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Russia’s Forthcoming Summits with ASEAN and 
China
Dr.  Victor Sumsky is Director of the ASEAN Centre at MGIMO University, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Russia.

Saint Petersburg, Russia. Palace Embankment, house 38 (Winter Palace).
Photo Credit:  Wikimedia Commons.

Two forthcoming summits are looming large on Russia’s immediate Asian agenda. The first one is to take place 
on May 19-20 in Sochi, where the leaders of Russia and ASEAN will commemorate the 20th anniversary of their 
dialog partnership. The second one, between President Xi and President Putin, is scheduled somewhat later in June 
in Beijing. 

In anticipation of these events, several interrelated questions are popping up in the global—or shall we say pro-
Western?—media. Are the Russians and the Chinese really getting that close to forming some kind of grand 
alliance? If yes, then what are the potential consequences for the rest of Asia, including ASEAN? Is Russia resigning 
itself to the role of China’s junior partner? What is so valuable, from ASEAN’s point of view, in a partnership with 
Russia? Can it offer ASEAN anything that the other partners would not or cannot offer?

The Issue of Russia’s Alliance with China

There is a distinctive touch of schizophrenia in mainstream Western thinking about the possibility of Russia and 
China forming a strategic alliance worthy of the name. Too many debates on the issue start and end with the 
conclusion that such an alliance will never materialize, or if it somehow does, it will not result in anything substantial. 
The standard arguments refer to post-Soviet Russia being depopulated and technologically backward, China being 
far more dynamic economically than Russia but essentially a colossus on feet of clay, and both of them harboring 
such historically motivated suspicions that preclude the growth of genuine trust.
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Isn’t it remarkable though that these debates have proceeded 
nonstop at least for a couple of decades? More than that, 
they are now acquiring a new momentum. Basically, it betrays 
a growing uneasiness about the fact that, contrary to popular 
beliefs, the process of Russia-China rapprochement continues 
and deepens.

A striking example of dualism in assessing the potential of 
Russia-China interactions is Barack Obama’s geopolitics—
namely his synchronized attempts to cut Russia away from 
Europe and to create a split between China and Asia. In the first 
instance, his government does so by promoting the Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership and provoking the crisis in 
Ukraine. In the second instance, it presses hard for conclusion 
of the Transpacific Partnership Agreement, exploiting to the 
US advantage the tensions in the South China Sea and on the 
Korean Peninsula.  

On the one hand, the current US administration is striving 
to undermine further progress in China’s modernization and 
Russia’s recovery from the 1990s chaos precisely because 
considerable progress—more obvious in China’s case, of 
course—has been already achieved. On the other hand, while 
Washington’s own maneuvers are actually pushing Moscow 
and Beijing towards each other, Americans remain remarkably 
unconcerned by it. Most probably, they still persist in their 
conviction that Russia and China cannot make it together under 
any conceivable circumstances. But in the not-so-distant future, 
it may turn out that Obama and his team had made a fatal policy 
flaw.

 A Truly Sovereign Player…

Once in a while, an observer posing as Russia’s well-wisher or 
even a friend will publicly complain that if the country continues 
to pursue closer cooperation with China, it is bound to be 
reduced to the latter’s junior partner, ending up in a position 
compatible neither with Russia’s own great power ambitions nor 
with the aspirations of other Asian actors. This line of thinking 
is mostly supported by general references to the asymmetry 
between Russia and China as far as their socioeconomic 
trajectories are concerned.  

But isn’t this asymmetry typical of China’s present relations 
with almost all the other global and regional partners? If so, 
why specifically Russia should be denied the option of active 
involvement with China?

Or will Asia be happier in case of a sudden estrangement 
between the two mighty neighbors? To figure out the answer, 
one only has to remember the numerous shocks that the 
Moscow-Beijing feud produced on the continent in the Cold 
War era.

At the same time Russia’s strategic behavior during the last 
decade is not at all an imitation of what and how China has been 
doing—not because Russia is inherently more ‘aggressive’ but 

due to the need to respond adequately to the way it is treated 
by the United States and the West as a whole.

Judging Putin’s Russia by the measurements of the Yeltsin era, 
Washington tried to press it into submission by drawing former 
Soviet republics into the US orbit. It does so by enlarging 
NATO, creating new military bases and anti-missile defense 
facilities along the Russian perimeter, but it is utterly failing 
to achieve its objectives. When Russia retaliated by repulsing 
Georgia’s aggression against South Ossetia, refused to extradite 
Edward Snowden to America and provided support to Bashar 
al-Assad in the Syrian civil war, the United States and its allies 
went berserk. A violent coup in Ukraine, a worldwide media 
campaign to demonize the Russian president and the imposition 
of economic sanctions were in sum tantamount to an attempted 
regime change. 

Once again, the result was the opposite of what was expected. 
Crimea’s bloodless and joyful reunification with Russia, and 
later on a successful antiterror campaign in Syria brought 
Vladimir Putin’s popularity ratings to unprecedentedly high 
levels. The newest state of the art equipment—be it Kaliber-
guided missiles fired at the Daesh targets from as far as the 
Caspian Sea or military robots impressively tested on Syrian 
battlefields—demonstrated to the world the true technological 
resources of the Russian economy. 

Deeds speak louder than words, and choruses of professional 
Russophobes cannot change that. By virtue of its deeds, Russia 
has reemerged as a great power with no reservations, one of 
the very few sovereign players on the global stage. Having done 
that, will it be ready to merely play a second fiddle to somebody 
else? The answer is a definite no. 

…and a Multipolar World Champion

During their recent meeting, Foreign Ministers Lavrov and Wang 
Yi confirmed that both Russia and China are opposing moves 
to internationalize the South China Sea dispute. Would this be 
enough to claim that Russia is joining China in the attempts to 
split ASEAN over the South China Sea issues, and therefore the 
accord between the two powers is bad for ASEAN solidarity?

In this scheme of reasoning ASEAN’s best friend is the United 
States, which is inspiring the Association’s members to take 
a unified position on the South China Sea. At present, this is 
not likely to happen, but if it somehow happens in the future 
indefinite, what would it mean for the proverbial ASEAN 
centrality—the principle that forms the foundation of the 
emerging East Asian security architecture? It is brutally clear 
that in this scenario, ASEAN as a regional moderator is forced 
to commit a suicide by becoming a de facto American ally, and 
the hypothetical security system in which it is now promised a 
central role will not be constructed.

With this in view, let’s get back to what the mutual 
understanding between Russia and China mean for ASEAN in 



a deep, fundamental sense. As long as Russia and China stand 
by each other like they do it now, it is impossible to ‘isolate’—
or ‘contain’ or ‘encircle’— either of them. Together, they have 
a chance to secure a relatively safe passage from a unipolar 
‘guided chaos’ to a multipolar world order.

For ASEAN, it is time to realize that the Asian Century vision 
is incompatible with unipolarity but harmonizes fairly well with 
the vision of a multipolar world. If so, then Russia, China and 
ASEAN have a serious reason to see each other as strategic 
partners in a long-term historical perspective.

A framework for their comprehensive interactions was recently 
suggested by President Putin. Addressing the Federal Assembly of 
Russia on December 3, 2015, he proposed to start consultations 
on possible economic cooperation between Eurasian Economic 
Union (comprising Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz 
Republic and the Russian Federation), Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (of which both Russia and China are founding 
members) and ASEAN.

Beyond doubt, this initiative will be discussed at both the Sochi 
and the Beijing summits. Let us wait and see how quickly the 
Russian proposal will be followed by concrete steps, if any. But 
let us also remember that the way of such grand projects is 
rarely, if ever, smooth. 

 




