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I. Introduction

China has the largest population in the world, while Russia is the largest nation
in terms of territory. Both are permanent members of the United Nations
Security Council. Obviously, the significance of Sino-Russian relations extends
far beyond the interests of the two nations. It also affects the stability of Asia
and the world at large.

Sino-Soviet relations before the disintegration of the Soviet Union were
characterized by a number of ups and downs. In February 1950, just four
months after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the
two countries signed the Treaty on Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Coopera-
tion.1 The first half of the 1950s were a honeymoon period. However, by the
late 1950s differences in national interests and ideologies emerged, leading to
serious disputes in the early 1960s which developed into acute conflicts and
border clashes in 1969. Hence, in the late 1960s and 1970s, the Soviet Union
regarded China as one of its main rivals and stationed approximately 1 million
troops and one-third of its SS-20 intermediate-range ballistic missiles along the
Sino-Soviet border, threatening to make a ‘surgical’ first strike on China’s
nuclear bases. Under serious threat, China had to prepare for a military intru-
sion from the north. However, in the 1980s, the two countries came to the
realization that tense relations were not in the interests of either side and they
made efforts to alleviate the situation. Their efforts resulted in the normaliza-
tion of relations during a state visit to Beijing by then Soviet President Mikhail
Gorbachev in May 1989.

In December 1991, the Soviet Union disintegrated into 15 independent repub-
lics and Russia succeeded it as a permanent member of the UN Security
Council. Sino-Russian relations thus faced a new test. Could the two countries
maintain normal relations regardless of their different social systems and ideol-
ogies, or would their relations deteriorate even to a state of hostility? This was
not only of concern to the two neighbouring countries but also to many others,
especially the United States, Japan, and other North-East Asian and European
nations. Fortunately, the leaders of both China and Russia handled the transition
in the relationship carefully and skilfully.

1 Xue Mao Houn and Pei Jian Zhang, Zhong guo Weijiao [Contemporary Chinese diplomacy] (China
Social Science Publishing: Beijing, 1988), pp. 24–25.
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So far their relations have developed smoothly and are as good as they have
ever been. Because of their strategic significance there are bound to be different
views of and comments about Sino-Russian relations worldwide. In China and
Russia there are also different views of the relationship, which is close to the
interests of both countries. This chapter aims to describe the development of
Sino-Russian relations after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, to examine
the foundations of and the problems remaining in the relationship and, finally,
to examine the different courses the relationship may take in the future.

II. The development of relations

On 25 December 1991, Mikhail Gorbachev was forced to resign from the
Soviet presidency and the flag of the Soviet Union fell. China lost no time in
establishing diplomatic relations with Russia and the other new republics. On
27 December 1991, Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen sent letters to the
new republics, including Russia, informing them that China recognized their
independence and was preparing to establish diplomatic relations with them.
Two days later the Chinese and Russian deputy foreign ministers signed a
protocol expressing the mutual desire to develop a ‘good-neighbourly’, friendly
relationship on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence2 and
China expressed its support for Russia as successor state to the Soviet Union in
the United Nations. Thus the two nations made a first key step towards normal-
ization of their relations.

Since then Sino-Russian relations have developed in a smooth and healthy
direction. There have been three stages in the development of the relationship.

1. In December 1992 Russian President Boris Yeltsin visited China and met
Chinese President Yang Shang Kun. This was the first summit meeting between
China and Russia. The two signed a Joint Statement on the Foundation of
Mutual Relations, stipulating that they would establish a good-neighbourly and
mutually beneficial relationship on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful
Coexistence. The document set the tone of friendship and cooperation.3 In
addition, they signed a further 24 agreements on cooperation in various areas,
providing good prospects and ample scope for the development of bilateral
relations. This first stage of relations after the disintegration of the Soviet
Union could be called the stage of friendly, cooperative partnership.

2. In September 1994 Chinese President Jiang Zemin visited Russia for a
second summit meeting with Yeltsin. This produced a second joint statement
defining the bilateral relationship as a ‘constructive partnership oriented toward

2 The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence are: mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial
integrity; mutual non-aggression; non-interference in each other’s internal affairs; equality and mutual
benefits; and peaceful coexistence. First incorporated into a trade agreement between China and India of
29 Apr. 1954, they were presented in Apr. 1955 to the Bandung Conference of African and Asian states.

3 Shanghai Institute for International Studies, Guoji Xingshi Nianjian 1993 [SIIS yearbook: survey of
international affairs] (Shanghai Education Publishing House, 1993), p. 107.
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the 21st century’ and a statement affirming the two countries’ commitment to
no-first-use of nuclear weapons and not to target nuclear-armed missiles against
each other. The two leaders also signed an agreement delineating the 55-km
western sector of the Sino-Russian border.4 (An agreement on the 4300-km
eastern border, signed by China and the former Soviet Union in May 1991, was
awaiting implementation.5) This second summit meeting brought Sino-Russian
relations to a new stage, which could be termed the stage of constructive
partnership.

In May 1995 Jiang visited Russia to attend the 50th ceremony commemorat-
ing victory in World War II. During his visit Russia confirmed its support for
the ‘one China’ principle and its opposition to Taiwan joining the UN. It also
stated that it would abide strictly by the Sino-Soviet eastern border agreement
despite some opposition from local officials in the Russian far east. China
confirmed again that the Chechnya issue was an internal matter for Russia and
that no other country should intervene, expressed its support for Russia’s appli-
cation to join the Asia–Pacific Economic Co-operation forum (APEC),6 and
suggested that the two countries might cooperate further in UN affairs. This
visit consolidated and developed the constructive partnership.

3. In April 1996 the third Sino-Russian summit meeting was held in Beijing.
Jiang and Yeltsin signed a new joint statement proclaiming the forging of a
‘strategic partnership of equality and trust oriented towards the 21st century’.7

Both nations appealed for the establishment of a just international political
order. The Chinese leaders expressed their understanding of and support for
Russia’s position against NATO’s eastward expansion and Russia committed
itself to further strategic cooperation with China to make their shared border
and their borders with the new Central Asian nations more peaceful and stable.
The two countries also decided to increase their bilateral trade to $20 billion by
the end of the century. On 26 April, the heads of state of China, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan met in Shanghai and signed an agreement on
confidence building in the military field in the border area.8 Since then, Sino-
Russian relations have developed beyond a bilateral relationship, with greater
cooperation in the international arena. This indicates that the relationship has
reached a stage of strategic partnership.

In April 1997 the strategic partnership moved to a new level when Jiang
visited Yeltsin for a fourth summit meeting. They issued a joint statement on
the development of a multipolar world order rather than a unipolar world domi-
nated by a single superpower, and expressed their determination to strive for a
new international order based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence.9

Another important event during Jiang’s visit was the signing by the leaders of

4 [SIIS yearbook, 1995], p. 91.
5 This was approved by the Chinese National People’s Congress in Dec. 1994 and by the Russian State

Duma in June 1995. See section IV in this chapter.
6 For the membership of APEC, see appendix 1 in this volume.
7 [SIIS yearbook, 1997], p. 114.
8 [SIIS yearbook, 1997], p. 109.
9 For the text of their statement, see Rossiyskaya Gazeta, 25 Apr. 1997, p. 3.
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China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan of a Treaty on Mutual
Reduction of Military Forces in Border Areas which, combined with the
agreement on confidence building in the military field signed in April 1996,
constituted a new kind of security mechanism in Central and North-East Asia.10

Jiang and Yeltsin also announced the setting up of a committee on Sino-
Russian friendship, peace and development for the 21st century.

In November 1997 President Yeltsin made his third visit to China for the fifth
summit meeting since 1992. The most important outcome was the accomplish-
ment of the demarcation of the 4300-km eastern border, thus settling a long-
standing dispute and leaving only the question of three small islands to be
settled by future generations.11 This was a major breakthrough, especially
considering the opposition to the settlement from some local officials in the
Russian far east. Demarcation of the 55-km western sector of the border was
completed in 1998.12 A further important development was the setting up of a
biannual meeting mechanism at prime ministerial level, which has run well. In
June 1997 Russian Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin visited China; in
February 1998 Li visited Russia again. The meetings focused mainly on eco-
nomic cooperation. A wide range of projects was discussed, including coopera-
ion in machine-building, aeronautical and aerospace technology, the building of
a gas pipeline from eastern Siberia to north-east China, and the building of a
thermal power network in China. There were a number of agreements including
one on the construction of a nuclear power plant in Lianyungang City, Jiangsu
Province.

During Chernomyrdin’s June 1997 visit the two countries signed a trade
agreement for the years 1997–2000 and decided to establish a committee for
coordinating border trade and regional economic and commercial cooperation.13

They discussed joint economic programmes, including the natural gas pipeline
project mentioned above. Through their efforts economic and trade cooperation
has made remarkable headway. The value of bilateral trade reached $6.8 billion
in 1996—far more than the annual value of Sino-Soviet trade at its height in
1991 (see table 18.1)—and it is becoming more orderly and regular, the greater
part of it being conducted in cash and between major companies. In July 1998,
then Russian Prime Minister Sergey Kiriyenko made a working visit to Beijing,
meeting Jiang and the new Chinese Prime Minister, Zhu Rongji. The two prime
ministers discussed mainly economic cooperation programmes and reached
several new agreements.14

10 Lachowski, Z., ‘Conventional arms control’, SIPRI Yearbook 1998: Armaments, Disarmament and
International Relations (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1998), pp. 526–27.

11 See section IV in this chapter. The 3 small islands still under dispute are Hei Zia Zi (Ussuri) Island
and Yinlong (Tarabarov) Island, located at the intersection of the Amur and Ussuri rivers near
Khabarovsk, and Bolshoy Island in the Algan River near Manzhouli.

12 Renmin Ribao [People’s daily], 24 Nov. 1998, p. 1.
13 [SIIS yearbook, 1998], p. 301.
14 Xinhua Yuebo [Xinhua monthly], Aug. 1998, p. 149.
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III. The foundation of the relationship

The flourishing state of Sino-Russian relations is not accidental but solidly
based.

The first element of the foundation of the relationship is mutual respect. The
two countries suffered considerably as a result of their ideological disputes
between the 1960s and the 1980s and are now confronted with the arduous task
of developing their national economies. They badly need stability in the inter-
national environment, particularly in the immediate neighbourhood. When
dramatic changes occurred in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe,
Chinese paramount leader Deng Xiaoping declared that ‘no matter whatever
change might occur in the Soviet Union, we should calmly develop relations
including political relations with the country on the basis of five principles of
peaceful coexistence, and should not launch ideological debate once again’.15

The Chinese Government has followed this consistently. Russia, under the
leadership of Yeltsin, affirmed its commitment to all the positive achievements
of Sino-Soviet relations and to the continued implementation of the obligations
of the treaties and agreements signed by the Soviet Union and China in May
1989 and May 1991. It also confirmed again its support for China’s position on
the Taiwan issue. On 15 September 1992 President Yeltsin signed the ‘Order
on the Russian Federation’s relations with China’ and reaffirmed that (a) there
is only one China; (b) the PRC Government is the sole legal representative of
China; (c) Taiwan is a part of China; and (d) Russia will never establish official
relations with Taiwan.16 So far Russia has handled its relations with Taiwan
cautiously, restricting non-official contacts. This is very important for the
maintenance of normal and friendly relations between China and Russia.

A second element is the two countries’ shared views on an increasing number
of international issues in the light of the challenge from the United States and
its allies. In the first years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia
adopted a pro-Western foreign policy, hoping for economic aid from the West
and for recognition as a strong power and an equal partner of the United States.
Later, however, deeply disappointed by the level of Western aid and by West-
ern countries’ fierce competition over the sphere of influence in the newly inde-
pendent states, Russia switched to an ‘omni-directional’ or ‘two-headed eagle’
policy, pursuing relations with both Western and Eastern countries. Especially
after 1995, under heavy pressure from NATO’s eastward expansion led by the
United States, Russia attached greater importance to its relations with China,
India and other Asian countries.

China also faces US pressure on human rights, interference on the Taiwan
issue and the threat of ‘containment’. Naturally, the two countries sympathize
with, support and cooperate with each other on many international issues. They
agree extensively on the post-cold war situation. Both believe that the world is

15 Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, vol. 3 (People’s Publisher: Beijing, 1993), p. 353.
16 Renmin Ribao, 18 Sep. 1992.
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evolving from a bipolar structure to a multipolar one. Neither can accept a uni-
polar world. Both are willing to contribute their due share to the establishment
of a new, equitable and reasonable international order in which no one country
dominates another. In addition, both oppose the re-emergence of hegemonies
and power politics and the resurgence of cold-war thinking. This provides a
solid political foundation for the Sino-Russian rapprochement.

The third element is that the two countries have great potential for economic
cooperation. China is a large country with rich human resources, a large market
and a good agricultural and industrial base but is relatively lacking in natural
resources, including oil, natural gas, water, forest and arable land, and is
relatively weak in high technology. Russia is a large country with rich natural
resources and an industry with great potential, and is very strong in some high-
technology areas but weak in light industry and agriculture. In addition, Russia
has a relative lack of labour resources in relation to its large territory. Naturally,
the two nations can help and cooperate to mutual benefit.

IV. Problems

While the progress achieved by China and Russia in their relations in recent
years is significant, some remaining problems should not be ignored.

Bilateral trade

Economic cooperation between China and Russia is not commensurate with
their highly developed political relations. Table 18.1 shows the value of their
trade in 1991–97. It should be noted that, although since 1992 annual trade has
exceeded the highest figures achieved in Soviet times, it is still very low—less
than 2 per cent of China’s total foreign trade by value,17 and less than 10 per
cent by value of the trade between China and Japan.18 Moreover, its growth is
not yet stable and fluctuates from year to year.

In 1994, the value of the bilateral trade fell by one-third. This was a major
setback to economic cooperation between the two countries. The causes of the
drop are somewhat complicated. First, before 1994 citizens of the two nations
did not require a visa when travelling between China and Russia. Taking
advantage of this opportunity, tens of thousands of small Chinese speculators
flowed over into the Russian market with inferior goods, causing considerable
harm to China’s commercial credibility. In 1994, in order to check speculation,
Russia strengthened its border controls, tightened its export control laws and
raised import and export taxes. Border trade, which accounted for a high pro-
portion of the bilateral trade, was drastically reduced. Second, Russia has

17 According to China’s official statistics the value of its total foreign trade in 1997 was $325 billion.
Zhengfu Gongzuo Baogao [Government report 1997, made by the Prime Minister, Li Peng] (People’s
Publisher, Beijing: 1998), p. 13.

18 According to official Japanese statistics, the value of trade value between China and Japan in 1995
reached $57.8 billion. [Japan–China economic cooperation monthly], Aug. 1996 (in Japanese).



294    RUSSIA AND ASIA

Table 18.1. Bilateral trade between China and Russia, 1991–97

Value of trade Comparison with

Year (current US $b.) previous year (%)

1991 3.90 . . 

1992 5.86 + 50.0
1993 7.68 + 31.0
1994 5.10 – 33.5
1995 5.46 + 6.0
1996 6.80 + 24.5
1997 (6.00) (– 11.7)

Sources: Liu De Xi, Sun Yan and Liu Song Bin, Sulian Jiatikedi Zhong e Guanxi [Sino-

Russian relations after the disintegration of the USSR] (Heilongjiang Education: Harbin, 1996),

pp. 127, 128, 136, 139; Goskomstat [Russian State Committee for Statistics], [Statistics hand-

book 1996] (Russian State Committee for Statistics: Moscow, 1997), p. 142 (in Russian); and

Xinhua News Agency Moscow report, 19 Feb. 1998.

suffered a serious recession and a capital shortage since 1993. Its trade and
investment environment further deteriorated in 1994 while China began to
adjust its economic policy in 1993 and its demand for Russian products fell.
Third, some Russian corporations were not always able to provide quality
goods to their Chinese partners or meet contract deadlines, which seriously
harmed their commercial credibility. Finally, a large amount of Western con-
sumer goods were flowing into Russia, greatly reducing China’s share in the
Russian market. These factors combined made the fall inevitable.

After the 1994 drop the two governments took some measures to revitalize
bilateral trade and the situation has improved somewhat in recent years, but
progress is still unstable and in 1997 bilateral trade fell again, by 11.7 per cent.
Both China and Russia are dissatisfied, Russia especially so when it failed to
secure the contract for the Three Gorges power project, although China had
promised to give favourable consideration to its bid. Some Russians com-
plained: ‘Between Chinese and Americans, there is cooperation but no friend-
ship, while between Chinese and Russians, there is friendship but no coopera-
tion’.19

To increase their bilateral trade to $20 billion by the year 2000, the two coun-
tries have made considerable efforts to promote economic cooperation. Still
there are many difficulties. Since both are at present pursuing a market econ-
omy, the level and speed of economic cooperation, unlike political cooperation,
cannot simply be decided by the leaders. It dictates its own terms. Both China
and Russia are capital importers and cannot help each other in this regard.
Neither China’s consumer goods nor Russia’s heavy industrial products are the
best in the world or the most attractive to the partner country.

19 Personal communication with a senior official of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Trade and Eco-
nomic Cooperation.
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Misunderstandings and suspicions

For historical, cultural and geopolitical reasons, there are still some misunder-
standings and suspicions among the population on both sides. In the early
1990s there were some difficulties with the demarcation of the eastern sector of
the border between the two countries. Under the agreement on the eastern bor-
der signed in 199120 an area of 15 km2 in Russia’s Primorskiy Krai (Maritime
Province), including some small islands in the Amur and Ussuri rivers and
small pieces of land along the Tumen River, was to be transferred to China.
This was in full conformity with the principle of international law that border
rivers should be demarcated along the central line of the navigation route.
However, some local officials in Primorskiy Krai denounced the agreement,
alleging that the land to be handed over would include ‘two strategic sections of
the Tumen River that would provide direct access to the Sea of Japan’ and that
‘the Chinese were expected to build a seaport in the area that could compete
with existing Russian Far East ports’.21 This allegation is totally groundless.
China has no intention of building a seaport on the Tumen River, and it is not
actually feasible to build a seaport on the small pieces of land transferred.

For a time this issue was an obstacle for the final solution of the border dis-
putes. Fortunately, under the leadership of Yeltsin, the Russian Government
took a steady position on the implementation of the border agreement. Then
Foreign Minister Andrey Kozyrev denounced allegations that the agreement
harmed Russia’s sovereignty and rejected the demand for a review. In 1995 the
State Duma, after holding a hearing on the border problem, reconfirmed the
1991 agreement and stressed that it would not be revised. On 25 April 1996
President Yeltsin issued an order to accelerate the demarcation of the eastern
border. Meanwhile China took a steady but restrained attitude towards the issue
and consulted with the Russian Government closely.

Now the border disputes are basically resolved. Nevertheless, some Russians
still fear that China will claim territory from Russia in the future. Their fears
are based on earlier statements by China that the border treaties signed by the
two nations in the 19th century were unfair. This is a misunderstanding. It is
true that in border negotiations in the 1960s China said that the border treaties
signed by Qing China and tsarist Russia in the 19th century, including the 1858
Ai Hui Treaty, the 1860 Beijing Treaty, the 1864 Treaty on demarcation of the
north-west border and the 1881 Yi Li Treaty, were unequal treaties imposed on
China by Russia. However, at the same time China declared: ‘Considering the
reality, China is willing, through peaceful negotiations, to resolve the border
disputes between the two countries comprehensively and to redefine the whole
demarcation line on the basis of those treaties. China is not demanding back the
territories grabbed by tsarist Russia’.22 Firmly adhering to this position, the

20 See section II in this chapter.
21 Asian Survey, vol. 36, no. 1 (Jan. 1996), p. 106.
22 ‘Statement of the Chinese Government’, Renmin Ribao, 24 May 1969, p. 1; and ‘Chinese Foreign

Ministry document’, Renmin Ribao, 8 Oct. 1969, p. 1.
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Chinese Government negotiated with the Soviet Union and then Russia to reach
the two border agreements. China is happy to see a final settlement of the
disputes and has no intention of raising the problem once again.

Some Russians still harbour the old ‘yellow peril’ thinking. They think that a
strong and prosperous China might be a threat to Russia, especially to its far
east. In China, some fear that when Russia recovers from its current difficulties
it might resume its expansionist policy and constitute a threat to China. This is
obsolete thinking, reflecting the hostile past. Nevertheless, it is a problem, and
indicates the need for greater exchange between the peoples of the two
countries in order to promote mutual understanding.

Illegal immigration

Another source of friction has been the issue of illegal Chinese immigrants in
the Russian far east. In 1994 the Russian news media, with the support of some
local officials in the Russian far east, issued a number of reports about China’s
‘expansion’ in the far east, claiming that an estimated 2.5 million Chinese had
entered the Russian far east in search of jobs and business opportunities.23

General Pavel Grachev, then Russian Defence Minister, even asserted that
Chinese nationals were conquering the Russian far east by peaceful means.24

Clearly the problem was greatly exaggerated. According to Emil Payin, adviser
to the Russian President, ‘The Chinese immigrants mainly concentrated in four
cities, Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, Blagoveshchehensk, and Nakhodka. As a
matter of fact, the total population of the four cities in 1993 was 1.8 million.
The two-million figure, hence, is not worth refuting. In fact, in 1992 and 1993,
the amount of Chinese immigrants was no more than 50 000 and 80 000,
respectively. By 1997, it was no more than 200 000’.25

Payin also pointed out that the real problem was that the economy of the
Russian far east had been bogged down in a long-term crisis since 1988. In
1990 the situation deteriorated: the region could not get food, consumer goods
or other necessities from the Russian European regions and had to rely on bor-
der trade with China. Chinese immigrants flowed in with capital and goods. By
1993, 43 per cent of joint ventures in the Russian far east region were estab-
lished by Chinese investors. Chinese workers found employment on farms and
in the building industry as cheap labourers. At the same time, China opened its
own market to Russians. In 1993 the region’s exports to China were 33.6 per
cent by value of its total exports, next only to its exports to Japan. This was
obviously beneficial to the region’s economy. The problem was that some
Chinese entered the region and made money illegally, and among those illegal
immigrants the crime rate was relatively high.26

23 ITAR-TASS, 26 Jan. 1994, in Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Daily Report–Central Eurasia
(FBIS-SOV), FBIS-SOV-94-17, 26 Jan. 1994, pp. 24–25.

24 Asian Survey (note 21).
25 Pain, E., ‘Problem: “illegals” on Amur shores. On Chinese immigration to the Russian far east’,

Rossiyskiye Vesti, 6 May 1997 (in Russian), in FBIS-SOV-97-093, 15 May 1997.
26 Pain (note 25).
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Payin’s report and analysis may be close to the facts. The Russian far east
and north-eastern China are highly complementary. The former is a large terri-
tory with rich resources but a relatively small population. Lack of labour and
capital is a major problem in its development. North-eastern China has a big
population and a large, cheap labour force, and is more developed than the
Russian far east. Clearly the two regions can gain benefit from cooperation.
The problem is good management. In 1994 the Russian Government strength-
ened its border controls by removing 20 border checkpoints from the control of
local governments and putting them under Moscow’s direct control, terminated
the liberal visa system and restricted the issuing of visas to Chinese business-
men.27 In 1995, Russia’s Federal Immigration Service and China’s defence,
civil and public security ministries concluded three agreements to prevent
illegal migration and illegal trafficking in arms, ammunition, drugs, and poison-
ous and radioactive materials.28 Since then the situation has improved sub-
stantially. Further cooperation on border control and migration is needed. Any
exaggeration of the issue is not in the interests of either country.

V. Conclusions: Sino-Russian relations in the future

Since China and Russia are large countries with considerable strategic signifi-
cance, the future of their relations is of concern to the rest of the world. A
variety of views have been expressed in the context of this problem. Roughly
divided, they can be presented in three possible scenarios for the development
of Sino-Russian relations.

Scenario one: alliance against the USA

Some Western scholars suggest that, under certain conditions and on the basis
of the current strategic partnership between the two nations, Russia will try to
unite with China and probably Iran to form an alliance against the USA.29 This
is very unlikely.

The important question is how to assess the strategic partnership between
China and Russia. It was initiated by President Yeltsin and accepted by China.
It is a new type of state-to-state relationship based on the Five Principles of
Peaceful Coexistence. ‘Strategic’ here does not mean a military alliance but
indicates that the two countries will cooperate in bilateral affairs and in the
establishment of a fair, reasonable and stable international order. Both China
and Russia believe the world to be in a state of change and believe that the new
world configuration will be a multipolar one. Both have an omni-directional
foreign policy, which entails that they would like to keep good relations with
all countries. China wants to maintain good relations with both Russia and the

27 Asian Survey, vol. 35, no. 1 (Jan. 1995), p. 103.
28 Asian Survey (note 21).
29 Brzezinski, Z., The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and its Geostrategic Imperatives (Basic

Books: New York, 1997), pp. 115, 116.
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United States, while Russia wants to maintain good relations with China and
the United States. They are well aware that the United States is still the strong-
est power in the world and will certainly be one pole of the future multipolar
world. Neither China nor Russia will challenge its primacy in today’s world. As
a matter of fact, both China and Russia have decided to establish a strategic
partnership with the USA.30 What they do not want to see is US ‘world leader-
ship’ or a ‘unipolar world’. Nor, in fact, do most Americans. According to a
poll held in June 1996, only 13 per cent of Americans endorsed the idea that ‘as
the sole remaining superpower, the United States should continue to be the
permanent world leader in solving international problems’. An overwhelming
majority of respondents (74 per cent) preferred that the USA ‘do its fair share
in efforts to solve international problems together with other countries’.31

The Sino-Russian strategic partnership is characterized by three ‘nons’—non-
confrontation, non-alliance and non-aiming at any third country. Some people
believe that, since both have expressed their opposition to hegemony in any
form, their strategic partnership must be directed against the United States. This
is also a misunderstanding. China regards anti-hegemonism as a basic principle
of its foreign policy and considers it necessary to oppose hegemony in order to
protect sovereignty and safeguard world peace. It will oppose the pursuit of
hegemony whether by a global or a regional power or any other. This does not
mean that it regards that particular power as its enemy. China will not cease its
efforts to improve relations with the United States, despite opposing US hege-
monic policy or action on specific issues. Conversely, it will not give up the
anti-hegemony principle in order to improve relations with the United States.

Russia holds similar views in this regard. Hence it is not correct to say that
their strategic partnership is directed against the United States. The limitation is
very clear: when Russia denounced the eastward expansion of NATO, China
only expressed its understanding, sympathy and moral support and did nothing
further. When China criticized the September 1997 Guidelines for US–Japan
Defense Cooperation and asked Japan and the USA to clarify whether their
defence cooperation covered the Taiwan Strait or not, Russia kept silent.

The fact that China has procured some weapons from Russia should not be
exaggerated. By 1996 its main procurements from Russia included 50 Su-27
fighter aircraft, surface-to-air missiles, 10 Il-76 transporters and 2 Kilo Class
submarines.32 In addition, it is reported that the two countries signed an
agreement to produce an updated model of the Su-27 fighter aircraft in a
Shenyang factory.33 In comparison with the procurement of advanced weapon

30 After a summit meeting in Washington, China and the USA declared their intention to establish a
constructive strategic partnership in a statement of 29 Oct. 1997. [SIIS yearbook, 1998], p. 410.

31 Brzezinski (note 29), p. 221.
32 See appendix 3 in this volume.
33 Japanese National Institute for Defense Studies, East Asian Strategic Review, 1996–97 (Japanese

National Institute for Defense Studies: Tokyo, Dec. 1996), pp. 109–10.



SINO - RUSSIAN RELATIONS    299

systems by India, Japan and even Taiwan in recent years, China’s procurement
is modest.34

In terms of relations with Iran, it is true that both China and Russia regard
Iran as an important developing country and are maintaining good relations
with it, but this does not mean that they share the same views as Iran on inter-
national affairs. Neither China nor Russia would like to see ultra-nationalism or
religious fundamentalism in any region of the world after the cold war. In this
respect they share common interests with many countries, probably including
the United States.

It therefore seems impossible that China and Russia would ally themselves
against the USA unless the USA makes terrible mistakes in regarding then as
its enemies.

Scenario 2: a return to conflict

Some observers suggest that conflicts between China and Russia might emerge
again if China becomes stronger or Russia recovers its great-power status. This
is also very unlikely. As mentioned above, the border disputes are resolved and
China is happy to see the problem settled once and for all. China has no inten-
tion to penetrate into the Russian far east through immigration. Its position is
clear: all Chinese immigrants should abide strictly by Russian law. China sin-
cerely hopes to cooperate with Russia to improve the management of migration
and settle the problem of illegal immigrants. As long as the two countries stick
to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, there is no reason why they
should not live together peacefully, cooperatively and harmoniously. The only
possible cause of conflict would be if one of them became powerful and
adopted a hegemonic stance. China has made it very clear that it will never pur-
sue hegemony or seek a sphere of influence. At the Sixth Special Session of the
UN General Assembly in April 1974, Deng Xiaoping even said that if China
were to develop a hegemonic stance some day in the future the world’s popula-
tion should expose, oppose and topple it together with the Chinese people.35

This reflects China’s firm determination never to seek hegemony or to bully,
threaten or invade other countries.

Historically, Russia has had a tradition of expansionism. However, the world
situation has changed drastically. Peace and development are the theme of the
current epoch and economic matters have become the most important factors in
international relations. Russia has also changed tremendously. Drawing lessons
from history, Russia is concentrating on economic reform and revitalization,
and hence needs a peaceful environment. There is no reason why this great
country should repeat the mistakes of history. The probability of this scenario is
thus slight, if not zero.

34 See, e.g., Hagelin, B., Wezeman, P. D. and Wezeman, S. T., ‘Transfers of major conventional
weapons’, SIPRI Yearbook 1999: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security (Oxford
University Press: Oxford, 1999), p. 426.

35 Deng Xaoping’s speech at the 6th Special Session of the UN General Assembly, Renmin Ribao,
11 Apr. 1997, p. 1.
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Scenario 3: normal relations and limited strategic cooperation

A third scenario is that the two countries maintain a normal, friendly and har-
monious relationship, handling disputes through continual dialogue and consul-
tation. Economic cooperation will be pushed forward step by step, but the
achievement of the $20 billion goal for bilateral trade should be postponed to
the early 21st century. In international affairs, the two nations will further their
strategic dialogue and cooperation and support each other in many but not all
areas. China will support Russia’s legal interests but not its dominance in other
newly independent states on the territory of the former Soviet Union.

China will also support Russia in playing an important role in the Asia–
Pacific region. In North-East Asia, China regards Russian–Japanese rapproche-
ment as a positive development, conducive to the strategic balance of power in
the region. Both China and Russia want to see peace and stability on the
Korean peninsula. In Central Asia China and Russia are cooperating smoothly,
both keeping a vigilant eye on religious fundamentalism and ultra-nationalism.
China regards Central Asia as one of its sources of energy supply in the near
future, and has made some investments in oil exploration which have so far
been supported by Russia. However, as Russia regards the Central Asian
republics as its ‘near abroad’, some conflicts of interest involving the region
may emerge in the future. In South Asia, both China and Russia denounced
India and Pakistan for their nuclear tests of May 1998, but while China stressed
that India, having initiated a nuclear weapon competition, had seriously threat-
ened peace and stability in Asia, Russia did not stress the fact. India is Russia’s
traditional strategic partner, while China maintains fairly close relations with
Pakistan. Some differences of opinion in this respect might therefore emerge
under certain conditions. Hence the principle of seeking common ground while
reserving differences is also applicable in Sino-Russian relations. This is the
most plausible scenario.

Obviously, the third scenario is not only in the interests of China and Russia,
but also the most favourable for peace and stability in the Asia–Pacific region
and the world at large. No country has reason to fear a healthy development of
Sino-Russian relations—rather there is every reason to support and encourage
it.


	I. Introduction
	II. The development of relations
	III. The foundation of the relationship
	IV. Problems
	V. Conclusions: Sino-Russian relations in the future
	Table 18.1. Bilateral trade between China and Russia, 1991–97


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


