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HOW CHINA AND 
RUSSIA VIEW THE 
WEST

In an ASPI publication in 2016, I observed that we live in an era when geopolitics is reasserting its place in the global 
order.26 I argued that great-power revisionism has now returned, and two great authoritarian powers, China and 
Russia, are fundamentally challenging the established international order. Both coercion and the use or threatened 
use of military power are back in vogue, together with the modernised version of political or hybrid warfare. Russia 
is seeking to carve out a sphere of influence in what it terms its ‘near abroad’ in Europe, and China is using coercion 
in the South and East China seas to assert its rising great-power status. Russia and China are leagued together in 
their rejection of what they see as US hegemony and their view that the West has imposed on them the current 
international order, which must now be rewritten in their favour. We’re now seeing an emerging confrontation 
between two new power blocs: the authoritarian continental powers of China and Russia and the Western 
democratic maritime states led by America.

In the past three years, the attitudes of both China and Russia towards the West have hardened further. China 
seems to be confident that what President Xi calls the ‘Chinese Dream’ of revitalising the country through ‘the great 
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’ can now be achieved.27 The 19th Party Congress report in 2018 by Xi identified 
the period from 2035 to 2050 as the next stage in China’s economic growth, in which it will become a prosperous, 
modern and strong socialist country with a ‘world-class’ military, presumably to be recognised as a peer competitor 
of the US.28 Moreover, China sees its development as a potential model for other countries to follow, claiming the 
international community should view China’s methods as unthreatening and constructive. We need to understand 
that Beijing is seeking to proselytise its authoritarian state-capitalist regime as a superior model for developing 
countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America to follow. This is not copying the Soviet Union’s attempts to export 
crude communist ideology: it’s a much more sophisticated—and appealing—approach to countering the Western 
democratic model. As State Councillor Yang Jiechi wrote in July 2017: ‘We should share our governance experience 
with other countries.’29

In the initial two decades of the 21st century, China’s leaders have benefited from what they view as a ‘period of 
strategic opportunity’ to facilitate domestic economic development and expand China’s ‘comprehensive national 
power’. They’re now focused on realising a powerful China on the international stage whose status as a great power 
will ultimately see it emerge as the pre-eminent power in the Indo-Pacific region. To that end, Beijing has proposed 
two important concepts to establish its regional pre-eminence and expand its international influence. The first is 
the concept of a ‘new type of major power relations’, which attempts to frame bilateral ties with the US as a peer 
relationship; the second is the ‘new regional security concept’ for the Asia–Pacific region, which seeks to establish 
regional security cooperation without US alliances—which Beijing portrays as an outmoded Cold War approach to 
creating military blocs. Beijing proposes instead a new model of defence cooperation based on partnerships, albeit 
with China the pre-eminent state or ‘big power’. China continues to advocate the construction of a ‘community of 
common destiny’ (whatever that means) while stressing that it will defend core territorial interests and that it isn’t 
afraid to respond militarily to provocations.30
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All of this reflects an increasingly confident China, the leadership of which has a strong belief in China’s destiny 
and that—at least for now—time is on its side. China is unhappy with the current international security governance 
architecture and has the political determination under Xi to restructure it in a new direction. It aims to do so with the 
help of countries that aren’t part of the US-led alliance system, and especially Russia.31

Russia and China are increasingly joining forces in the international arena to balance against America, and bilaterally 
their militaries are becoming much closer, as the Chinese Minister of National Defence, Wei Fenghe, boasted in April 
2018 when he was visiting Moscow ‘to let the Americans know about close ties between the armed forces of China 
and Russia’.32 But this isn’t going to be a return to the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, which existed from 1950 until 
1979, when it expired after acute differences in the 1960s over the Sino-Soviet split and Soviet threats of nuclear 
war. It was replaced in 2001 by a ‘Treaty of Good-Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation’, which was signed 
by Jiang Zemin and Vladimir Putin. It provides, inter alia, for increased military cooperation, including the sharing 
of military know-how and, specifically, China’s access to Russian military technology. Recently, that access has 
deepened to provide for increasingly advanced Russian military equipment sales to China, as well as joint military 
exercises in the Baltic and East China seas. A Russian expert from the Far Eastern Federal University in Vladivostok 
states that Moscow and Beijing ‘are sending the message that their strategic partnership is not a paper tiger—it is 
becoming a political–military force to be reckoned with’.33 He observes that ‘China–Russia military missions outside 
their borders are bound to continue, with increasing scale and sophistication.’34 Alexander Lukin, who is Director of 
the Centre for East Asian Studies at the Moscow State Institute of International Relations of the Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, claims that close Russian–Chinese military and security cooperation ‘will play a stabilising role’ in 
the Asia–Pacific region.35

The American historian Walter Russell Mead has described current Russian and Chinese military activities as ‘the 
latest manifestation of a deepening alliance between Russia and China’.36 The US Director of National Intelligence, 
Dan Coats, says the two Eurasian powers are as close as they were in the 1950s. That may be so, but, as former 
Australian diplomat in Moscow Bobo Lo has argued, the challenges and potential threats to Russian interests 
posed by the rise of China are formidable, not least the issue of the relative weakness of Russia vis-à-vis China.37 He 
characterises Russia’s relationship with China as being hampered by ambivalence and a lack of trust, which results 
in a fairly cynical ‘partnership of convenience’.38 Given Russia’s slow decline and China’s rapid rise, we might have 
expected that Russia would support Western efforts to balance China rather than undermine them. But the evidence 
is now accumulating to suggest that Russia’s relationship with China is deepening—especially militarily and 
technologically—and this carries distinctly negative geopolitical implications for the West for the foreseeable future.

One of the most important factors in the global strategic outlook for us now is that Putin has negative views 
about the West similar to those of Xi. Putin’s Russia seems set on a path to confrontation with the West and is now 
challenging the established post–World War II security order in Europe. He accuses the Americans of promoting 
a model of unilateral domination and changing the balance of forces in order ‘to have the opportunity to dictate 
their will to all’. He also claims that the US is seeking to change the political system and government in Russia. Putin 
consistently paints a picture of Russia as a victim and target of Western attacks over the centuries, in which the West 
has constantly tried to destroy it. The prospect of a strategic partnership with a liberal democratic Russia, yearned 
for by many in the West after the collapse of the Soviet Union, has become a remote fantasy.39

Instead, Moscow has turned its face away from its traditional focus on a Europe that it sees as too weak, too 
indecisive and too liberal to serve as a strategic partner for Russia.40 Putin now cultivates the idea of Russian 
exceptionalism, of Russia’s unique Eurasian identity as a country bestriding both Europe and Asia.41 In the 
enduring Russian intellectual debate between Westernisers and Slavophiles, which opposes the view of Russia as 
part of Europe against that of Russia as a distinct civilisation with a world mission, Serhii Plokhy argues that the 
descendants of the Slavophiles and anti-Westerners now have the upper hand.42 The crux of Russia’s challenge 
to Europe is Putin’s determination to re-establish Russian primacy in the eastern part of Europe and to use the 
Russian-speaking populations there as an excuse for intervention in the form of the use, or threatened use, of force. 
An authoritarian Putin contemplates NATO starkly as a military threat, and he speaks of it in hostile language that’s 
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redolent of the Cold War in its drumming up of ultranationalist sentiment on the home front.43 The Kremlin isn’t 
seeking incremental changes to the current order in Europe. Rather, it aspires to create a totally new one: it sees 
post-Soviet borders as something to be revised—with military force, if necessary.

Putin perceives his country as facing a weakening Western adversary. The outlook, then, is for further inevitable 
friction and even confrontation between Russia and the West. The natural state of international affairs for Moscow 
is that Russia, as a great power, should dominate its neighbourhood and dictate the region’s governing structures. 
The Kremlin’s assertion that Europe is in decline and Russia is on the rise implies its belief that the conditions for a 
revision of the current European international order are improving. In the final analysis, a major military escalation, 
either by miscalculation or by design, on the European continent by Russia can’t be ruled out. At the very least, 
there’s now a potentially dangerous crisis between Russia and the West about values and order in Europe.
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