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‘Trust, but verify’?  
The shaky foundations 
of Sino-Russian 
cooperation

Matthew Sussex

During the final years of the Cold War the Russian rhyming proverb ‘Trust, but 
verify’ (Доверяй, но проверяй) entered America’s strategic lexicon. Former 
President Ronald Reagan became particularly fond of invoking it to explain 
the US attitude to Soviet denuclearisation commitments. Although the precise 
origins of the phrase are unclear, it is virtually synonymous with Joseph Stalin’s 
famous maxim that mutual mistrust creates a sound basis for cooperation.

The issue of trust is a recurring theme in Alexey Muraviev’s somewhat puzzling 
article ‘Strategic reality check: the current state of Russia–China defence 
cooperation and the prospects of a deepening “near alliance”’, published in 
the July 2021 issue of Australian Journal of Defence and Strategic Studies.1 
Reviewing Sino-Russian defence coordination ties, Muraviev speculates that 
these have become so closely coordinated as to indicate ‘strategic trust and 
confidence in each other as allied nations, not just as strategic partners’.2 
Elsewhere he characterises the two nations’ military-technological cooperation 
as having reached ‘levels normally seen among trusted allies’.3

Muraviev also goes to great lengths to paint the relationship as one between 
equals, deploying a number of homilies about Russian power. He writes 
glowingly of Russia’s ‘political, diplomatic and military influence’;4 its ‘modern 

1 Alexey Muraviev, ‘Strategic reality check: the current state of Russia-China defence cooperation and the 
prospects of a deepening “near alliance”’, Australian Journal of Defence and Security Studies, July 2021, 
3(1): 27–48.

2 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 39.

3 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 43.

4 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 44.
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military force’;5 and an ‘advanced strategic nuclear arsenal, which is vastly 
superior to the Chinese strategic nuclear deterrent’.6 He also sees Russia as 
offering China more sophisticated doctrine, claiming that it shapes ‘the views of 
PLA commanders at all levels’,7 allowing the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to 
be ‘upskilled by the Russian military’,8 and ‘highlighting China’s ongoing reliance 
on Russia as a leading military power’.9 He also notes approvingly that when 
exercising with Russian forces, PLA command and field units ‘for the most part’ 
operate ‘under Russian command’, or ‘under close guidance of Russian military 
advisers’.10

More controversially, Muraviev appears to suggest that Russia and China are 
fundamentally defensive – or at least neutral – in their respective postures. 
This comes uncomfortably close to echoing official Russian and Chinese 
talking points. Here Muraviev downplays Russia’s relationship with NATO as a 
‘balancing game’,11 refers to Georgia’s ‘breakaway provinces’,12 and calls the 
Russian-initiated insurgency in Donbas a ‘geopolitical and military stand-off with 
Ukraine’.13 He also hints that Sino-Russian cooperation over missile defences 
was a response to aggression in the form of US deployments of theatre-level 
ballistic missile defence (THAAD) in the Republic of Korea, as well as Japanese 
and Australian deployment of antiballistic missile systems.14

Leaving aside some semantic quibbles, not least of which is that ‘deepening’ 
a ‘near alliance’ sounds suspiciously like becoming increasingly but not quite 
pregnant, one senses that the author has secretly reached the same conclusion 
as many other watchers of the Sino-Russian relationship: nobody really knows 
how important it is, or how far it will go. Following some speculative alternative 
scenarios about a return to animosity or a full-scale alliance, Muraviev eventually 
settles on the heavily caveated idea that Russia and China will become ‘occasional 
de facto allies’ [author’s italics],15 while actually making a more convincing case 
that in many respects they probably won’t.

5 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’.

6 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’.

7 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 42.

8 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 40.

9 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 39.

10 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 40.

11 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 46.

12 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’.

13 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’. 

14 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 39.

15 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 47.
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This, as Muraviev notes, is due to mutual suspicion that has stymied cyber 
cooperation; ongoing intelligence and commercial espionage activities against 
one another; the lack of desire in either Moscow or Beijing for supporting each 
other’s territorial aggrandisement efforts in the South China Sea or Crimea; the 
reticence of both parties about the value of alliances; and ‘a certain lack of trust’ 
between the two.16

The upshot is that the reader is left wondering whether the Sino-Russian 
relationship is knowable at all, given the broad spectrum of contradictory 
opinions presented in the article.

In fact, we certainly can – and should – try to understand the relationship, 
although very few would make the case that the glue to bind China and Russia 
together will be mutual trust. There is also a general consensus that, nuclear 
weapons aside, Russia is by far the junior partner in the relationship. This is 
realised by moderate Russian analysts, who increasingly speak of the need for 
‘equilibrium’ in favour of being locked into a Sino-centric order.17 Even Sergei 
Karaganov, the hardline commentator well known for his support of deep Sino-
Russian ties, recently warned against selling Russia’s sovereignty to China, in an 
interview with Argumenty i Fakty.18

Nonetheless, there are good cases to be made about whether China’s and 
Russia’s security cooperation will develop further into a formal anti-Western 
balancing alliance; or remain an unequal partnership based on coinciding 
interests in which Moscow is gradually entrapped by Beijing’s centrifugal pull. On 
the former proposition, Graham Allison has argued that shared perceptions of an 
‘American threat’ are making a strategic alliance between the two increasingly 
likely.19 On the latter, Bobo Lo’s ‘Once More with Feeling’ makes the important 
point that despite Russia dutifully following China’s lead on many issues, there is 
little evidence Beijing and Moscow are prepared to coordinate on grand strategy 
or cooperate in the construction of post-Western norms and institutions.20

16 Muraviev, Strategic reality check’, p 41.

17 Dmitri Trenin, ‘How Russia can maintain equilibrium in the post-pandemic bipolar world’, Carnegie Moscow 
Centre Commentary, 1 May 2020. https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/81702 

18 Sergei Karaganov, ‘A new ‘Cold War’ has already started, but Russia and China are winning against a 
‘weakening’ West’, Russia in Global Affairs, 4 August 2021.  
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/new-cold-war-has-already-started/. 

19 See for instance Graham T Allison, ‘China and Russia: a strategic alliance in the making’, National 
Interest, 14 December 2018, https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-sino-russian-entente-again-threatens-
america-11548806978. See also Graham T Allison and Dmitri K Simes, ‘A Sino-Russian entente again 
threatens America’, Wall Street Journal, 29 January 2019.  
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-sino-russian-entente-again-threatens-america-11548806978. 

20 Bobo Lo, ‘Once more with feeling: Russia and the Asia-Pacific’, Lowy Institute Analysis, Lowy Institute, 
August 2019. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/Bobo%20Lo_Russia%20and%20the%20Asia-
Pacific_Web.pdf 

https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/81702
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/new-cold-war-has-already-started/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-sino-russian-entente-again-threatens-america-11548806978
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-sino-russian-entente-again-threatens-america-11548806978
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-sino-russian-entente-again-threatens-america-11548806978
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/Bobo Lo_Russia and the Asia-Pacific_Web.pdf
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/Bobo Lo_Russia and the Asia-Pacific_Web.pdf
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The implications are significant either way. If Moscow is increasingly forced to 
default to Beijing on its security and economic preferences, the risk of a neutered 
Russia becoming China’s raw materials appendage significantly strengthens the 
People’s Republic of China’s geopolitical position in Eurasia, not to mention 
providing it with strategic resource autonomy. Conversely, a Russia–China 
alliance – perhaps in the form of a somewhat looser entente – threatens to 
recreate the Cold War by proxy.

The response from some members of the US security policy commentariat – that 
the US can (or should) avoid this by trying to somehow reverse-engineer the 
Sino–Soviet split, prying Russia away from China21 – has been startlingly naïve. 
Trust between the US and Russia is probably lower now than at the darkest 
point of the Cold War, and neither is prepared to pay each other’s prices for a 
full ‘reset’. Washington and Brussels are hardly likely to hand Russia a sphere of 
influence over independent sovereign states that the Kremlin claims as part of 
the former USSR, especially when Moscow has made a mockery of its much-
touted respect for the UN Charter by invading some of them. And on the flip 
side, policymakers in Moscow would have to be staggeringly incompetent to 
agree to become a de facto Eurasian battleground as Sino–US rivalry heats up.22 
Instead, given the deep animosities between Russia and the US, the relationship 
between Moscow and Washington is likely to remain competitive in virtually 
every national security sphere.23

Meanwhile, the future of Russia’s relationship with the People’s Republic 
of China is likely to retain elements of competition and cooperation, and it is 
closely tied to the Kremlin’s broader tilt to Asia. The story of Russia’s Asian 
pivot is a bifurcated one: Moscow has doubled down on the perceived benefits 
of bandwagoning with China at the same time as it has sought to mitigate its 
reliance on Beijing via commercial and military security opportunism, especially 
with ASEAN states. Recent semiofficial statements on the importance of foreign 
policy independence, the Biden–Putin summit in June 2021, and Russia’s new 
National Security Strategy, which discusses relations with China and India in only 

21 See for instance Charles Kupchan, ‘The right way to split Russia and China’, Foreign Affairs, 
4 August  2021. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-08-04/right-way-split-china-
and-russia?utm_source=twitter_posts&utm_campaign=tw_daily_soc&utm_medium=social

22 Sergey Radchenko, ‘Driving a wedge between China and Russia won’t work’, War on the Rocks, 
24 August 2021.  
https://warontherocks.com/2021/08/driving-a-wedge-between-china-and-russia-wont-work/

23 Matthew Sussex, ‘In search of a clear-eyed US strategy on Russia’, The Strategist, Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute, 21 September 2020.  
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/in-search-of-a-clear-eyed-us-strategy-on-russia/ 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-08-04/right-way-split-china-and-russia?utm_source=twitter_posts&utm_campaign=tw_daily_soc&utm_medium=social
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-08-04/right-way-split-china-and-russia?utm_source=twitter_posts&utm_campaign=tw_daily_soc&utm_medium=social
https://warontherocks.com/2021/08/driving-a-wedge-between-china-and-russia-wont-work/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/in-search-of-a-clear-eyed-us-strategy-on-russia/
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one paragraph, have all hinted at the desire for a course correction.24 Yet Russia’s 
wariness of entrapment by China is counteracted by its almost visceral hatred of 
the US as Russia’s chief adversary, which drives it back towards Beijing. At the 
same time, its desire to avoid upsetting China too much militates against a truly 
pan-regional engagement strategy. Put simply, Russia has embarked on a pivot 
to Asia with Chinese characteristics.

This is underscored by other realities of Russia’s regional engagement approach. 
First, apart from energy deals with China, it has not been especially successful 
economically. In fact, the wider East Asian and Pacific share of Russia’s exports 
was lower in 2019 than in 2008.25 Second, Russian influence in the Indo-Pacific 
remains dwarfed by China and the US, and probably by India and Japan as 
well. Third, a flexible Russian pivot role in the region is consistently held back by 
Moscow’s reliance on outmoded great power tropes, its paranoia about regime 
survival, and its desire to characterise its international wrecker role as somehow 
virtuous. Given that, having an occasional Russian de facto ally that is long on 
rhetoric but short on ability to affect regional power dynamics would actually suit 
Beijing very nicely. Still, it is far from clear how much it would suit Moscow.

For Australia, the main implications have more to do with how Moscow might 
threaten Canberra’s interests in various arenas that have little to do with Sino-
Russian cooperation and more to do with the knock-on effects of Russian 
strategic pathologies. Beyond the rhetoric about an ‘axis of authoritarians’,26 
Russia has the capacity to enact serious harms on Australia through grey-zone 
tactics: in information operations; in cyberspace; through espionage; and by 
engaging in the same societal manoeuvring that it has directed against other 
Western democracies. Equally important will be what China learns from Russia 
in this space. Further, that Australia and Russia are economic competitors 
in the realm of energy, resources and potentially agricultural goods, such as 
wheat, should also figure into Australia’s strategic trade calculus. Moscow will 
not hesitate to supplant Australia in any of its core Asian or planned expansion 

24 O Strategii natsional’noy bezopasnosti Rossiyskoy Federatsii [On the National Security Strategy of the 
Russian Federation], Moscow, Decree of the President of the Russian Federation, 3 July 2021.  
http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/0001202107030001 

25 Richard Connolly, ‘Russia’s economic pivot to Asia in a shifting regional environment’, RUSI Emerging 
Insights, September 2021. https://static.rusi.org/297_EI_RFE.pdf 

26 See for instance Mark Beeson, ‘The axis of authoritarianism: China, Russia and the new geopolitics’, 
Australian Outlook, Australia Institute of International Affairs, 27 June 2019. https://www.internationalaffairs.
org.au/australianoutlook/the-axis-of-authoritarianism-china-russia-and-the-new-geopolitics/ 

http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/0001202107030001
https://static.rusi.org/297_EI_RFE.pdf
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/the-axis-of-authoritarianism-china-russia-and-the-new-geopolitics/
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/the-axis-of-authoritarianism-china-russia-and-the-new-geopolitics/
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markets. Russia has already demonstrated its willingness to do so by taking up 
the slack following China’s imposition of tariffs on Australian coal.27

At least superficially, this puts Beijing and Canberra in a similar position where 
Moscow’s zero-sum approach is concerned, which is probably not something 
with which either would be comfortable.

Fortunately, the Russians have a useful proverb for that.

27 Gerard Cockburn, ‘Russian coal set to benefit from trade spat between Russia and China, The Australian, 
8 March 2021. https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/latest-news/russian-coal-set-to-benefit-from-trade-
spat-between-australia-and-china/news-story/55b6872873e743bd19e378335deef8df 

https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/latest-news/russian-coal-set-to-benefit-from-trade-spat-between-australia-and-china/news-story/55b6872873e743bd19e378335deef8df
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/latest-news/russian-coal-set-to-benefit-from-trade-spat-between-australia-and-china/news-story/55b6872873e743bd19e378335deef8df

	Editorial
	What type of revisionist is China (and why does it matter)?
	Michael Clarke
	Future all-volunteer force: the impact of artificial intelligence on recruitment and retention strategies
	Natalia Jevglevskaja 
and Bianca Baggiarini
	Cybersecurity 
and sovereignty
	Andrew Dowse, 
Tony Marceddo 
and Ian Martinus
	Commentary
	Can Asians fight? Organisational-cultural impediments to the conduct of Asian 
high-tech conventional warfare
	Ahmed S Hashim
	‘Where to from here?’ The Australian Defence Force’s pursuit of national security and 
the 2020 Defence Strategic Update
	Kane Wright
	Australia’s polar attraction: Antarctic strategy 2001–2021, an element of Australia’s grand strategy
	Andrew Willis
	Reviews
	China’s civilian army: the making of wolf warrior diplomacy
	Peter Martin
	Our exceptional friend: Australia’s fatal alliance with the United States
	Emma Shortis
	You shouldn’t have joined: a memoir
	General Sir Peter Cosgrove
	Nonstate warfare: the military methods of guerrillas, warlords, and militias
	Stephen Biddle
	Handbook of veteran and military suicide: assessment, treatment, and prevention
	Bruce Bongar, Glenn Sullivan, Larry Charles James (eds)
	Correspondence
	‘Trust, but verify’? 
The shaky foundations of Sino-Russian cooperation
	Matthew Sussex
	Proverb inspired 
versus evidence 
driven: in support of 
a constructive debate 
in defence and 
strategic studies
	Alexey D Muraviev



