Russian influence remains dominant. The 

Russian language continues to be the lingua fran-

ca, and the elites are often Russian-influenced. 

Russia actively uses media and educational pro-

grams as tools to spread its influence. However, 

the influence of Russian appears to be waning in 

favor of indigenous languages.56 Yet millions of 

migrant workers from Central Asia continue to 

work in Russia and send money home, forming a 

strong social bond. Even though the severe dis-

crimination against Central Asian migrant work-

ers in Russia, who are treated as second-class 

citizens, has a negative impact on this network 

of relationships.

However, there are both similarities and dif-

ferences among individual countries. In all of 

them, the Russian attack on Ukraine has caused 

irritation. Nevertheless, a significant percent-

age of the population still shows a relatively 

high degree of understanding for Russia’s ac-

tions. At the same time, there appears to be a 

strong pro-Ukrainian sentiment among the Ka-

zakh population, especially among the youth, 

while elderly people often express sympathy for 

Russia.

The majority of the population in Uzbekistan, on 

the other hand, appears to take a rather neutral 

stance, whereas in Kyrgyzstan, support for Mos-

cow is evidently more pronounced.57

56	 Cholpon Beishalieva, “Echoes of Empire: The Resilience 

of Russian in Central Asia.” Eurac Research, 16 July 

2024. https://www.eurac.edu/en/blogs/mobile-peo-

ple-and-diverse-societies/echoes-of-empire-the-resil-

ience-of-russian-in-central-asia

57	 Jessica Neafie, Frank Maracchione, Rashid Gabdulha-

kov, Khiradmand Sheraliev and Islam Supyaldiyarov, 

“Beyond the Silk Road: Navigating the Complexities of 

Central Asia’s Public Opinion of China.” Central Asian 

Policy Studies, 2024. Ed. by Friedrich Naumann Foun-

dation. https://drive.google.com/file/d/12z5J_1VnAm-

lFKEH8DrQBczalgX15VNra/view

A shift in sentiment away from pro-Russian 

leanings toward a pro-Kazakh stance seems 

to be taking place in Kazakhstan, particularly 

among the youth.58 The Kazakh government 

made it clear as early as 2022 that the country 

would not participate in the attack on Ukraine. It 

even tolerated protests against Russia’s actions. 

A Russian film from 2024, in turn, which com-

pared Kazakhstan to Ukraine and described the 

former as “increasingly Russophobic” and even 

as an “enemy,” was perceived as threatening by 

large segments of the Kazakh population.59

At the same time, Kazakhstan is attempting to 

position itself as a regional architect of infra-

structure and in the field of artificial intelligence 

(AI). Over the past decade, the country has fo-

cused on expanding the sectors of knowledge 

and innovation. The recent launch of the AI “Silk-

net” by the National Academy of Sciences can be 

interpreted as an important step toward digital 

transformation. In this way, Kazakhstan aims to 

play a leading role in the region in the future.60 

While Russia plays no role in this strategy, Chi-

na is capable of contributing to the realization of 

this vision. To avoid unilateral dependence, As-

tana is simultaneously seeking cooperation also 

with South Korea or the EU.61

58	 Diana T. Kudaibergen, What Does It Mean to Be Kazakh-

stani?: Power, Identity and Nation-Building. London (Hurst 

Publishers) 2025; Anne-Kathrin Hamilton, Dorn im Auge 

Russlands: Wie sich Kasachstan vom Kreml-Einfluss löst, 

1 July 2025. https://web.de/magazine/politik/russ-

land-krieg-ukraine/dorn-auge-russlands-kasachstan-

kreml-einfluss-loest-41126098

59	 Anne-Kathrin Hamilton 2025.

60	 Sergey Kwan, “China to Support Hydrogen Innovation 

Center in Kazakhstan.” The Times of Central Asia, 21 

March 2026. https://timesca.com/china-to-support-hy-

drogen-innovation-center-in-kazakhstan/; Rafis Aba-

zov, “Kazakhstan’s AI Silknet: Building a Digital Bridge 

for Central Asia’s Future.” The Central Asia-Caucasus 

Analyst, December 2025. https://cacianalyst.org/pub-

lications/analytical-articles/item/13905-kazakhstans-

ai-silknet-building-a-digital-bridge-for-central-asias-

future.html

61	 Abazov 2025.
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As far as the realm of soft power is concerned, 

China’s standing is evidently growing, partic-

ularly among younger people. Central Asia’s 

youth appears to be increasingly skeptical of 

Russia and perceives it as rather paternalistic. 

The war in Ukraine also seems to be fostering 

a process of gradual “de-Russification.”62 Young 

people in all five countries show enthusiasm for 

Chinese technologies. Platforms such as Temu, 

TikTok, the AI model DeepSeek, and others are 

very popular. Many also welcome Chinese in-

vestments that create jobs, establish modern 

industries (e. g., the production of electric cars) 

and contribute to the diversification of the eco-

nomic structure. Recently, China has also been 

investing more heavily in the development of 

renewable energy in the region, with the aim of 

reducing CO2 emissions. In Kazakhstan alone, 

two billion US-$ were invested in such projects 

in early 2026.63

At the same time, however, there are significant 

concerns and even opposition to Chinese in-

volvement in the region, for example regarding 

rising debt, the sale of land to Chinese investors, 

or working conditions in Chinese companies.64 

The treatment of Uyghurs is also viewed critical-

ly in all Central Asian states.65

62	 Jessica Neafie et al. 2024.

63	 Dana Omirgazy, “Kazakhstan, China Launch $ 2 Billion 

Renewable Energy Projects to Boost Carbon Neutrality.” 

The Astana Times, 19 February 2026. https://astana-

times.com/2026/02/kazakhstan-china-launch-2-bil-

lion-renewable-energy-projects-to-boost-carbon-neu-

trality/

64	 Junis Sharifli, “The Perception Problem: Why Central 

Asians Remain Skeptical of Chinese Investment.” China 

Global South Project, 5 December 2025. https://china-

globalsouth.com/analysis/anti-china-sentiment-cen-

tral-asia-debt-land-perceptions/

65	 Cf. Frank Maracchione, “Decentring narratives of (de) 

globalizazion and crisis: Uzbekistan’s ‘everyday’ politi-

cal economy amidst Russia’s war in Ukraine.” Globalisa-

tions, August 2025, 1–21. https://www.tandfonline.com/

doi/epdf/10.1080/14747731.2025.2533666?needAc-

cess=true

The shift in the structure of Sino-Russian rela-

tions became evident at the China-Central Asia 

summits in 2023 in Xi’an, China, and in 2025 in 

the Kazakh capital Astana. Russia was not in-

volved in either. Very practical decisions were 

made regarding the expansion of relations with-

in the framework of the BRI and the signing of 

a treaty on “eternal good neighborliness, friend-

ship, and cooperation.” Xi also emphasized that 

there is the need for a “stable Central Asia.” The 

sovereignty, security, independence, and territo-

rial integrity of the Central Asian countries has to 

be safeguarded, and the decisions of their peo-

ples regarding specific development paths to be 

respected, while their efforts toward peace, har-

mony, and tranquility must be supported.66 This 

can certainly be interpreted as a nod to Moscow.

The joint communiqué of the 2025 Astana Dec-

laration also mentioned the desire to build “a 

China-Central Asia community with a shared 

future.” This is a clear reference to the Chinese 

concept of the world order, “building a communi-

ty of shared future,” which Xi Jinping addressed 

in his speech there. This, too, is a sign that China 

is attempting to exert greater political influence 

in Central Asia. Furthermore, the communiqué 

also emphasized support for preserving the 

sovereignty and independence of the respective 

countries, which is particularly important for 

Kazakhstan, where there are genuine fears that 

the country could eventually become a second 

Ukraine.67

Xi Jinping made very similar remarks during the 

visit of Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, National 

Leader and Chairman of the People’s Council of 

66	 Full text of Xi Jinping’s keynote speech at China-Central 

Asia Summit, 19 May 2023. https://www.idcpc.gov.cn/

english2023/ttxw_5749/202306/t20230609_159248.

html

67	 Aibarshyn Akhmetkali, “China, Central Asia Sign Trea-

ty, Outline New Paths for Cooperation.” Astana Times, 18 

June 2025. https://astanatimes.com/2025/06/china-

central-asia-sign-treaty-outline-new-paths-for-coop-

eration/
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Turkmenistan in March 2026: “No matter how 

the international situation changes, China will 

always support Turkmenistan in safeguarding 

its national independence, sovereignty, and ter-

ritorial integrity, always support Turkmenistan 

in pursuing a policy of permanent neutrality, and 

always be a trustworthy cooperative partner 

of Turkmenistan.”68 The breadth of the agreed-

upon ties between Turkmenistan and China 

underscores the diversity of their cooperative 

relations.69

Russia has reacted with relative restraint to Chi-

na’s growing influence in Central Asia. Officially, 

Moscow does not view China’s presence as prob-

lematic. However, some members of the Russian 

elite express concerns regarding excessive Chi-

nese influence and a possible erosion of Russian 

dominance, particularly given Russia’s limited 

investment in the region.70 At the same time, 

Moscow is attempting to strengthen its own rela-

tions with the Central Asian countries.71 In 2025, 

a summit between Russia and these states took 

place for the first time in years, where future 

cooperation with Russia was also discussed. At 

the end of 2025, Russia and Kazakhstan signed 

a “Declaration on Upgrading Kazakh-Russian 

68	 “Xi calls for strengthening cooperation with Turkmeni-

stan in natural gas, trade, non-resource fields.” Xinhua 

News Agency, 19 March 2026. http://english.scio.gov.

cn/topnews/2026-03/19/content_118390616.html

69	 The two sides should accelerate the alignment of the 

Belt and Road Initiative and the strategy to “Revive the 

Great Silk Road,” expand the scale of cooperation in the 

natural gas sector, elevate the level of trade and invest-

ment, and broaden cooperation in non-resource fields 

such as connectivity, agriculture, artificial intelligence, 

the digital economy, and clean energy. They should al-

so accelerate the advancement of projects such as the 

Luban Workshop, traditional Chinese medicine centers, 

and the reciprocal establishment of cultural centers to 

create a new pattern of all-around cooperation. “Xi calls 

for strengthening …”, 2026.

70	 Ivan Y. Zuenko 2025.

71	 Max Seddon and Chris Cook, “Russia’s fears over 

ex-Soviet nations laid bare in leaked paper.” Financial 

Times, 10 February 2025. https://www.ft.com/con-

tent/2bb87769-805a-4270-bab2-2382e0b84cec

Relations to a Comprehensive Strategic Partner-

ship and Alliance.”72 During his stay in Moscow, 

Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev stat-

ed that all successes in the cooperation between 

Kazakhstan and Russia were linked to “the en-

ergetic, productive work … of President Vladimir 

Vladimirovich Putin,” adding that the latter “en-

joys lasting respect in Kazakhstan as a states-

man of global stature, and his name is on the lips 

of politicians and ordinary people in practically 

every country in the world.”73

Putin also visited Kyrgyzstan during that peri-

od. He expressed satisfaction upon learning that 

Kyrgyz politicians were “very happy”, “to be part 

of this Russian world.”74 His visits to Uzbekistan 

in 2024, Turkmenistan in 2025, and Tajikistan 

(also in 2025) took place amid similar appreci-

ation and demonstrate that Russia continues to 

hold political and symbolic significance in the 

region despite shifting regional power dynamics.

At the same time, Central Asia exploits the un-

derlying competition between the two major 

powers by pursuing its own “multi-vector foreign 

policy” to play both major powers off against 

each other, with the aim of diversifying depen-

dencies as much as possible. This is intended to 

prevent a single actor (Moscow or Beijing) from 

gaining a monopoly on influence in the region. 

Relations with the U. S. and the Turkic-speaking 

countries suggest that the Central Asian states 

are asserting their strategic autonomy and rede-

72	 “Kazakhstan, Russia Sign Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership Declaration.” The Times of Central Asia, 12 

November 2025. https://timesca.com/kazakhstan-rus-

sia-sign-comprehensive-strategic-partnership-decla-

ration/

73	 “Kazakhstan’s Tokayev praises Putin as key global 

leader.” Daryo, 13 November 2025. https://daryo.uz/

en/2025/11/13/kazakhstans-tokayev-praises-pu-

tin-as-key-global-leader/

74	 “Wladimir Putin in Kirgistan: Rückblick auf einen sym-

bolträchtigen Staatsbesuch.” Novastan, 8 December 

2025. https://novastan.org/de/kirgistan/wladimir-pu-

tin-in-kirgistan-rueckblick-auf-einen-symboltraechti-

gen-staatsbesuch/
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fining their alliances rather than simply follow-

ing Moscow or Beijing. By cooperating with the 

U. S., they are creating additional avenues of in-

fluence and signaling to both Russia and China 

that they intend to maneuver between the ma-

jor powers based on their national interests and 

strategic priorities. For the Central Asian states, 

which have historically been dependent on Rus-

sia, this represents a significant shift and a clear 

affirmation of their political sovereignty.

In summary, these developments show that 

while China and Russia have strategic interests 

in Central Asia, the five states in the region are 

becoming more self-assured and more adept 

at navigating between the major powers to ad-

vance their own national priorities. Kazakhstan, 

in particular, illustrates how smaller states can 

leverage narratives such as China’s “community 

with a shared future for mankind” and Russia’s 

“world majority” to their own advantage. These 

overarching concepts are used to justify inde-

pendent strategic decisions.75 However, Russia 

will continue to exert influence in the region. The 

cultural ties (language, media, labor migration) 

are simply too strong for that. But the balance of 

power is shifting. China holds the reins of long-

term development (finance, technology). Russia 

remains the reactive actor, capable of ensuring 

stability (or instability) in the short term. Cen-

tral Asia itself is becoming more self-confident 

and is actively seeking third-party partners 

(U. S., EU, Turkey, India) to reduce Sino-Russian 

dominance.

For now, the Central Asian states can still choose 

between Moscow and Beijing. Both have spheres 

of influence, albeit in different areas: China pri-

marily economically, Russia (still) in terms of 

security policy and culture. At present, there is 

no systematic dependence on just one of the two 

major powers. Furthermore, a mutually accept-

ed division of interests continues to prevail be-

75	 Cf. Ajay Patnaik, Central Asia. Geopolitics and Stability, 

London and New York (Routledge) 2026.

tween China and Russia. Both accept different 

spheres of influence to avoid conflicts among 

themselves. Therefore, one cannot yet speak of 

an asymmetry between Russia and China with 

regard to the region, even though China’s eco-

nomic influence there is growing and asym-

metrical tendencies are on the rise. So far, the 

division of interests is still functioning, and it is 

viewed as legitimate by both powers.

RUSSIA’S “GREAT EURASIAN 
PARTNERSHIP” (GEP)

In 2015, Russia founded the “Eurasian Econom-

ic Union” (EAEU) to strengthen its role in coun-

tries that belonged to the former Soviet Union, 

specifically in the economic sphere. The goal 

is to create a new space for joint development, 

strengthen Eurasian transport and logistics, and 

enhance Russia’s role in the Asia-Pacific region. 

However, the EAEU currently comprises only five 

members: Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz-

stan, and Armenia. The initiative was originally 

intended to serve as a bridge between Asia and 

Europe, but is now increasingly viewed as a re-

sponse to competition for influence in Central 

Asia, e. g., with China or the U.S. It is now under-

stood as a geostrategic project to consolidate 

closer cooperation against the West. The part-

nership is designed as a flexible network of dia-

logues and encompasses cooperation in the ar-

eas of economy, infrastructure, and trade. Rus-

sia’s goal is to position itself as a central actor 

in Eurasia, mitigate further isolation by the West, 

and create economic alternatives to Europe.76

Through the “Greater Eurasian Partnership” 

(GEP) Russia was intended to establish connec-

tions with other Eurasian states, particularly Chi-

na. The GEP is a geostrategic initiative launched 

76	 Website of the Eurasian Economic Union (undated). 

https://www.eaeunion.org/?lang=en#resources; 

Kataryna Wolczuk and Rilka Dragneva, “What is the Eur-

asian Economic Union?.” Chatham House, 15 July 2022. 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/07/what-eur-

asian-economic-union

https://www.eaeunion.org/?lang=en#resources
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/07/what-eurasian-economic-union
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by Russia to create a comprehensive economic 

and integrative space. It aims to link the EAEU 

with projects such as China’s “New Silk Road” 

(BRI), thereby promoting closer cooperation be-

tween the Central Asian states, China, and Rus-

sia. In a specific agreement (also in 2015), China 

and Russia accordingly agreed to link the EAEU 

with China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).77

Although both countries invoke the aforemen-

tioned “no-limits friendship” and have mas-

sively deepened their cooperation since 2022, 

structural tensions exist: Russia traditionally 

views the Central Asian states as its sphere of 

influence, while China is gaining massive eco-

nomic influence there through the BRI and re-

lated investments. The GEP is Russia’s attempt 

to remain independent in the shadow of grow-

ing Chinese dominance. Moscow is not partici-

pating in the BRI, but is instead attempting to in-

tegrate the BRI and the EAEU on an equal foot-

ing with China. This connection, according to 

Vladislav Belov, “confirms the equality of Russia 

and China: ‘A great power cannot become part 

of another great power’s national strategy.’ An 

example of how Moscow is trying to demon-

strate its independence from Beijing.”78 While 

China tolerates the linking of the BRI with the 

EAEU, the GEP is not mentioned in official Chi-

nese documents.79

CONCLUSION

This article has argued that the thesis of eco-

nomic asymmetry alone is insufficient to capture 

the nature of the partnership between China and 

Russia. A more comprehensive approach better 

explains why China avoids portraying itself as 

economically dominant over Russia and does 

not attempt to influence Russia politically.77

Fundamentally, the relationship between the 

two countries is not a treaty-based alliance, but 

a partnership of convenience aimed at contain-

ing global U. S. influence. China views the U. S. 

as its main challenger, not Russia. Admittedly, 

from an economic perspective, the relationship 

77	 See Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s remarks at Eurasian 

international public political hearings on the formation of 

a contour of equal and indivisible security and cooperation 

in Eurasia, 2 June 2025. https://germany.mid.ru/de/ak-

tuelles/pressemitteilungen/foreign_minister_sergey_

lavrov_s_remarks_at_eurasian_international_pub-

lic_political_hearings_on_the_/; Jeronim Perović and 

Benno Zogg, “Russland und China: Potenzial der Part-

nerschaft.” CSS Analysen Nr. 250, Center for Security 

Studies of the ETH Zürich, October 2019, 3. https://css.

ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/special-interest/gess/cis/

center-for-securities-studies/pdfs/CSSAnalyse250-DE.

pdf

can certainly be viewed as asymmetrical. And 

in this regard, China is no longer Moscow’s ju-

nior partner (as it was in the 1950s), but rather 

a senior partner. Russia’s economic dependence 

on China is considerably greater than the re-

verse. However, for Beijing, the U. S. and the EU 

ultimately remain more important economical-

ly, especially since Russia’s economic output 

amounts to merely one-tenth of China’s. In 2024, 

Russia’s GDP was barely equivalent to that of a 

single Chinese province like Guangdong. Yet eco-

nomic asymmetry alone is not a central factor in 

the structure of Russian-Chinese relations. Both 

view their relationship as one that, as mentioned 

above, is based on economic compatibility and 

political symmetry.78 79

Despite the economic imbalance, the two coun-

tries appear to complement each other politi-

cally. This is primarily because they both reject 

Western hegemony and seek to promote sover-

78	 Vladislav Belov, “Russland und China in der Großen Eur-

asischen Partnerschaft.” WeltTrends. Institut für Interna-

tionale Politik. IIP Paper 22/2020. https://welttrends.de/

res/uploads/IIP-Papiere-22.pdf

79	 Natasha Kuhrt 2025.
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eign equality and a new multipolar world order. 

The heads of state and government of both coun-

tries believe that the United States and its allies 

are attempting to influence the world order in a 

way that restricts their strategic autonomy and 

jeopardizes their national interests. This shared 

perception forms the basis for a symbiotic part-

nership that simultaneously allows room for the 

preservation of their own sovereignty and politi-

cal symmetry.

However, the relationship in its current form is 

not set in stone, especially since neither state 

has developed a shared vision for the partner-

ship. Nor is there a shared vision regarding the 

future shape of the world order. The partnership 

is based primarily on their shared opposition to 

the U. S. This is also evident in China’s ambiva-

lent stance toward Russia’s attack on Ukraine. 

Growing structural asymmetries in the econom-

ic sphere as well as in relations with Central 

Asian states, differing priorities, and divergent 

ideological views make full consolidation and 

absolute trust unlikely. Even the “no-limits part-

nership” is only vaguely defined and, as empha-

sized above, intended to be symbolic rather than 

a firm agreement. The divide is further deepened 

by the fact that the partnership is largely based 

on the strong personal relationship between Xi 

Jinping and Vladimir Putin. This close, friendly 

relationship lends the bilateral institutionalized 

relations an unusually personal character. How-

ever, since this closeness is not timeless, the 

question of continuity arises. If one of the two 

heads of state were to leave office, the sustain-

ability of the partnership could, in principle, be 

called into question.

The current Russian-Chinese partnership is 

not an alliance, and certainly not a military 

one. Rather, it is a strategic partnership which 

entails no hierarchy or strict obligations, but is 

based on political sovereignty and ideological 

independence. Therefore, Western assumptions 

that China could exert political pressure on Rus-

sia due to economic asymmetry are ultimately 

misleading.

Too often, when assessing China’s strategic 

actions, the U. S. and European perspective on 

strategic political action is taken as the basis 

for interpreting Chinese behavior. This repeat-

edly leads to erroneous conclusions, not only 

regarding the classification of the Sino-Russian 

relationship, but also, for example, regarding 

the “partnership” with Venezuela or Iran. As 

Evan A. Feigenbaum has shown, unlike Wash-

ington’s alliances, Chinese partnerships do not 

entail obligations or binding security commit-

ments. Venezuela and Iran were not “allies” of 

China in the sense that the United States has al-

lies, with the associated security obligations.80 

For Beijing, domestic political development is 

the primary concern. Foreign policy, according-

ly, revolves around the question of to what ex-

tent the external environment can serve domes-

tic development.

80	 Evan A. Feigenbaum, “Beijing Doesn’t Think Like Wash-

ington – and the Iran Conflict Shows Why. Arguing that 

Chinese policy is hung on alliances – with imputations of 

obligation – misses the point.” Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, 2 March 2026. https://carnegieen-

dowment.org/emissary/2026/03/iran-china-us-inter-

vention-strategy. Yun Sun of the U. S. think tank Stimp-

son Center argues that China views Iran primarily as an 

oil supplier and takes a rather negative view of its po-

litical leadership. See, e. g., “Why China Won’t Help Iran. 

Beijing Cares About the Oil, Not the Regime.” Foreign 

Affairs, 5 March 2026. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/

china/why-china-wont-help-iran?utm_medium=news-

letters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=The%20

Abiding%20Question%20of%20the%20Iranian%20

Bomb&utm_content=20260305&utm_term=A
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