China is a revisionist power devoted to a “post-Western” world.
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The China-Russia relationship has become an increasingly robust, pragmatic strategic partnership since 2014, in part because the United States is pursuing policies that have driven the two countries closer together. Presidents Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping are both authoritarian leaders whose primary preoccupation is regime survival and who are allergic to Western criticisms of their domestic systems and the repressive policies of their respective governments. China and Russia are revisionist powers in as much as they share a commitment to creating a “post-West” global order which takes their interests into account and is conducive to authoritarian rule.
Since Russia’s 2014 seizure and annexation of Crimea from Ukraine and the West’s subsequent attempts to isolate Russia, Putin has increasingly turned to China, which has enabled Russia to surmount the isolation and flourish on the world stage. Sino-Russian economic and energy ties are expanding. China is economically more important to Russia than vice versa and is Russia’s number one trading partner and the secondlargest purchaser of Russian military hardware. The new Power of Siberia gas pipeline will increase their energy interdependence. Sino-Russian cooperation in the military and high-tech fields is also growing. Their joint military exercises and air patrols, as well as joint work on artificial intelligence and biotechnology pose challenges to the United States.
There are significant asymmetries in the relationship, and mutual mistrust remains, especially in Russia’s rapidly depopulating Far East, where Chinese traders and entrepreneurs are abundant. Nevertheless, Russia appears to have accepted its role as a junior partner to China. This is in part because China, unlike the United States, is not perceived to represent a threat to Putin’s rule. Those who believe that Russia would be willing to distance itself from China and align itself with Washington against Beijing underestimate the extent to which China’s unequivocal support of Russia’s domestic system is an existential issue for the Putin regime. Moreover, the twin U.S. policies of sanctioning Russia and pursuing a trade war with China have pushed the two countries closer together. Washington could promote closer ties to Russia by lifting sanctions, extending the New START treaty and even modifying its stance on the Ukraine conflict. But it is unlikely that this would lead Russia to distance itself from China.
INTRODUCTION
Asked about Russia’s relationship with China at the Valdai Discussion Club in October 2019, Russian President Vladimir Putin said the two countries “enjoy an unprecedentedly high level of trust and cooperation. This is an allied relationship in the full sense of a multifaceted strategic partnership.” Then he revealed, “We are now helping our Chinese partners create a missile attack warning system. This is very important and will drastically increase China’s defense capability. Only the United States and Russia have such a system now.”1 Shortly thereafter, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov clarified that “neither Russia nor China are planning to create a military alliance.”2
Is the burgeoning Sino-Russian partnership still an “axis of convenience” and a “wary embrace” of unequals, or is it developing into a more full-fledged alliance that will represent an ongoing challenge to U.S. interests and could further undermine the post-Cold War international order?3 The Trump administration’s National Defense Strategy warned that:
The central challenge to U.S. prosperity and security is the reemergence of long-term, strategic competition by what the National Security Strategy classifies as revisionist powers. It is increasingly clear that China and Russia want to shape a world consistent with their authoritarian model — gaining veto authority over other nations’ economic, diplomatic, and security decisions.”4
Certainly both the Russian and Chinese leaders go out of their way to stress how close their ties are. During a visit to Moscow in June 2019, Chinese President Xi Jinping was extravagant in his praise: “Russia is the country I have visited the most times, and President Putin is my best friend and colleague.”5 Putin has reciprocated, telling the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum, with Xi at his side:
“President Xi Jinping and  I  have established very positive personal relations. Yesterday, we spent a lot of time together and discussed a wide variety of  matters. We parted at  midnight Moscow Time or 4 am Beijing Time. We had a lot to discuss. Later, I said: ‘I have to apologize to you, I should let you go. Hosts should not treat their guests this way.’ But this indicates that our agenda is very extensive.”6
Russia and China are revisionist powers today in as much as they both seek to create a “post-West” world order — one of which the United States can no longer determine the financial and political contours.7 Even though the visions of Moscow and Beijing may differ, both aim for a world order more supportive of authoritarian regimes that prize sovereignty and non-interference in each other’s domestic affairs. Thus, those who believe that Russia would be willing to distance itself from China and align itself with Washington against Beijing underestimate the extent to which China’s unequivocal support of Russia’s domestic system is an existential issue for the Putin regime. Moreover, the twin U.S. policies of sanctioning Russia and pursuing a trade war with China have pushed the two countries closer together. Peeling Russia away from China, as some in the United States suggest, would involve a significant modification of current U.S. policy toward Russia in an age in which Russia has become a toxic subject in U.S. politics following Moscow’s interference in the 2016 presidential election.
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