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Strategic Ambiguity and the
Deterrent Value of the Sino-Russian Partnership

By Elizabeth Wishnick

The ever deepening Sino-Russian partnership has attracted considerable attention,
especially in the aftermath of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Although the partnership was
outlined first in a 2001 20-year agreement and recently extended in 2021, its parameters remain
opaque. In particular, it remains unclear whether Russia and China are developing an issue-
specific alignment or a broader political-military alliance. This paper argues that the strategic
ambiguity inherent in the Sino-Russian partnership contributes to its deterrent value, making an
alliance unnecessary. Much of the analysis of the impact of the Sino-Russian partnership on
deterrence focuses on the military equipment Russia sells to the PRC which contribute to anti-
access and area denial for U.S. and allied forces, such as the S-400 surface-to-air missile defense
system. This paper will focus instead on the communication strategies Russian and Chinese
officials use to create ambiguity about the parameters of their strategic alignment, especially
whether or not it constitutes an alliance.

The Deterrent Value of Partnerships

Deterrence involves dissuading an adversary from taking a specific action by increasing
its costs, the assumption being that the adversary will or may take a negative action in the
absence of such a threat. Traditionally U.S. strategists have distinguished between primary
deterrence, which prevents a threat to the deterrer’s home territory and extended deterrence
which prevents a threat to a third party, such as an ally or a partner.! According to the U.S.
Department of Defense Joint Doctrine Note 2-19:

Deterrence may be accomplished by threat of punishment or threat of denial. In the case of
the former, the coercer threatens to inflict pain on the target if it takes an action proscribed by
the coercer. In the case of the latter, the coercer threatens to deny (through the use of military
force) the enemy’s ability to achieve its objective. For instance, during the Cold War the
United States sought to deter a Russian attack on Western Europe by threatening pain in the
form of nuclear retaliation. But it also sought to deter such an attack by relying on North
Atlantic Treaty Organization forces (including a large U.S. contingent) to deny Russia
victory in such a circumstance.?
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In deterrence by denial, reliance on allied military capabilities plays a key role in demonstrating
the credibility of the threat to use force. Under the Biden Administration, U.S. Secretary of
Defense Lloyd Austin has emphasized the concept of “integrated deterrence,” which takes into
account the potential asymmetric advantage the U.S. would have in acting in concert with allies
and partners.®

Both PRC and Russian concepts of deterrence involve displays of force, in addition to
threats of force. For the PRC , military deterrence (junshi weishe; % 9+ J& 1%) is described a
means to contain or avoid war. At the same time, military deterrence may involve the threat or
use of force to compel the adversary to yield, thereby blurring the distinction made by U.S.
strategists between deterrence and compellence.* Dr. Brendan Mulvaney and Lieutenant Colonel
Kyle Marcrum note that PRC military experts distinguish between offensive deterrence, which
might involve the use of limited strikes to demonstrate resolve and capabilities, and defensive
deterrence. The latter is closer to the U.S. definition, while offensive deterrence is closer to
coercion. Both offensive and defensive deterrence are two sides of the PRC concept of strategic
deterrence.®

For Russia, the concept of strategic deterrence (strategicheskoe sderzhivanie
cTpaTteruueckoe caepkubanue) “is a holistic concept that envisions the integration of
nonmilitary and military measures to shape adversary decision-making.”® Like the U.S. concept,
deterrence can be preventive—a means of avoiding or containing conflict—but like the PRC
approach, also can involve the use of force (silovoe sderzhivanie cunoBoe caep:kuBanue) or
coercion through intimidation (ustrashenie ycrparenue) Deterrence can be used in peacetime to
contain conflict and in wartime to manage escalation.” Russian strategists believe that strategic
deterrence encompasses a spectrum of non-military and military tools with the purpose of
demonstrating a credible threat to use military force.®

PRC military writers state that military alliances, displays of force in military exercises, and
surveillance patrols contribute to the development of credible deterrence.® However, since the
Deng Xiaoping era, China has claimed to pursue the three nos (san bu —=7/4), i.e. a policy of non-
alliance, non-confrontation, and no targeting third parties (bu jiemeng 7~ % %, bu duikang /X7
47, bu zhendui disanfang 7/ #/.%7/75.=7").1° The PRC’s 2019 White Paper on defense further
explains that “China advocates partnerships rather than alliances and does not join any military
bloc.”1!

Official Russian documents similarly reject alliances. The 2008 Foreign Policy Concept
called traditional military and political alliances “cumbersome” and unable to address current
transnational security threats, a point that was also made in the in 2015 National Security
Strategy.'? The 2016 Russian Foreign Policy Concept reiterated that “Existing military and
political alliances are not capable of countering the full range of challenges and threats the world
is currently facing.”*® Russia’s 2021 National Security Strategy rejects “bloc approaches” in
favor of multilateral interaction, especially under the auspices of the United Nations.*
Nevertheless, the 2020 Basic Principles of State Policy of the Russian Federation on Nuclear
Deterrence does mention unspecified allies in terms of discussing potential threats to Russia
(and/or its allies). *°
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The Sino-Russian Partnership: An Alliance?

Despite their own policy documents which argue against alliances, Russian and Chinese
officials equivocate on whether or not the Sino-Russian strategic partnership constitutes an
alliance. Since 2019 they have called their relationship a “comprehensive strategic partnership of
coordination for a new era,”* indicating multifaceted cooperation, including in the technology
and military sectors. In the PRC’s hierarchy of foreign policy partnerships, this ranks highest and
only the relationship with Russia merits this designation.'®As Su Hao of Foreign Affairs
University (affiliated with the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs) explains, “In Chinese foreign
relations, the attributes used to modify a “partnership” often decide the status and degree of
development of relations between China and these countries.”!” Because Russia and China are
both major powers and UN Security Council permanent members, their relationship gets top
billing, Su Hao argues.8

Russian journalist and foreign affairs expert Fyodor Lukyanov emphasizes the
flexibility of the arrangement and explains its appeal to both Russia and China. Lukyanov writes,
“New strategic relations, such as those Russia and China are trying to build, do not presuppose
strict hierarchy or full political and security coordination.”® In Lukyanov’s view, neither
country wants a binding sort of relationship because this type of bond would limit their freedom
of maneuver and presupposes greater shared interests and values than he believes they have.

Foreign policy experts may see through official rhetoric, but Russian and Chinese
officials have not always been clear about the nature of the Sino-Russian relations. At times
Russian President Vladimir Putin and other top officials, such as Foreign Minister Sergey
Lavrov, have referred to Russia’s partnership with China as alliance-like or an allied
relationship. However, on other occasions these same officials (including Putin) have rejected
the existence of an alliance. In his end-of-year press conference on December 19, 2019, for
example, Putin unequivocally stated (in reply to a Japanese journalist) that ‘We do not have a
military alliance with China and we do not plan to create one."?° However, in another comment
on October 22, 2020 Putin left the door open. “It is possible to imagine anything....We have not
set that goal for ourselves. But, in principle, we are not going to rule it out, either.”?

Lavrov was equally unwilling to provide a clear answer. He told a Russian TV station
that “If allied relations imply a military alliance, then neither Russia nor China are planning to
set up such an alliance.” However, Lavrov went on to say that “if allied relations are interpreted
as joint efforts to defend international law and the fundamentals of the world order built on the
United Nations Charter, to counter attempts at meddling with domestic affairs of other nations,
the more so with the use of force, then, yes, we are unconditional allies with China in defending
these principles.”??

PRC officials have been similarly obfuscatory—Xin Zhang of East China Normal
University points out that the PRC Foreign Ministry has been promoting a view that the Sino-
Russian partnership transcends traditional alliance relations, while PRC academics emphasize
the domestic sources—what they term the “endogenous drivers”—of the partnership that make it

L In Mandarin the partnership is called: Xin shidai quan mian zhanlue hezuo huo ban guanxi #riH%£ ik
B & 1E{k X F& and in Russian: BceoObeMimiolee cTpaTerndeckoe IapTHEPCTBO HOBOM 3PbI
vseob’emlyushchee strategicheskoe partnyorstvo novoy ery
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impervious to external maneuvering.?® Thus PRC Foreign Minister Wang Yi stated in January
2021 that “The Sino-Russian strategic cooperation has no end, no restricted area, no upper limit.”

Although Xin Zhang contended that Xi Jinping had spoken of these enduring forces, by
June 2021, on the 20" anniversary of the Signing of the Treaty of Good-Neighborliness,
Friendship and Cooperation between China and Russia, the Sino-Russian joint statement sought
to square the circle, declaring that “The Sino-Russian relationship is not similar to the military
and political alliance during the Cold War, but transcends this model of state relations,” and also
highlighting that it has “endogenous power.”2* In his analysis of this statement, leading PRC
Russia expert Feng Shaolei highlighted that, for Sino-Russian relations to fully develop their
potential, “it is necessary to further promote the improvement of bilateral relations from
"external™ to "endogenous”, fully tap the "endogenous driving force", and open up development
space. In other words, Sino-Russian cooperation should not only be non-conflicting, non-
confrontational, and not targeting third parties, but must also tap its own potential to deal with
internal and external challenges.”?® Nevertheless, by February 4, 2022 the “no limits” view
seems to have taken the upper hand when Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin signed a joint
statement—popularly termed the “no-limits agreement” in Western media—reaffirming “that the
new inter-State relations between Russia and China are superior to political and military
alliances of the Cold War era. Friendship between the two States has no limits, there are no
“forbidden” areas of cooperation...”?®

Prior to the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine, Vasily Kashin, a senior scholar at the
Institute of the Far East in Moscow, saw evidence of alliance-like behavior on security issues and
an expanding menu of military exercises, despite the apparent rejection of the term *“alliance.”
The 2019 PRC White Paper on Defense outlined a deepening military relationship “that
continues to develop at a high level, enriching the China-Russia comprehensive strategic
partnership of coordination for a new era and playing a significant role in maintaining global
strategic stability.” The White Paper details that “The Chinese and Russian militaries have
continued the sound development of exchange mechanisms at all levels, expanded cooperation in
high-level exchanges, military training, equipment, technology and counterterrorism, and
realized positive interaction and coordination on international and multilateral occasions.” %’

For a true alliance to be created, Kashin conceded that the two countries would need to
demonstrate interoperability, technological cooperation, and economic interdependence.
Moreover, he noted that neither side would gain from moving towards a formal alliance; to the
contrary each would lose its freedom of maneuver.?® For Kashin, who saw the worsening of
U.S.-Russia and U.S.-China relations as irreversible, strategic cooperation between Russia and
China, now covering missile launch detection systems, was facing fewer barriers to expansion.

Nonetheless, Kashin notes that Russia was moving forward with areas of cooperation
(naval forces, anti-ballistic missile defense) that were unlikely to harm Russian security in the
event of future tensions with China.? Dmitry Trenin, a former director of the Carnegie
Moscow Center who served previously in the Soviet and Russian military, saw a Russo-Chinese
entente or alignment, not an alliance. In his view, alliances were Cold War relics which lack the
flexibility needed for the current globalized world. Writing prior to the Russian war on Ukraine,
Trenin contended that “Russia and China will never be against each other, but they will not
necessarily always be with each other.”*® This meant that both countries would cooperate as
needed without sacrificing their independence or sovereignty. Like Kashin, Trenin saw limits to
military cooperation, particularly in terms of interoperability, but argued that areas_of progress,
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such as Sino-Russian collaboration in early warning systems, would be beneficial for the
international community as a whole.®! After the Russian invasion, critics of Putin’s war like
Alexander Gabuev see Russia necessarily drawing closer to China for economic reasons,3? while
supporters like Trenin credit geopolitical factors for the deepening partnership, though he still
calls an alliance unnecessary.

In China, discussion of an alliance is not a mainstream view among academic analysts
and most officials reject this characterization, though there is some evidence that discussion of
the merits of a future Sino-Russian alliance is reaching a broader audience, * despite the highly
sensitive nature of the topic. Yan Xuetong, a leading scholar of International Relations and a
dean at Tsinghua University, has been the most prominent advocate of an alliance with Russia,
but even his concept of an alliance is a limited and defensive one, focusing on strategic
security.®* Wang Haiyang, a former Chinese military attaché to Russia, has advocated a special
type of military relationship called ‘special friendly forces’ to enhance transparency and trust.®

Much of the academic discussion centers on reasons why a Sino-Russian alliance would
not be appropriate or desirable. Thus Ying Liu, a professor at Foreign Affairs University
highlighted the difference in the national identities of the two countries that would make an
alliance impractical.®® Feng Yujun, a dean and scholar at Fudan University (formerly an analyst
at the Ministry of State Security’s China Institute of Contemporary International Relations,
known as CICR) and Shang Yue, an analyst at CICR, argued that such an alliance would be
undesirable, as it would fail to help the two countries to address their pressing domestic
priorities. They further highlight that the Sino-Russian strategic partnership has failed to reduce
U.S. power or pressure appreciably to date and that upgrading it to an alliance would not only
violate longstanding Sino-Russian agreements not to target third parties, but also would be
unlikely to be effective.®’

Strategic Ambiguity and the Sino-Russian Partnership

In the U.S. and other countries the depth and extent of the China-Russia relationship is
the subject of major debate. Some analysts assess that the strategic relationship that has emerged
essentially constitutes a de facto, albeit undeclared, alliance.®® Alexander Korolev of the
University of New South Wales, Sydney, assesses that the Sino-Russian partnership is “on the
verge of an alliance” based on his analysis of the deepening institutionalization of their military
cooperation.3® Certainly the partnership has characteristics of an alliance such as participation in
joint exercises and patrols, shared conception of threat and some shared values, regular dialogue,
arms sales and co-production. However, there is no formal alliance treaty or mutual defense
clause, and there are many outstanding questions about the parameters of the Sino-Russian
partnership.

1. Mutual Economic Assistance

There are no stated requirements in Sino-Russian agreements for provision of mutual
assistance, but the expectations of the two parties remain unknown. Since the invasion of
Ukraine, Russian officials reportedly pressed China on at least two occasions for financial and
technological support, leading to “tense discussions.”*® This indicates that Russia was hoping, if
not expecting, economic (and perhaps military) aid from China. Although U.S. and EU officials
have warned China repeatedly that providing such aid would result in sanctions there have been
few violations by PRC companies, despite their country’s longstanding position against
sanctions. While seen as a major potential source of backfilling technology to Russia, for the
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most part Chinese firms have prioritized their access to global markets and capital.** Instead, we
have seen Russia seek aid from Iran, already under sanctions itself for its violation of the global
nuclear regime, in a very public way, with Putin traveling to Teheran to obtain needed drones.*
In April 2022, DJI (Da-Jiang Innovations), a privately owned PRC drone company that was
accused of providing Russia with data from drones purchased by Ukraine, ceased sales to both
Ukraine and Russia to prevent its drones from being used in combat.*® Ukraine, nonetheless,
continues to allege that Russia still uses DJI’s AeroScope tracking system to target Ukrainian
drones.** Despite this issue, given the PRC’s overall compliance with sanctions, it is unclear
whether Chinese officials would expect Russia to act any differently in the case of the imposition
of sanctions on China if it invaded Taiwan.

2. Mutual Defense

As noted earlier, there is no specific mutual defense clause in the Sino-Russian
agreements on strategic partnership. Chinese officials have been at pains to present their country
as neutral and impartial, but it is unclear if they would remain so if there were a direct conflict
between Russia and NATO countries. Similarly, in the event of a PRC attack on Taiwan that led
to a direct conflict between PRC forces and U.S. and allied forces, it remains unclear what
Russia’s response might be, though Russia has paid lip service to the PRC’s One China
principle. Most recently, in the February 4™ joint agreement, Russia reaffirmed its support for the
One China principle, confirmed that Taiwan was an inalienable part of China, and stated its
opposition to Taiwan independence.* It cannot be excluded that Russia might cooperate with
China in some way as it staged an attack on Taiwan, for example, by staging or participating in a
cyberattack on Taiwan, though this may be less likely if China continues to stay on the sidelines
in Russia’s war on Ukraine.

3. Strategic ambiguity

These uncertainties about the parameters for Sino-Russian cooperation beg the question
about the strategic nature of the partnership’s ambiguity. Strategic ambiguity typically is
associated with U.S. Taiwan policy. This policy involves: a. Legal obligations under the 1979
Taiwan Relations Act to provide defensive weapons to Taiwan; b. De facto but not de jure
diplomatic relations; c. Official recognition of one China; d. No explicit guarantee that the U.S.
would defend Taiwan militarily in case of a PRC attack.*® This policy, known as “strategic
ambiguity” is meant to be a deterrent to both PRC military action and a declaration of
independence by Taiwan.

While successful for more than 50 years, critics of U.S. Taiwan policy argue that in view
of China’s increasing military power and belligerence in the Indo-Pacific region, greater
“strategic clarity”*’ is needed to deter a PRC military attack on Taiwan, legalized by a 2005 PRC
law in the event Taiwan declares independence. Supporters of strategic ambiguity, by contrast,
argue that this policy is better suited to deal with the grey zone tactics they believe the People’s
Liberation Army is likely to employ against Taiwan.*® As an article by Taiwan scholars notes,
“Strategic ambiguity... means that the red lines that would trigger a U.S. response are difficult to
discern, thus preventing China from exploiting loopholes in existing promises. Given the ever-
changing dynamics of the Strait, it affords the United States more flexibility and freedom from
hand-tying guarantees.”*°

The strategic ambiguity inherent in the Sino-Russian partnership works in a similar
manner to U.S. Taiwan policy. By downplaying the alliance-like aspects of their relations, China
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and Russia avoid two negative outcomes: a. They create disagreement among their opponents
regarding the parameters of the partnership; and b. They prevent existing alliances from targeting
the strategic partnership specifically as a hostile alliance, as was the case with NATO and the
Warsaw Pact during the Cold War. The appearance (and reality) of policy differences between
Russia and China on some issues also fuels efforts to create daylight between them. Although
such strategies are unlikely to succeed due to the importance of domestic drivers for the
partnership in both countries, such perceptions have led to efforts by the U.S. and its allies to
engage with one or the other country, or at least to attempt to avoid an equally hostile
relationship with both at the same time.

Is the strategic ambiguity in the Sino-Russian partnership by design or by default? The
lack of clarity about the parameters of the partnership could be a form of deceptive
communication,® intended to sow doubts in the minds of outside observers regarding the
prospect for a Sino-Russian alliance. The tendency of observers to suspect the formation of such
an alliance makes them all the more susceptible to read into the ambiguous information
presented by Russia and China. Conversely, or perhaps simultaneously, there may be real policy
differences between Russia and China that they seek to downplay through their absence of clarity
on the prospects for their mutual assistance or mutual defense in particular scenarios. This type
of thinking has made ambiguity a feature of many diplomatic agreements, not just of U.S.
Taiwan policy.®!

Conclusions

Both Russia and China have downplayed the existence of a military alliance—some of
the time at least—while equivocating on the possibility of one forming in the future. This
strategic ambiguity has a deterrent effect, enabling Russia and China to create uncertainty for
their opponents who may be less likely to take action against one of them, if a two front war
might be the eventual result. While both Russia and China claim to oppose forming alliances,
the prospect of one supports their vision of deterrence. For China, the possibility of an alliance
with Russia may increase the credibility of deterrence, designed to avoid war with the U.S. and
its allies. The ambiguity of the Sino-Russian partnership also fits well with the Russian concept
of deterrence as a means to shape adversary thinking.

The reality of an actual conflict in Ukraine has made this ambiguity more costly, for
China at least. In the aftermath of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, PRC officials have portrayed
their country as impartial and neutral and chafed at the perception in other countries that China
was enabling or supporting Russian aggression.> Nikkei Asia has reported PRC reluctance to
engage in simultaneous joint air and sea patrols near Japan in June 2022 for fear that the
international community would read in greater unity of action between China and Russia than is
the case.> The PRC Ambassador to the U.S. told the July 2022 Aspen Forum that Sino-Russian
relations were misunderstood and there was no alliance between the two countries.>* In his
comments to the Shangri-La Dialogue on June 12, 2022, PRC Minister of Defense Wei Fenghe
stated unequivocally the relationship with Russia was a partnership, not an alliance and China
was not providing any material support to Russia’s war on Ukraine.>®

Chinese critics of the Russian war on Ukraine have gone even farther. Zhou Bo, a retired
Senior Colonel, wrote in The Economist “the war in Ukraine has inadvertently proved that
Beijing and Moscow’s rapprochement is not an alliance. China didn’t provide military assistance
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to Russia. Instead it provided humanitarian aid and money to Ukraine twice, including food and
sleeping bags, and has pledged to continue to “play a constructive role.”

Nevertheless, for the first time all three services of the PLA participated in the September
2022 downsized iteration of the VVostok military exercises in eastern Russia. Two weeks later,
Yang Jiechi, a Politburo member and China’s highest ranking diplomat, received Nikolai
Patrushev, the head of the Russian Security Council, in Beijing. Yang hailed the “momentum” in
Sino-Russian military cooperation and the two sides pledged to continue joint exercises and to
increase contacts between their general staffs.’

By contrast with efforts by Chinese leaders to avoid characterizing the Sino-Russian
partnership as an alliance, Russian officials have taken to overstating the level of agreement
between their country and China on Ukraine. The Russian readout of Xi’s birthday phone call
had the PRC leader noting “the legitimacy of Russia’s actions,” while the PRC version
highlighted how “China has always independently assessed the situation...” Nevertheless,
Russian Asia experts reject the characterization of the partnership as an alliance and see the PRC
has a largely self-interested partner. Most argue that Russia would do better to avoid excessive
dependence on China and expand its partnerships.®®

In the short term, the ambiguity regarding the Sino-Russian partnership adds uncertainty
for the U.S. and its allies. While it may have the deterrent effect that Russia and China seek,
their ambiguous alignment also risks encouraging a perception in the U.S. of their likely joint
action, potentially leading to the expansion of a US-China conflict (or a US-Russia conflict).
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