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Executive Summary

•	Beijing and Moscow are among the states across the world pursuing aggressive foreign policies, 
including towards their neighbours. Beyond mere threats, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
demonstrated that deterrence could fail, with catastrophic consequences. To face the international 
security challenges of today, policymakers must be aware of the origins and implications of the 
aggressive foreign policies of China and Russia. What are the long-standing strategic goals of the 
Kremlin and Chinese Communist Party (CCP), and what role do Ukraine and Taiwan, respectively, 
play in them?

•	Russia’s aggressive foreign policy draws from entrenched adversarial perspectives about the 
West, as well as recent political developments inside the Kremlin. Russia’s security establishment 
has changed little from the Soviet era and has persistent views on how to conduct foreign policy, 
grounded in an antagonistic international outlook. Notably, Moscow never abandoned a sense of 
entitlement towards the countries that fall within what the Kremlin calls its “near abroad” and has 
only evolved in how it pursues and articulates this entitlement. Russia’s enduring interests also 
point to Europe, Ukraine, and China, as well as the broader international order.

•	China’s aggressive foreign policy seeks to alter the cross-Strait status quo and achieve “national 
reunification”. In the process, Beijing has marshalled an arsenal of measures to undermine Taipei, 
as Taiwan sits at the centre of China’s regional ambitions. While these ambitions are persistent, 
they also reflect an evolving understanding of the island’s political circumstances. Cross-Strait 
relations will remain a contentious topic in international affairs for years to come.

•	International security must guard against new challenges but also prevent the foremost 
international crime: aggression. Aggressive foreign policies are not the same as wars of aggression, 
but they are closely linked, as they share a hostile outlook on the status quo. Deciphering the 
drivers of aggressive state behaviour—between historical legacies and geopolitical ambitions—
will help us better prepare against new threats from rival states.
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China-Russia “Alliance”

Introduction

The 2020s have proven to be a decade of 
geopolitical disruption, with severe challenges 
to the foundational notions of international 
relations and international security. Central to 
this challenge is the foreign policy adopted by 
several states intent on changing international 
norms. China and Russia have been identified 
as two of the key challengers to the current 
world order. Are Beijing and Moscow driven by 
long-standing views on international affairs? 
Or are they acting on purely geopolitical 
ambitions? This collective volume seeks to 
offer some points towards answering these 
questions.

The challenge posed by the governments of 
these two countries has a distinct regional 
dimension. In Russia’s case, its full-scale 
aggression against Ukraine has exposed 
the weaknesses of European defence and 
security. Russia’s hybrid warfare has touched 
all countries in Europe, making Russian foreign 
policy a top concern across the continent. 

Today, defence is at the top of the European 
Union’s agenda, with the prospect of a new 
defence commissioner leading the coordinated 
efforts for a transformed continental security. 
In China’s case, it has long since abandoned 
the “hide your strengths and bide your time” 
strategy in international affairs in favour of an 
assertive approach. The impact has been felt 
most immediately in the Indo-Pacific region, 

with clashes happening between China and 
India and rising tensions along the South China 
Sea and the Taiwan Strait. Across the Indo-
Pacific, especially among China’s neighbours, 
defence spending has risen. Still, Beijing’s 
defence budget remains larger than that of all 
the other countries of the region combined.

This regional dimension does not preclude 
an international impact. In Europe, key policy 
documents such as the 2022 European Union 
Strategic Compass point to China as a partner, 
competitor, and a systemic rival. In turn, various 
countries in East Asia have joined international 
sanctions on Russia or at least scaled back 
their engagements with Moscow. The policy 
community of the United States, as an ally and 
strategic partner of many countries across the 
world, has identified competition with China 
and Russia as a key feature of the international 
relations of today.

Following this logic, the International Centre 
for Defence and Security hosted a webinar 
discussion on 24 April 2023 with top Estonian, 
Taiwanese, and US experts about China and 
Russia’s foreign policies, including their origins 
and current goals. This collective report reflects 
the outcomes of the webinar. Some of the 
questions addressed included: How is Russia’s 
war against Ukraine perceived in Taiwan and 
in the wider Indo-Pacific region? What would 
a conflict in the Taiwan Strait mean for the 

Russia’s full-scale aggression against Ukraine 
has exposed the weaknesses of European 
defence and security

China has long since abandoned the “hide 
your strengths and bide your time” strategy in 
international affairs in favour of an assertive 
approach

All diplomacy is a continuation of war 
by other means.

Zhou Enlai, quoted in Saturday Evening Post, 
27 March 1954
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global rules-based world order? What are the 
long-standing strategic goals of the Kremlin 
and the CCP, and what role do Ukraine and 
Taiwan, respectively, play in them? How has 
the CCP used its influence operations to shape 
policies in Taiwan and the US? And finally, will 
the “change through trade” strategy – which 
has already proved ineffective with regards to 
Russia  – work with China?

In Chapter 1, James Sherr analyses the 
persistent features of Russian foreign policy 
and its ideas, interests, and ambitions. Starting 
from a concise description of the long-term 
drivers of Russia’s international outlook, 
the chapter proceeds by examining the key 
dimensions of Moscow’s foreign policy. These 
dimensions include the persistence of certain 
ideas about the international order and the 
continuity of the Leninist political culture in 
the Kremlin. Despite the Soviet collapse and 
the transition to capitalism, Moscow’s security 
elites still conceive of international security 
through the idea of the “correlation of forces”, 
a Soviet-era concept to describe international 
relations as a sum total of society. This broader 
understanding goes beyond the idea of the 
“balance of power” and incorporates other 
dimensions of international power, such as 
the economy, the state of societies, and even 
psychological factors.

In Chapter 2, Che-chuan Lee investigates 
China’s evolving Taiwan policy. Beijing has 
demonstrated both continuity and change 
in its approach to cross-Strait relations, 

simultaneously upholding the “one China 
principle” and pursuing a hybrid warfare 
strategy to undermine Taipei’s authority. 
The recent juncture was the 2016 election of 
President Tsai Ing-wen from the Democratic 
and Progressive Party (DPP). From early 
on, Beijing accused the DPP of pursuing 
Taiwan’s formal independence from China; 
relations shifted from a cold peace to a more 
aggressive policy from Beijing. Many of these 
techniques draw from Beijing’s decades of 
confrontation with Taipei and cover a range 
of political positions, public relations efforts, 
and “grey zone” tactics. Some of them reflect 
long-standing approaches to Taiwan, such 
as poaching Taipei’s diplomatic allies. Given 
the centrality of cross-Strait relations for 
international security, understanding these 
shifts is critical for governments to adapt to the 
broader shifts in the Indo-Pacific region.

Putting the aggressive foreign policies of China 
and Russia side-by-side will enrich the analytical 
outlook of those engaged in studying these 
two countries’ foreign policies and the broader 
regions they are in. These are expansive topics, 
and the two chapters of this report offer a 
concise though comprehensive look that will 
be of interest to policymakers, analysts, and 
anybody interested in the security challenges 
of today.
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1. Russia’s Outlook 
and Ambitions: 
Continuity and 
Innovation

James SHERR

“History does not repeat itself, but it often 
rhymes.” This axiom, attributed to Mark Twain, 
applies to Russia at least as much as to any 
other country in the world. But in Russia, 
history rhymes in a distinctly Russian manner, 
and the same is true for the external policy of 
the Russian state.

In important respects, Vladimir Putin’s 
view of history rhymed with the policy 
set by his predecessor, Boris Yeltsin. In 
his address to the US Congress in June 
1992, Yeltsin declared that “Russia has 
ended the imperial policy”, yet his only 
clear example was the Baltic states. He 
then mentioned the establishment of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States, 
which the Baltic states had declined to join.1 By 
the end of that year, it had become clear that 
Yeltsin saw the CIS as a halfway house, based 
on limited sovereignty, integration under 
Russian auspices, and a “common defence 
and security space”. As early as 1992, the first 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs document on the 
subject invoked the necessity for Russia to be 
the “leader of stability and military security on 
the entire territory of the former USSR” and 
pursue “divide-and-influence policies” to that 
end.2 Like almost all his predecessors, Yeltsin 
regarded Ukraine as a special case, remarking 
in 1997 “We cannot get it out of our systems 
that the Ukrainians are the same as we are. 
That is our destiny, our common destiny.”3 If 
the imperial policy had ended, then these were 
important caveats.

After succeeding Yeltsin, first as acting president 
in December 1999 and as elected president in 

1	 “Boris Yeltsin’s Address to Congress”, C-Span, 17 June 
1992.

2	 Fedor Shelov-Kovedyayev, Strategiya i taktika 
vneshney politiki Rossii v novom zarubezh’ye [Strategy 
and Tactics of Russian Foreign Policy in the New 
Abroad] (Moscow: Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
report, September 1992), 2,4. 

3	 Quoted in Taras Kuzio, “Ukraine: Myths, national 
historiography, nation and state-building”, Nationalism 
and Ethnic Politics 6, no. 4 (2000), 107. 

March 2000, Putin gradually turned Yeltsin’s 
earlier caveats into central themes of his 
policy. Like his predecessor, Putin repudiated 
the USSR as a model. But instead of embracing 
liberal democracy and charting a path to the 
West, he proceeded gradually to resurrect the 
“civilisational” orthodoxies of imperial Russia. 
A cardinal axiom in tsarist times was that 
“Ukraine will never be able to stand alone” 
(samostoyatel’noy Ukrainiy nikogda ne budet). 
The long war begun in 2014 is Russia’s most 
sanguinary effort to demonstrate that Ukraine 
cannot live without Russia. (It is not the only 
example. In 2014, Russian envoy Vyacheslav 
Kovalenko reminded his Armenian hosts of 
another tsarist axiom: “Armenia can either live 
with Russia or not at all.”4)

That “no country can escape its past” is a 
truism. But the primary reason why history 
matters in Russia at present is that it has been 
consciously resurrected by Putin as a basis for 
political legitimacy and state policy. This was 
not inevitable. It was a political choice. One of 
the greatest failures of the West has been to 
overlook this fact or diminish its importance. 
Indeed, for over ten years after 1991 – until 
almost the present moment – the dominant 
view in some countries was that Russia’s history 
was a “legacy” issue that would lose its saliency 
as the Cold War receded and the influence 
of globalisation and interdependence took 
hold. Yet in Russia itself, these post-Cold War 
changes now merely provide the framework 
within which long-standing and decidedly 
illiberal objectives are pursued.

1.1. The Persistence of Russia’s 
Distinctiveness

Russia’s distinctiveness is not a new 
phenomenon in its policy, and it is not the 
product of Putin’s innovations either. It reflects 
four long-standing realities.

4	 “Ex-Russian Envoy Warns Armenia Over European 
Integration Drive”, RFE/RL, 8 July 2013.

The primary reason why history matters 
in Russia at present is that it has been 
consciously resurrected by Putin as a basis 
for political legitimacy and state policy

https://www.c-span.org/video/?26640-1/boris-yeltsin-address-congress
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First, in contrast to Britain and France – 
states that possessed empires – “Russia is a 
country where state and empire have been 
coterminous and almost indistinguishable”.5 
After the Principality of Muscovy broke the Tatar 
yoke in 1476, the expansion of Muscovy and 
then Russia brought the state into conflict with 
non-Russian peoples and kingdoms. 
After the Russian Empire (Rossiyskaya 
Imperiya) was officially established 
in 1721, the extension of imperial 
authority was accompanied by what 
Estonian historian Imbi Paju calls 
“forcible narratives” and Catherine the Great 
called, more categorically, the “eradication of 
memory”.6 The imposition of these narratives 
was complemented by the rewriting of history, 
the suppression of religious pluralism, and in 
many cases, the marginalisation of indigenous 
languages. The influence of these measures 
was reciprocal. Over time, Russia and Russians 
themselves gradually incorporated the 
identities of others into their own sense of self.

Second, today’s Russia inherits geopolitical 
orthodoxies that set it at odds with what Russia’s 
leaders now call the “collective West”. Russia 
has little experience of living with neighbours 
who are both friendly and independent. 
When Muscovy emerged from the Mongol 
conquest, it did so as a multinational entity 
with few natural frontiers. As these frontiers 
expanded, threats expanded with them, from 
Russia to others and from others to Russia. For 
these reasons, borders have been a source of 
power as well as vulnerability to Russia. The 
provisional character of official borders and 
their frequent lack of correspondence with 
demographic borders led Russia’s rulers to 
view the delineation between internal and 
external affairs as problematic. Lenin himself 
described the distinction between internal 
and external affairs as a cardinal error. Seventy 
years after Lenin’s demise, Yeltsin granted 
the FSK (Russia’s internal security service) the 
right to conduct operations abroad. The classic 
Kremlin response to this state of affairs has 
been “coercion into friendship” and further 
expansion.

5	 James Sherr, “The New Russian Intelligence Empire”, 
Problems of Post-Communism 42, no. 6 (1995).

6	 Imbi Paju, Memories Denied (Helsinki: Like, 2019), 
73; Serhii Plokhy, The Gates of Europe: A History of 
Ukraine (New York: Basic Books, 2015), 135, 137, 141. 

As a result of these historical and demographic 
realities, buffer zones, client states, and the 
limited sovereignty of neighbours became 
endemic to Russian geopolitical thinking 
in imperial times. After the Gorbachevian 
interlude and the traumas of the Soviet 
collapse, these building blocks of security 

and influence returned to prominence. In 
the West, it is customary to derive threat 
assessments from capability and intention, 
and these two factors frequently offset one 
another. In Russia, capability and intention are 
invariably compounded on the basis of worst-
case assumptions. Moreover, threat is defined 
in terms of proximity; security is equated with 
control of space (irrespective of the views of 
those who inhabit it) and uncontested defence 
perimeters. This optic is complemented by 
a strictly hierarchical view of statehood. 
Sovereignty is seen as relative, not absolute – 
an attribute of power rather than a cornerstone 
of international law. Either there is security 
based on spheres of influence (a term possibly 
coined by Aleksandr Mikhailovich Gorchakov, 
foreign minister, 1856–82), or there is none.

Third, over the course of this history, Russia’s 
internal political order has been in a state of 
tension with its external surroundings. In 
contrast to most of the other principalities of 
the medieval realm known as Rus’, Muscovy 
made monarchical absolutism the basis of its 
political authority. In the words of fifteenth-
century Russian Orthodox theologian Joseph 
Volotskiy, the tsar was a “man in essence but 
his power is that of God”.7 On negotiating an 
alliance against Poland with Russia some two 
hundred years later, the Ukrainian Cossack 
hetman Bohdan Khmelnytsky was bluntly 
informed that, unlike the king of Poland, the 
tsar was “an absolute monarch and did not 
give oaths to his subjects”. A century and a half 
before the emergence of “colour revolutions”, 
Russia’s governing establishment attributed 
the growth of national and constitutional 
tendencies in Ukraine to “Polish intrigue”. 

7	 Quoted in David M. Goldfrank, “Old and New 
Perspectives on Iosif Volotskiy’s Monastic Rules”, 
Slavic Review 34, no. 2 (June 1975): 279–301.

Buffer zones, client states, and the limited 
sovereignty of neighbours became endemic to 
Russian geopolitical thinking in imperial times
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Today, the General Staff of the Russian Armed 
Forces defines a colour revolution as a “state 
coup organised from abroad”.8

As a corollary to tension with others, the 
preservation of Russia’s internal political 

order has been a source of anxiety for Russia’s 
rulers. Imperial Russia’s domestic polity was 
under pressure not only from those it had 
subjugated (e.g. in Lithuania and Ukraine) but 
also from many of those across society it had 
co-opted, especially those whose horizons 
had expanded from contact and commerce 
with the outside world. The principles of 
individual liberty, property rights, and judicial 
autonomy never struck deep roots in Russia, 
let alone triumphed, and their brief periods 
of ascendancy have been tarnished by 
compromises with illiberal political forces and 
by failure. Those who opposed the established 
order in the name of justice, progress, or “the 
people” usually appealed to different values. 
For the most part, Russia’s reformers have 
respected the elitist principle or rejuvenated it. 
In 1917, the Bolsheviks replaced one form of 
patrimonialism with another; in 1991, Yeltsin’s 
“democrats” paved the way for others who did.

It is scarcely incidental that for most of this 
history, the Russian Orthodox Church has served 
as an instrument of the state, both at home and 
abroad. The conflation of Eastern Orthodoxy 
(headed by the Ecumenical Patriarch in 
Constantinople) and Russian Orthodoxy 
(under the Moscow Patriarchate) has 
been one of Imperial Russia’s most 
enduring and potent myths. Unlike 
the Moscow Patriarchate, Eastern 
Orthodoxy more broadly was never a 
creature of temporal power. The very 
establishment of the Patriarchate of Moscow 
and All Rus’ in 1589 was an act of defiance to 
Constantinople, and the Moscow Patriarchate’s 
right to appoint the Metropolitan of Kyiv was 
extracted from the Ecumenical Patriarch in 
1686 by the latter’s forcible detention. In much 

8	 Valeriy Gerasimov, “Po opytu Sirii [Considerations 
on the Experience of Syria],” Voenno- promyshlenniy 
Kur’er [Military-Industrial Courier], 9 March 2016.

of the Empire, the Moscow Patriarchate was 
an instrument of Russification; in Ukraine, 
it was accompanied by the arrest of priests, 
the banning of religious texts in the Ukrainian 
language, and the designation of all non-
Orthodox churches as “schismatic”.

At the very dawn of the Yeltsin era, 
Patriarch Kirill defined church, army, 
and state as pillars of the motherland. 
In a 1992 speech to a conclave of 
5,000 military officers, he declared 

that “radical sovereignty” in the “near abroad” 
(the other republics in the CIS) would “embed 
a bomb that inevitably will explode”. Then, for 
good measure, he added:

The division of the unified army alarms the 
Church…. For a frontier between armies can turn 
into a military front. [And here] the Church is 
impelled to raise its voice.9

Thus, the external environment constitutes a 
civilisational as well as a geopolitical challenge 
to Russia’s security interests. Taken as a whole, 
these interests generate a set of presumptive 
security “needs” at variance with those of 
neighbouring states.

1.2. The Persistence of Russia’s 
Security Establishment

A fourth dimension of continuity has been 
Leninist political culture, which has survived 
political transformations and the demise 
of Leninist political ideology itself. Putin’s 
professional upbringing as a chekist and KGB 
officer is the most obvious example of this.10 

But the more salient fact is that the military 
and security service personnel inherited from 

9	 Metropolitan Kirill, “Speech to the All-Army 
Conference”, Pobeda, 17 January 1992. 

10	 The Cheka (All-Russian Commission for Combatting 
Counter-Revolution and Sabotage) was established by 
the Bolshevik regime in December 1917. Since then, 
all officers of its successor establishments, including 
the KGB and FSB (but not military intelligence, the 
GRU) have been known as chekists.

The preservation of Russia’s internal political 
order has been a source of anxiety for Russia’s 
rulers

The military and security service personnel 
inherited from the USSR were educated 
under a Leninist curriculum and were never 
systematically transformed

http://vpk-news.ru/%20articles/29579
http://pobeda.ru/%20prilozhenie-1.html.
http://pobeda.ru/%20prilozhenie-1.html.
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the USSR were educated under a Leninist 
curriculum and were never systematically 
transformed. Although Leninism is a relatively 
recent phenomenon, it is as much Russian 
as Marxist, and its antecedents can be found 
in the Russian revolutionary “populists” of 
the late nineteenth century, the Okhrana 
(Department for Protecting Security and 
Public Order) of Alexander III, the Oprichnina 
of Ivan the Terrible (Russia’s first political 
police), and still earlier, the political-military 
system of the Tatar Mongols (whom many 
Muscovite princes faithfully served until the 
mid-fifteenth century). Other contributors 
to Lenin’s world view were neither Russian 
nor Marxist. The most celebrated of these 
was the Prussian military theorist Carl von 
Clausewitz. Best known for characterising war 
as “the continuation of politics [policy] by other 
means”, he also believed in the primacy of the 
political factor in all matters and understood 
(like his foil, Napoleon) the socio-political basis 
of war and the mobilisation of the state. An 
additional precursor is the ancient Chinese 
strategist Sun Tzu, who believed, in the words 
of the leading expert on “military cunning” in 
the late Soviet period, that “the basis of all war 
is deception”.11

From a strictly internal standpoint, “Leninism” 
consists of a corpus of views about revolution, 
the “leading role” of the revolutionary party in 
bringing it about, and the absolute imperative 
of keeping the communist regime in power 
after the revolution takes place. Today, it 
means the survival of the Putinist regime over 
any other imperative. In terms relevant to this 
inquiry, Leninism encompasses the following 
tenets:

The relationship between means and ends is 
not an ethical issue but a practical one. The 
only value of rules, norms, doctrines, and 
ideologies is their utility, as the means to an 
end. A Leninist is ruthlessly consequentialist, 
ascribing value to nothing but the objectives 
of the regime and the state. The astringency 
of means-ends calculations lies at the root of 
the Leninist approach to politics, economics, 
peace, and war.

11	 General V.N. Lobov, Military Cunning, (Moscow: Golos, 
1991), 7	

Political relations are power relations. Kto-
kogo (who dominates whom) is the essence 
of political life. Whereas it has become 
customary for Western governments to speak 
of great power “competition” even amongst 
adversaries, to a Leninist, the essence of 
political relations is “struggle” (bor’ba). The 
observation of Dmitry Suslov, who occupies 
leading positions in several of Russia’s most 
prominent state research institutions, that “the 
pandemic has not softened the [international] 
confrontation but has become one of its 
arenas” indicates the role of “struggle” in even 
the most ostensibly cooperative endeavours.12

The economic and political realms are 
inseparable. In the liberal-democratic tradition, 
“civil society” and “entrepreneurship” are 
realms independent of the state. In Russia, 
this understanding never took root. In 2009, 
a future deputy prime minister, Arkadiy 
Dvorkovych, stated, “There is no legal small 
business in the country.”13 In the USSR, the 
economy was subordinated to the state. 
During the period of “stagnation” in the 1970s 
and 1980s, criminal networks, which had 
long been present, progressively infiltrated 
the hierarchies of the state. Gorbachev’s 
perestroika was meant to reverse this process. 
Instead, it accelerated it. In legalising private 
enterprise following Gorbachev’s demise, 
Yeltsin inadvertently legalised the criminal 
economy and its growing symbiosis with the 
old Party nomenklatura (the official stratum 
of Party appointed officials) and the former 
KGB, which in Soviet times had penetrated the 
economy’s “shadow structures” and possessed 
unrivalled sources of information. In the 1990s, 
money bought power, and “private” enterprise 
effectively privatised the state. Putin turned 
this relationship upside down. The system he 
created is one in which power buys money, 
and neither property nor financial assets 
constrain the predatory powers of the state. 
Even in the 1990s, current and former special 
service professionals were valuable facilitators 
and enablers in the “financial-informational 
struggle”.

12	 “«Pandemiia ne smiagchila konfrontatsiiu, a stala 
odnoi iz ee aren» [“The pandemic did not soften 
the confrontation, but became one of its arenas”]”, 
Kommersant, 7 April 2020.

13	 Valdai Club lunch, 12 September 2009. At the time, 
Dvorkovych was special adviser to President Dmitry 
Medvedev.

https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4315911
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4315911
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Upon the collapse of the USSR, the practices 
that emerged in Russia’s “transition” became 
internationalised. Many newly independent 
states were highly dependent on Russian 
energy, supplied by newly “privatised” 
entities with a strong security and intelligence 
component and proliferating criminal ties. 
Financial and banking sectors, also Russian-
dominated, displayed similar characteristics. 
Soon, a worrying connection arose between 
economic relations with Russia and national 
independence. It has taken many years for EU 
integration to roll back the collusive and opaque 
business networks in countries formerly under 
Moscow’s control. Even in the Baltic states, for 

a decade at least, weak regulatory structures, 
corruptible politicians, and law enforcement 
provided limited protection against the 
proliferation of shell companies, internecine 
ownership structures, and covert business 
practices. Moreover, Russian business entities 
have been highly aggressive. In 2000, Lukoil’s 
representative in Lithuania vowed it would 
either acquire the Mazeikiai Nafta refinery or 
“turn it into a pile of scrap metal”.14

The aim of foreign and military policy is the 
alteration of the international “correlation 
of forces” (sootnoshenie sil), not simply the 
“balance of power” between states. In the 
lexicon of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union (CPSU), the overarching opponent was 
imperialism, a transnational system of political 
and economic relations, comprising 
international power and ownership 
structures, not merely states and their 
armed forces. From the early 1920s, 
the USSR adopted a “dual foreign 
policy”. On one side were state-to-
state relations, the primary concern of the 
foreign ministry. On the other were “relations 
between peoples”, the preserve of the Party 
and its international emanations, most 
conspicuously, the Communist International 

14	 Interview with US Ambassador Keith Smith, Lietuvos 
Rytas, 4 April 2000, SWB, 25 April 2000.

(Comintern), which, in the words of its first 
chairman, Grigoriy Zinoviev, would function 
as “a single Communist Party, with sections in 
different countries”. (When the Comintern was 
formally dissolved in 1943 at the urging of the 
USSR’s Western allies, its functions were simply 
transferred to other Party bodies.) In this 
overall matrix, the primary task of the KGB and 
its predecessors was to alter the “correlation of 
forces” and assist the “revolutionary struggle” 
in the enemy camp. Contrary to typical Western 
assumptions, the KGB was not an intelligence 
service; it contained an intelligence service (its 
First Chief Directorate, the PGU). In essence, 
it was an instrument of “ideological struggle” 

at home and abroad. In the words of 
Stanislav Levchenko, former deputy 
rezident (chief KGB officer) in Japan: 
“Look for your vulnerabilities, and 
there you will find the KGB.”15

In 1992, the CPSU was dissolved, 
but aspects of the dual foreign 

policy survive under different institutional 
nomenclature. The Politburo and CPSU Central 
Committee have also been dissolved, but the 
Presidential Administration enjoys similar 
prerogatives and performs many of their former 
functions. Like the USSR Cabinet of Ministers, 
the government of the Russian Federation 
performed a more strictly demarcated set of 
functions.

Today the overarching opponent is Western 
“hegemonism”. The Comintern and its 
successors are no more. Instead, there is 
“network diplomacy” – the development 
of relations between the Russian state and 
“networks” of interests in foreign countries. 
Meanwhile, Russian “special services” perform 
many of the same international functions 

undertaken by their Soviet predecessors. 
Before the Orange Revolution, at least five 
Russian security and intelligence services 
operated in Ukraine, the most extensive 
of which was the GRU (Chief Intelligence 

15	 Stanislav Levchenko, On the Wrong Side: My Life in the 
KGB (Pergamon-Brassey’s, 1988)

It has taken many years for EU integration to 
roll back the collusive and opaque business 
networks in countries formerly under 
Moscow’s control

Russian “special services” perform many of 
the same international functions undertaken 
by their Soviet predecessors
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Directorate of the General Staff). Like the 
FSB (which was supposedly Russia’s internal 
security and intelligence service), it recruited 
agents and financed separatist movements. 
Once again, the Kremlin designates the United 
States the “main enemy”, because if US power 
and purpose are crippled, Western hegemony 
will be crippled as well.

Even in the past, evaluating the “correlation 
of forces” – including its social, economic, 
political, and military dimensions – was not an 
easy endeavour. Today, intangible factors – will, 
force of belief, social cohesion, pain 
thresholds, risk averseness, “strategic 
patience” – are important components 
of the correlation of forces.

Peace and war are not opposite but 
complementary conditions. A potential for 
war is inherent in the conflict of interests 
and “systems” in time of peace. In Lenin’s 
formulation, “War is a continuation of the 
policies of peace and peace the continuation of 
the policies of war.” So too are negotiation and 
compromise: “Concessions are a continuation 
of the war, but in a different sphere.”16 This 
formulation is consistent with a much older 
axiom: “Russia will wage peace so vigorously 
that no stone will be left standing on another.” 
To a Leninist, alliances should not be confused 
with friendship. Alliances represent a joining of 
forces between adversaries against a greater 
and more immediate adversary. The wartime 
alliance between the USSR and the United 
States (a class enemy) is perhaps the clearest 
illustration of this principle. It would be highly 
unusual if Russia and China’s “partnership 
without limits” became an exception to it.

So, it is not surprising that the first action of 
Russian forces (notably of the Vagner private 
military company) following the conclusion of 
the 2015 Minsk II accord (which mandated a 
ceasefire as well as a framework for resolving 
the Donbas war) was to slaughter the Ukrainian 
forces they had encircled. Within a year of these 
accords, the armed forces of Ukraine suffered 
more fatalities than they had in the year 
preceding them. What became a frozen conflict 
in the eyes of the Western sponsors of the 
Minsk accord became, in the eyes of Ukrainians, 

16	 V. I. Lenin, Selected Works, vol. 8 (New York: 
International Publishers), 297.

merely a continuation of the “hybrid” but 
sanguinary war launched in 2014: a transition 
only ruptured by the outbreak of all-out war in 
2022. In the former USSR, no “frozen conflict” 
has remained frozen. In Moldova and Georgia 
as well as Ukraine, the “freezing” of conflict 
has only been used to enfeeble and destabilise 
the opposing side. Similarly, in the Russian 
conception, peacekeeping (mirotvorcheskie 
operatsii – “peace-creating operations”) has 
been used not to reconcile the opposing sides 
but to impose outcomes that advance Russian 
interests.

“Non-linear”, “network”, and “new generation” 
(i.e., “hybrid”) war is consistent with this 
tradition, blurring the thresholds between 
internal and interstate conflict and between 
peace and war. The mixture of direct and 
unattributable actions, state and private actors, 
and military, paramilitary, and criminal groups 
present in the war of 2014 merely recast in 
contemporary form modes of irregular warfare 
long present on the Russian Empire’s periphery.

It is possible to “defeat a stronger enemy” but 
only by division and deception. The adversary is 
not one but many, a composite of interests and 
factions. Proniknovenie (penetration) and the 
recruiting of “conditional allies” are as essential 
to war as to peace. According to Lenin, without 
the aid of “allies in the enemy camp”, the 
Russian Civil War would not have been won. 
Especially in a complex struggle, it is important 
to be present on all sides. Despite Russia’s 
ostensible “common interest” with the West 
in opposing ISIS/Daesh, by 2015, the balance 
of evidence suggested a different approach: 
to contest Daesh only in those areas where its 
forces opposed Assad’s and otherwise leave 
most of central and eastern Syria to them. In 
the same year, Russian investigative journalist 
Elena Milashina concluded that “Russian 
special services have controlled” the flow of 
Islamist radicals from the North Caucasus to 
Syria “from the very beginning”.17 Recently, 
in May 2022, the prominent state intellectual 

17	 Cited in Paul Goble, “Novaya Gazeta  – FSB Helps 
Islamists from Russia Go to Syria, Only Worried When 
They Come Back”, The Interpreter, 31 July 2015. 

In Moldova and Georgia as well as Ukraine, 
the “freezing” of conflict has only been used 
to enfeeble and destabilise the opposing side

http://www.interpretermag.com/novaya-gazeta-fsb-helps-%20islamists-from-russia-go-to-syria-only-worried-when-they-come-back
http://www.interpretermag.com/novaya-gazeta-fsb-helps-%20islamists-from-russia-go-to-syria-only-worried-when-they-come-back
http://www.interpretermag.com/novaya-gazeta-fsb-helps-%20islamists-from-russia-go-to-syria-only-worried-when-they-come-back
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Dmitry Trenin invoked the importance of 
“situational allies” inside the West as one of 
the “aggravating” factors that must be enlisted 
to “deflect the opponent’s attention and 
resources from Russia” and also “influence 

the internal situation in the United States and 
Europe to Russia’s advantage”.18

When it comes to deception, the seeds of 
Russian practice were planted by the Tatar 
Mongols, who devoted much attention to 
distorting the opponent’s perceptions of the 
war he was fighting. Over the past century 
in Russia, “military cunning” has been 
elaborated in related disciplines and practices, 
such as “reflexive control”, “diversion”, 
“reconnaissance by combat”, and “active 
measures”. These are all efforts aimed at 
“discrediting and weakening opponents… 
and distort[ing] the target’s perceptions of 
reality”. Today, information warfare is integral 
not only to war but also to peacetime and 
crisis. In its 2011 treatise on the information 
space, Russia’s Ministry of Defence states that 
information war is a form of “confrontation/
antagonism [protivoborstvo] between two or 
more states” that encompasses:

undermining the political, economic and social 
system, and massive indoctrination of the 
population for destabilising the society and the 
state, and also forcing the state to make decisions 
in the interests of the opposing party.19

It is not difficult to see why the Leninist 
tradition has survived. It is more difficult to 
envisage how it will be overcome.

18	 Dmitriy Trenin, “Politika i obstoyatel’stva: sposobny li 
my sokhranit’ stranu i razvivat’ ee dal’she? [Policy and 
Circumstances: Are We Able to Preserve the Country 
and Develop it Further?], Russia in Global Affairs, 20 
May 2022.

19	 Kontseptual’nye vzglyady na deyatel’nost’ 
Vooruzhennykh Sil Rossiyskoy Federatsii v 
informatsionnom prostranstve [Conceptual Views 
Regarding the Activities of the Armed Forces of 
the Russian Federation in the Information Space] 
(Moscow: RF Ministry of Defence, 2011), 5.

1.3. Emergence of a New 
Russian Foreign Policy 
Paradigm

The contention that Putin swiftly instituted 
a shift in the paradigm of Russian 
foreign policy is grossly oversimplified. 
As early as October 1992, Yeltsin had 
called for the replacement of the 
Western priority with a “balanced” 
policy. In April 1994, he told the heads 
of Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service 
(SVR):

There are forces abroad that would like to keep 
Russia in a state of controllable paralysis… 
Ideological conflicts are being replaced by a 
struggle for spheres of influence in geopolitics.20

But it was the January 1996 replacement of 
Andrei Kozyrev by Yevgeniy Primakov as foreign 
minister that, in Lavrov’s words, “heralded a 
dramatic turn in foreign policy”.21 The signature 
theme of Primakov’s policy was the promotion 
of global “multipolarity”. Yet in his first press 
conference, he defined Russia’s primary 
foreign policy priority as “the strengthening of 
centripetal tendencies on the territory of the 
former USSR”.22 The all-too-apparent obstacle 
to these priorities was Russia’s weakness.

Putin’s paramount priority was to overcome 
this weakness. Whereas under Gorbachev 
and Yeltsin, Russia had sought to create the 
international conditions necessary, in foreign 
minister Eduard Shevardnadze’s words, “to 
bring about change inside the country”, Putin 
reverted to an older pattern established by 
Stalin. Through change inside the country – 
overcoming internal weakness and restoring 
the “vertical of power” – Russia would resume 
its rightful place as a great power. The West, 
which had been heavily involved in Russia’s 
internal reforms under Yeltsin, was soon to 
discover that Russia’s internal affairs were 
once again Russia’s business.

As articulated to Western audiences, the 
principles of the new policy would be “realism, 

20	 ITAR-TASS 26 April, cited by BBC Summary of World 
Broadcasts, 27 April 1994.

21	 Cited in Rakesh Krishnan Simha, “Primakov: The man 
who created multipolarity”, Russia Beyond 27, no. 06 
(2015).

22	 “Zapis’ Press-Konferentsii Ministra Inostranniykh Del 
Rossii E.M. Primakova [Transcript of press conference 
of the Minister of Foreign Affairs]”, 12 January 1996.

When it comes to deception, the seeds of 
Russian practice were planted by the Tatar 
Mongols, who devoted much attention to 
distorting the opponent’s perceptions of the 
war he was fighting

https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/politika-i-obstoyatelstva/
https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/politika-i-obstoyatelstva/
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responsibility, pragmatism and the firm 
promotion of national interests”.23 But in the 
“near abroad”, this meant a policy that would 
be “far tougher”. Putin’s first step in this 
direction, in December 1999, while still only 
acting president, was to cut the supply of oil 
to Ukraine, ostensibly in response to 
the alleged siphoning of Russian gas 
by Ukraine. Supply was only restored 
in April 2000 after Ukraine made 
political concessions to Moscow. Yet 
these were early and cautious steps 
to change the rules of the game. Portentous as 
these steps were, they received little attention 
in the West.

But by the time of Putin’s contentious speech 
at the Munich Security Conference in February 
2007, Russia had experienced over five years 
of unprecedented economic growth, business 
had been brought to heel, the state again 
controlled the “commanding heights” of the 
economy, the United States had found itself 
overextended in Iraq and Afghanistan, and 
Ukraine’s Orange Revolution was unravelling. 
Lavrov therefore recast Primakov’s policy of 
promoting multipolarity in more confident 
terms, saying, “The West is losing its monopoly 
of the globalisation process.” It was being 
constrained to accept not only a multipolar 
world but a world of “multiple values centres” 
as well. In this new context, said Lavrov, 
Russia could no longer be “simply written off 
as material for a new territorial and political 
repartition of the world”.24 On the eve of 
Russia’s war against Georgia, I wrote:

A powerful Russia is once again a fact of life, and 
Russians know it. They are no longer seeking our 
approval. They have recovered pride in their own 
traditions and are determined to advance their 
own interests. The post-Cold War partnership, 
founded at a time of Russian disorientation and 
weakness, is over.25

Nevertheless, the most conspicuous Western 
response to the war was US president Barack 
Obama’s “reset”. Whereas Russia’s paradigm 

23	 Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov, Address to National Press 
Club, Washington DC, 27 April 2000.

24	 Sergey Lavrov, “The Present and the Future of Global 
Politics”, Russia in Global Affairs, 13 May 2007. Sergey 
Lavrov, “Russia and the World in the Twenty-First 
Century”, Russia in Global Affairs, 9 August 2008. 

25	 James Sherr, Russia and the West: A Reassessment 
(Shrivenham Papers No 6, UK Defence Academy, 
January 2008), 5

had long changed, no change of paradigm in 
the West followed until Russia’s annexation 
of Crimea and the launch of war in eastern 
Ukraine in 2014. At that, the change in 
paradigm was only partial. Only in February 
2022 did it become categorical.

1.4. Russia’s Interests and 
Ambitions

As we noted at the outset of this chapter, 
Russia’s radical policy changes after 1991 – its 
abandonment of confrontation with the West, 
its renunciation of Marxism-Leninism, and its 
establishment of the foundations of a market 
economy – never diminished the primacy 
of its interests on the periphery of its new 
borders. Most contentiously, Russia did not 
alter its determination to establish a “sphere 
of interest” in its “near abroad”, consisting of 
the other former union republics of the USSR. 
As we note below, it took considerable time 
for Russia to abandon the illusion that the 
West would accept, or even endorse, its new 
priorities. The emergence of a new paradigm 
was an evolutionary process that only reached 
its culmination in 2014. Today, Russia’s 
global and regional interests can be grouped 
under one overarching heading and three 
geographical headings.

1.4.1. Challenging the “Rules-Based” 
International Order

After 1991, the Russian Federation based its 
declaratory policy on the principles of the 
UN Charter and the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, 
which was reaffirmed at the OSCE founding 
summit in Budapest in 1994. In essence, 
these principles amounted to respect for the 
sovereign equality of states, their territorial 
integrity, the inviolability of frontiers, and non-
intervention in internal affairs. In subsequent 
years, it became increasingly difficult for 
Russia to deny a contradiction between these 
principles and its policy in the Commonwealth 
of Independent States.

The most conspicuous Western response 
to Russia’s war against Georgia was US 
president Barack Obama’s “reset”

https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/the-present-and-the-future-of-global-politics/
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/the-present-and-the-future-of-global-politics/
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/n_11291
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/n_11291
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Two arguably unrelated events  – NATO’s 1999 
military intervention in the Kosovo conflict and 
“Operation Iraqi Freedom” in 2003 – enabled 
Russia to take the offensive. For more than 
a decade after NATO’s Operation s Force in 
Kosovo, Russian diplomacy adopted as a main 
motif the idea that the Western powers were 
engaging in double standards, transgressing 
the rules-based system they claimed to uphold. 
Russia’s assertion of its own “special interests” 
in the CIS became increasingly strident. 

In 2014, the rules themselves were brazenly 
violated. Following the illegal Crimea 
referendum of 2014, France’s representative 
on the UN Security Council declared that Russia 
had “vetoed the UN Charter”.26 That October, 
at the annual session of the Valdai Club – 
which met under the rubric “New Rules or No 
Rules?” – Putin contrasted the “mechanisms” 
set up at the end of the Second World War, 
which he said were based on a “balance of 
power” and “respect”, with the emergence of 
a “US diktat”.27 Not a word was said about the 
principles enshrined in the Helsinki Final Act or 
the 1990 Paris Charter, which formalised the 
termination of the Cold War. Four months later, 
Sergey Naryshkin, state Duma speaker (now 
director of the SVR), warned that the West 
should either “relearn the lessons of Yalta or 
risk war”.28

By that time, Russia had become a visible 
belligerent in the Syrian civil war. Writing in April 
2023, ICDS colleague Ivan U. Klyszcz argued 
that “Moscow has developed its relations 
with the countries in Africa, the Middle East, 
Latin America, and South and Southeast Asia 
primarily to bolster its position in its years-long 

26	 “UN Security Council action on Crimea referendum 
blocked”, UN News, 15 March 2014.

27	 “Meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club”, 
President of Russia website, 24 October 2014.

28	 Quoted in Tatiana Zamakhina, “Sergei Naryshkin 
prizval liderov Zapada uchit ‘uroki Ialty’ [Sergei 
Naryshkin called on Western leaders to learn the 
“lessons of Yalta”]”, Rossisskaya Gazeta, 5 February 
2015.

confrontation with Ukraine and the West.”29 
As Klyszcz implies, all these relationships are 
instrumental. At the same time, they promote 
two complementary but broader objectives: to 
render material (and in many cases, military) 
support to the strengthening of multipolarity 
and the weakening of Western hegemonism; 
second, to promote “new rules”, including 
recognition of Russia’s status on an equal 
footing in any area it deems of interest, as 
well as the extension of UN Security Council 

rules (which enshrine Russia’s veto) to 
global affairs writ large.

In May 2022, Dmitry Trenin described 
the war in Ukraine as a critical theatre 
in Russia’s “total war (so far hybrid)” 
against the West.30 A key military 
component of this war is the complex 

of entities that are aligned with the Russian 
state but not formally part of it, most notably 
the Wagner “private military company”. The 
Wagner group itself pursues multiple tasks. In 
January 2019, they were dispatched to provide 
security support to President Nicolás Maduro 
in Venezuela.31 In Syria (where they engaged 
US special forces in combat in February 2018), 
they also have guarded Russian economic 
assets.32 On the eve of Vagner impresario 
Yevgeniy Prigozhin’s “mutiny” in June 2023, its 
contingents were present in thirteen African 
countries.33 Prigozhin was also the sponsor 
of the St Petersburg-based Internet Research 
Agency, one of Russia’s principal troll farms 
engaged in cyber warfare.

1.4.2. Europe

From the end of the Cold War until the present, 
Moscow has endlessly reiterated one theme: 
“There can be no security in Europe without 
Russia.”34 In both the Bolshevik and tsarist 

29	 Ivan U K Klyszcz, How Russia Brings its Aggression 
Against Ukraine to the Global South (Tallinn: ICDS, 14 
April 2023).

30	 Trenin, “Politika i obstoyatel’stva”.
31	 Maria Tsverkova and Anton Zverev, “Exclusive: 

Kremlin-linked contractors help guard Venezuela’s 
Maduro  – sources”, Reuters, 25 January 2019.

32	 James Sherr, “The Killing of Qasem Soleimani”, 
International Centre for Defence and Security, 28 
January 2020.

33	 James Sherr, “Putin, Prigozhin and the Degeneration 
of Russia”, International Centre for Defence and 
Security, 5 July 2023.

34	 Until 24 February 2022, the same principle was 
articulated in Germany.

Two arguably unrelated events – NATO’s 
1999 military intervention in the Kosovo 
conflict and “Operation Iraqi Freedom” in 
2003 – enabled Russia to take the offensive

https://news.un.org/en/story/2014/03/464002-un-security-council-action-crimea-referendum-blocked
https://news.un.org/en/story/2014/03/464002-un-security-council-action-crimea-referendum-blocked
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46860
https://rg.ru/2015/02/06/naryshkin.html
https://rg.ru/2015/02/06/naryshkin.html
https://icds.ee/en/how-russia-brings-its-aggression-against-ukraine-to-the-global-south/
https://icds.ee/en/how-russia-brings-its-aggression-against-ukraine-to-the-global-south/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-russia-exclusive-idUSKCN1PJ22M
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-russia-exclusive-idUSKCN1PJ22M
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-russia-exclusive-idUSKCN1PJ22M
https://icds.ee/en/the-killing-of-qasem-soleimani-the-russian-view/
https://icds.ee/en/putin-prigozhin-and-the-degeneration-of-russia/
https://icds.ee/en/putin-prigozhin-and-the-degeneration-of-russia/
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periods, one looks in vain for any suggestion 
that Europe’s security should be decoupled 
from Russia’s. Leading European states 
(notably Germany during and after the period 
of Ostpolitik) have taken the same position. In 
the early, “romantic” period of Yeltsin’s tenure, 
the corollary to this dictum was the creation of 
a “common” security system without dividing 
lines and blocs. Yet, as the Russians well 
understood, blocs already existed: NATO, the 
EU, and more amorphously, “the West”. In the 
dominant Western perception, these alliances 
and “clubs” were neither antagonistic 
towards Russia nor closed to new 
members. But quite early on, it was 
agreed in NATO among NATO allies that 
they should retain their autonomy.

By the mid-1990s, a different schema had 
emerged in Russia. It divided the globe into 
the “historical West” (loosely speaking, the 
states west of the Oder-Neisse line, along with 
Scandinavia), the “Russian World” (Russkiy 
Mir) (those countries and nations that Russia 
had “historically influenced”), and a “grey 
zone” between them.35 Even before the war 
in Ukraine, Vladimir Putin had sought to 
secure recognition of Russkiy Mir as a political 
reality. The corollary to Russkiy Mir is limited 
sovereignty.

Neither the EU nor NATO have recognised 
the legitimacy of spheres of influence or grey 
zones in Europe. But the enlargement of NATO 
and the EU has only enhanced the importance 
of both in the Russian mind. Russia views 
NATO as an anti-Russian military bloc, and 
neither the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act 
nor an extensive programme of cooperation in 
the 1990s dislodged this view, which is now a 
matter of orthodoxy. But for most of the Yeltsin 
era, Russia viewed the EU as a geopolitical 
counterbalance to the United States and thus 
in more benign terms. Finland’s accession in 
1995 aroused virtually no concern. But this 
benign outlook was altered by the treaties of 
Amsterdam (1997) and Nice (2001) and the 
2003 treaties of accession. What Russia then 
understood was that the EU was pursuing not 
geopolitics in the classic sense but integration. 
In Russian parlance, it was a “civilisational” 

35	 In simpler terms, NATO secretary-general Xavier 
Solana was presented with this schema when he 
visited Russia in March 1996, though the term Russkiy 
Mir only acquired official status under Putin.

project designed to expand norms of business, 
law, and administration – not to say political 
and social life – at variance from those of 
Russia and most of the post-Soviet world. 
This combination of “civilisational” and 
geopolitical encroachment aroused concern in 
Russia and, in time, dread. By the eve of the 
2014 war, NATO/EU enlargement, democracy 
promotion, “colour revolutions”, regime 
change, and Western military intervention had 
been integrated into one overarching threat 
assessment.

In this civilisational and geopolitical matrix, the 
Baltic states occupy an unusual place. Russian 
representatives have occasionally stated that 
they do not regard them as part of Russkiy 
Mir. But this is not quite true. By Russian 
definitions, which are ominously broad, as 
many as one-quarter of the inhabitants of 
Estonia and Latvia are Russian “compatriots” 
who can expect “comprehensive assistance” 
if their rights are violated. The consequences 
of Estonia’s decision in early 2007 to relocate 
a bronze statue of a Second World War 
Soviet “soldier-liberator” provide a small 
indication of what might lie in store if relations 
between Estonia and Russia deteriorate in 
the future. Tallinn experienced two nights of 
ferocious rioting, and there were four waves 
of cyberattacks against state institutions and 
businesses, as well as weeks of media and 
diplomatic vilification.36 Almost unnoticed 
by comparison, more than seven years later, 
was the Moscow Patriarchate’s plan to post 
to Estonia several Orthodox clerics expelled 
from Ukraine because of their open support of 
Russia’s aggression.37

Under Putin, the coercive dimension of policy 
has returned to Europe. In 2007, the “Bronze 
Soldier” crisis might have been the most 
dramatic example, but energy coercion – 
notably the 2006 and 2009 gas supply cut-offs 

36	 Ivo Juurvee and Maritta Mattiisen, The Bronze Soldier 
Crisis of 2007: Revisiting an Early Case of Hybrid 
Conflict (Tallinn: ICDS, August 2020). 

37	 James Sherr and Kaarel Kullamaa, The Russian 
Orthodox Church: Faith, Power and Conquest (Tallinn: 
ICDS/EFPI, December 2019), 23.

Combination of “civilisational” and 
geopolitical encroachment aroused 
concern in Russia and, in time, dread

https://icds.ee/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/ICDS_Report_The_Bronze_Soldier_Crises_of_2007_Juurvee_Mattiisen_August_2020.pdf
https://icds.ee/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/ICDS_Report_The_Bronze_Soldier_Crises_of_2007_Juurvee_Mattiisen_August_2020.pdf
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– has been more far-reaching in its effects 
and consequences. In all these episodes, 
the military component was absent. That is 
changing. The summer 2021 Belarus-Poland 
border crisis and, more recently, the relocation 
of a contingent of Vagner forces (at least 
4,000 by Polish estimates) after the June 2023 
Prigozhin “mutiny” have transformed the 
Belarusian border with Poland and Lithuania 
into a zone of tension. The weaponising of 
migration (16,000 illegal crossings and other 
incidents from Belarusian territory in 2022) 
has been the backdrop to military exercises, 
the hardening of borders, incendiary rhetoric, 
the augmentation of border deployments – 
from 2,000 to 4,000, in Poland’s case – and 
Belarusian nuclear blackmail.38 A “union state” 
of Russia and Belarus came into effect in 
January 2000. After 24 February 2022, Belarus 
ceased to be an independent actor in foreign 
affairs. The Belarusian threat is a Russian 
threat, and there is no illusion about this in its 
geopolitical neighbourhood.

On 17 December 2021, the Russian Federation 
tabled two draft treaties, with NATO and the 
US respectively, in which it presented its 
security blueprint for Europe in definitive form. 
Its provisions, which the Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs insisted were “a package” and 
“not a menu”, would have established a two-
tier NATO, rendered an effective territorial 
defence of the Baltic region impossible, and 
made collective defence null and void.39 To add 
insult to injury, Russia’s MFA stated that a rapid 
response was expected.40 At an “expanded 
meeting” of the Defence Board, Putin darkly 
hinted that their rejection would be treated as 
a casus belli.41

38	 “Wagner mercenaries seek to destabilise NATO’s 
eastern flank: Polish PM”, Al-Jazeera, 3 August 2023; 
Katie Toth, “The Hottest Forest in the World”, Foreign 
Policy, 13 August 2023.

39	 Agreement on measures to ensure the security of 
The Russian Federation and member States of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Moscow: RF 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, 17 December 2021); Treaty 
between the United States of America and the Russian 
Federation on security guarantees (Moscow: RF 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, 17 December 2021).

40	 “Russia’s agreements with US and NATO should be 
considered a package  –  senior diplomat”, TASS, 17 
December 2021.

41	 “We simply have nowhere further to retreat to”: 
quote from President of Russia website, “Expanded 
Meeting of the Defence Ministry Board”, Presidency of 
Russia website, 21 December 2021.

1.4.3. Ukraine

In geographical terms, nobody would dispute 
that Ukraine is part of Europe. But is this also 
true in political and military terms? Even in 
the West, this question is unresolved. The 
events leading to Russia’s multi-axis invasion 
of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, as well as 
the dynamics of the war itself, fall outside the 
scope of this paper. But we need to underscore 
two overarching continuities and highlight four 
supplementary points.

First, what Russians call the “Ukraine question” 
has three dimensions: identity (Russian as 
well as Ukrainian), economic (notably EU 
integration), and geopolitical (Ukraine’s 
relationship with and potential membership 
in NATO). In practice, these dimensions are 
closely intertwined. Second, the maxim 
“Ukraine will never be able to stand by itself” 
has been the basis of Russian policy for three 
hundred years. Even after Russia recognised 
Ukraine’s statehood in 1992, it treated 
Ukrainian independence as a mere formality 
and an aberration. (Russia’s first ambassador 
to the country described it as a “transitional 
phenomenon”.42)

The first supplementary point is that Russia’s 
relationship with Ukraine exemplifies its 
practice of incorporating the identity of others 
into its own sense of self. Russia regards Ukraine 
as an extension of the homeland. Ukraine’s 
supposed “unsustainability” supports Russia’s 
broader view of itself as leader of stability 
and military security throughout the former 
USSR. It is a profound mistake to view such 
perceptions as responses to Western policy. 
Russia considers them self-evident realities, 
from which arise its entitlements and primary 
interests. These interests were propounded 
even in the immediate post-Cold War years, 
when the West was viewed in a favourable light, 
and well before NATO and EU enlargement 
became subjects of discussion.43

Second, almost until the present moment, 
Russia has never perceived Ukrainians as 

42	 Cited in Alexander Goncharenko, Ukrainian-Russian 
Relations: An Unequal Partnership? (London: Royal 
United Services Institute for Defence Studies, 1995).

43	 Thus, in early 1993, Yeltsin called upon the UN to 
“grant Russia special powers as guarantor of peace 
and stability” in the former USSR. Speech to the Civic 
Union, 28 February 1993.
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authors of their own story, let alone a people 
with a history and destiny of their own. In 
the tsarist period, the weakness of Ukraine’s 
“semi-statehood” prevented Russia from 
coming to terms with its innate pluralism, the 
persistence of its heterodoxies, and the ability 
of elites and ordinary people to manoeuvre, 

recover from disaster, and survive. The Yeltsin 
and Putin years have simply repackaged earlier 
prejudices, orthodoxies, and approaches. The 
ultimate consequence of Russia’s failure to 
respect Ukrainian realities was war.

Third, all of Russia’s policies have proved to be 
self-defeating. Under Yeltsin, friendship was 
equated with integration. Ukraine’s response 
was a multi-vector policy: a close relationship 
with Russia, counterbalanced by deepening 
ties with NATO and the EU – a policy that 
NATO greeted with enthusiasm but which the 
EU responded to with coolness. Only Putin’s 
more aggressive policies and the 2004–5 
Orange Revolution prompted a change 
in approach (notably, the Eastern 
Partnership of 2009).

Under Putin, the motif shifted to “hard 
diplomacy and soft coercion”. On 
becoming president in 2010, the supposedly 
“pro-Russian” Viktor Yanukovych was 
immediately presented with a tough inventory 
of Russian demands. In response, he sought a 
Faustian bargain: the abandonment of NATO 
integration – a “non-bloc policy” and the 
extension of Russian basing rights in Crimea 
until 2042 – in exchange for a free hand with 
the EU. But instead of easing pressure, Putin 
and Medvedev increased it, demanding full 
sectoral integration. The EU-Ukraine Association 
Agreement thus became the new casus belli. But 
as in 2004–5, Ukraine’s civil society turned the 
tables in 2014. The outcome of Russian pressure 
and Yanukovych’s suspension of negotiations 
with the EU was the Euromaidan protests, the 
“Revolution of Dignity”, and Yanukovych’s flight 
from Ukraine. The war of 2014 marked the end 
of a twenty-five-year effort to “synchronise the 

development” of Russian-Ukrainian relations by 
peaceful, albeit obliquely coercive, means.44

Fourth, since February 2022, Russia’s policies 
towards Ukraine and towards the West have 
been conflated. Over the course of 2020, the 
status quo became increasingly unpalatable 

to Russia. First, the Minsk process 
had reached a dead end. Moscow 
expected its partners in the Normandy 
Format – France and Germany – to 
bring Ukraine into alignment with 
Russia’s immutable interests. They 
did not. Second, Volodymyr Zelensky, 
initially regarded as malleable, if not a 

clown, gradually showed himself to be nimble, 
defiant, and audacious. Third, the July 2020 
protests in Belarus were a shock to Moscow. 
By the time Lavrov issued an “ultimatum” to 
Europe over Ukraine in January 2021, it was 
clear that the policy of “hard diplomacy and 
soft coercion” had run its course. From that 
point onwards, a predisposition to war guided 
Russian policy. But the election of Joseph Biden 
as US president raised two questions. Was 
Washington prepared to enter discussions on 
Russia’s basis? If not, was it prepared to oppose 
Russia’s “military-technical alternative”? 
By late 2021, the Kremlin’s answer to both 
questions was “no”.

Today, only the most undiscerning or naive 
would envisage a rapid end to the war, let 
alone a sustainable compromise settlement. 
For Ukraine and Russia, it has become, in 
Clausewitz’s terms, an “absolute” war that 
can end only in victory or defeat. Ukrainians 
understand that the war is not about territory 
but statehood and the very survival of the 
nation. For the state leadership of Russia, the 
only alternative to victory is the collapse of 
the system of governance in Russia itself. The 
belief held by many in the West that there 
is no realistic path to victory for either side 
paradoxically sharpens Putin’s conviction that 

44	 “Yanukovich: ‘tak bistro rabotat’ nel’zya’ Medvedev: 
‘pridyedsya’ [Viktor Yanukovych: “it’s impossible to 
work so quickly”, Medvedev: ‘we must’],” Glavred, 17 
July 2010; Vlad Socor, “Medvedev’s Second Visit Pulls 
Ukraine Closer to Russia”, Eurasia Daily Monitor 7, no. 
99, 21 May 2010.

Almost until the present moment, Russia 
has never perceived Ukrainians as authors 
of their own story, let alone a people with a 
history and destiny of their own

For the state leadership of Russia, the only 
alternative to victory is the collapse of the 
system of governance in Russia itself
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the West lacks the mettle and stamina to bring 
the war to a victorious conclusion. “He who 
wills the end wills the means,” the proverb says. 
As long as Putin remains in power, Russia’s will 
must be considered undiminished. The West’s 
will, once impressively strong, is increasingly 
open to question.

1.4.4. China

In his magnum opus, Peace and War (1966), 
the unfailingly perspicacious Raymond Aron 
had this to say:

Occasional allies... have no bond other than a 
common hostility toward an enemy, a hostility 
capable of inspiring sufficient fear to overcome the 
rivalries that yesterday opposed and tomorrow 
will oppose again the temporarily allied states.45

From the era of “unequal treaties” to the 
lengthy Sino-Soviet split, the historical 
record offers little encouragement to those 
who believe that a relationship closer than 
“occasional” alliance is possible. During his 
one meeting with Stalin in 1949, Mao bitterly 
complained that for twenty years, the Chinese 
Communist Party had been “squeezed and 
pressured” by its Soviet allies. Well before the 
Sino-Soviet split was visible to the West, the 
Chinese accused their Soviet counterparts of 
using Beijing’s support to establish dominance 
over other countries. Almost forty years after 
Gorbachev began to chart a new relationship, 
the legacy of mistrust remains.

Today, the highest legally binding instrument 
between China and Russia remains the 
Treaty on Good-Neighbourliness and Friendly 
Cooperation of 20 July 2001, which the two 
state presidents committed themselves 
to extend twenty years later. It is long on 
common interests and short on obligations. 
In its twenty-five articles, there is no hint that 
mutual defence treaties will follow. But how 
much does this matter?

Both countries are resentful and ambitious 
powers. Their main common interest is hostility 
to the West’s “rules-based international 
order”, which both countries view as the 
aggressive extension of the Western “liberal-
democratic order” internally. Both countries 

45	 Raymond Aron, Peace and War: A Theory of 
International Relations (Kindle Edition) (London: 
Routledge, 2017), 28.

are also united by a Leninist political and 
military culture. Like today’s Russian army and 
its precursors, the People’s Liberation Army 
grasps the interconnectedness between peace 
and war and internal and external policy. It 
also shares the conviction that deception 
and “military cunning” lie at the heart of 
warfare. Since 2012, the expansion of military 
cooperation has been impressive.

The equally salient fact is that twenty years 
after the Treaty, the balance of power and 
advantage between the two countries has 
shifted appreciably in China’s favour. This shift 
is having a discernible impact in those areas 
– notably the Arctic and Central Asia – where 
overlapping interests have long coincided with 
rivalry and mistrust. Although the demise of 
Russia’s onetime pet project, the Eurasian 
Economic Union, has been assisted by several 
factors, China’s mega-project, the Belt and 
Road Initiative, has been its coup de grace. Yet 
the fifteenth BRICS summit of August 2023, 
which expanded the bloc’s membership from 
five to eleven, might be the most dramatic 
demonstration of China’s ascendancy to date. 
What was once a key platform for Russia’s 
multipolar policy has now become the 
centrepiece of China’s bid for leadership of the 
developing world against Western hegemony.46 
In all of these domains, Russia has reconciled 
itself to junior partnership “pragmatically” and 
with resignation. But it will not accept tributary 
status. Can this balance be maintained?

Today there is no more salient issue than the war 
in Ukraine. Its outcome will influence China’s 
global policy. Twenty days before the war’s 
outbreak, both sides issued a joint statement, 
declaring that their strategic partnership was 
greater than a traditional alliance and that 
their friendship would know “no limits”. That 
Putin informed Xi Jinping of his decision to go 
to war is difficult to doubt. How Xi responded 
is still a matter of speculation.

From Moscow’s perspective:

•	 The combined power potential of China 
and Russia constitutes the primary 

46	 Joseph Cotterill, “Xi Jinping dominates BRICS summit 
as leaders endorse Beijing-led expansion”, Financial 
Times, 25 August 2023; James Kynge, “China hopes 
expanded BRICS will turn world upside down”, 
Financial Times, 25 August 2023. 
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structural impediment to the preservation 
of the Western hegemonic order. China’s 
determination to confront US power in the 
East and South China seas diminishes the 
US’s power in Europe and its willingness 
to use it. Thus, the persistence and 
intensification of Sino-US confrontation are 
self-evident Russian interests.

•	 A Russian victory in Ukraine is viewed as 
being in China’s interest as well. Ukraine 
is the key theatre in Russia’s hybrid war 
against the West. The crushing of the 
West’s “wards” in Ukraine would be a 
major blow to the reputation and power of 
the United States, the cohesion of NATO, 
and the sustainability of the Euro-Atlantic 
system.

From Beijing’s perspective:

•	 China is not strong enough to confront the 
full weight of US power alone. Therefore, 
China is self-evidently interested in 
deflecting US power from East Asia and 
deepening threats to US pre-eminence in 
Europe. These interests presuppose that 
Russia will maintain its position as a stable 
great power and a reliable partner.

•	 But Russia’s war will only advance these 
interests if it achieves its objectives. The 
defeat of Russian arms and the expulsion 
of Russian armed forces from Ukraine – 
or worse, the fracturing of Russia’s own 
internal order – would enable the US 
to concentrate its formidable resources 
against China.

It follows from this survey that China will do 
everything it safely can to facilitate Russia’s 
success. It does not follow that China can 
rescue Russia from failure. The key enigma for 
Western policymakers is whether China would 
launch a war in East Asia in order to turn the 
tables. As of this writing, that might well be an 
open question for China as well.

Conclusion

Since the end of the Second World War, 
Western capitals have preoccupied themselves 
with the task of “understanding Russia”. Yet 
even in the best of times, notably the period of 

Russia’s “democratic transition” in the 1990s, it 
has not been easy for outsiders to understand 
the distinctive factors that make Russia Russia. 
More than twenty years after Putin came to 
power and more than two years since Russia 
renewed its war against Ukraine, the West 
still has difficulty grasping that innovation 
in Russian policy takes place against a firm 
baseline of continuity. The components of 
Russia’s outlook – the relationship between 
means and ends, between cultural and 
geopolitical factors, between internal and 
external affairs, and between peace and war – 
are highly interconnected, as are the ambitions 
and interests that arise from them. Today, all 
these roads converge on Ukraine.

At the end of 1949, Stalin told an aggrieved 
Mao Zedong, “Victory is everything; victors 
are not judged.” He was saying not that Mao’s 
grievances against the USSR were unfounded 
but that they no longer mattered. By the same 
token, the unprecedented human and material 
costs of the Soviet victory no longer mattered 
either. Victory enabled the Soviet regime 
to consolidate its power at home, entrench 
itself in Eastern Europe, envenom divisions 
in Western Europe, and threaten the Allied 
occupation of Germany. The Western powers 
were not comforted by the USSR’s wartime 
losses; they were afraid.

If Russia is victorious and fulfils its ambitions 
in Ukraine, we could find ourselves facing the 
following consequences:

•	 Putin’s internal position becomes 
unassailable

•	 the standing and credibility of the United 
States are deeply compromised

•	 electorates in the United States and Europe 
mete out a harsh retribution

•	 NATO’s confidence and cohesion fall to 
dangerous levels

•	 the sanctions regime against Russia unravels
•	 an emboldened China decides to “give 

history a push”

The war in Ukraine is not only a sanguinary 
European conflict. It has global significance, 
and its outcome will have a profound effect 
on the “collective West’s” collective future. 
Understanding this is the beginning of wisdom 
as we contemplate Russia’s rapacious hostility 
and China’s relentless rise.



17China’s and Russia’s Aggressive Foreign Policies

China-Russia “Alliance”

2. The Thinking and 
Logic behind China’s 
Aggressive Policy 
against Taiwan

Che-chuan LEE

When Dr Tsai Ing-wen (蔡英文) and the 
Democratic and Progressive Party (DPP) won 
the presidential and legislative elections in 
January 2016, people believed Beijing would 
regard it as a setback in its policy toward 
and engagement with Taiwan, which Beijing 
claims as an inalienable province of China. 
Not surprisingly, China’s Taiwan Affairs Office 
described President Tsai Ing-wen’s inaugural 
address, delivered in May 2016, as an 
“incomplete test paper” because she did not 
clearly recognise the “1992 consensus” in her 
address. Beijing has long held the DPP to be 
pro-Taiwan independence.47

Tsai’s election became a watershed moment 
for cross-Strait relations. Thereafter, Beijing 
authorities suspended official dialogues 
and interactions between the two sides and 
imposed more and more pressure against the 
DPP government in Taiwan through increasingly 

aggressive policy and measures. It is difficult to 
figure out the real intent and thinking from the 
black box of the Chinese Communist Party’s 
(CCP) top-level decision-making. However, in 

47	 The “1992 consensus” refers to the alleged outcome 
of a meeting in 1992 between the semi-official 
representatives of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) and the Republic of China (ROC) concerning 
Taiwan. The Kuomintang (KMT) understanding of the 
term is “one China, different interpretations” (一個中
國各自表述). The PRC’s position is that there is one 
China (including Taiwan), of which the PRC is the sole 
legitimate representative. In her inaugural speech, Tsai 
did not challenge the “1992 consensus” but did not 
explicitly accept it either, referring instead to “existing 
realities and political foundations”. The Taiwan Affairs 
Office issued a statement in response. Taiwan Affairs 
Office of the State Council of China, “The Head of 
the Taiwan Affairs Office of the Central Committee, 
Communist Party of China and the Taiwan Affairs 
Office of the State Council Delivered Remarks on 
Current Cross-Strait Relations”, Xinhua News Agency, 
20 May 2016.

the past seven years, President Xi Jinping and 
his administration have issued many public 
statements, speeches, and policy papers. By 
comparing these open-source data with the 
long-lasting policy towards Taiwan and the 
development of cross-Strait relations and Sino-
US relations, this chapter tries to sort out the 
thinking and logic behind China’s aggressive 
policy against Taiwan.

2.1. From Cold Peace to 
Intensifying Hybrid Warfare

After President Tsai took office, cross-Strait 
relations began to deteriorate. But from May 
2016 to the end of 2018, although official 
exchanges and dialogues were suspended, 
cross-Strait relations were generally in a state 
of “cold peace”. However, after Xi Jinping 
announced his five-point policy towards Taiwan 
in January 2019 to accelerate cross-Strait 
“reunification”, China’s various infiltration 
and intimidation measures against Taiwan 
significantly intensified.

2.1.1. Period of Cold Peace: May 2016 
to January 2019

According to Beijing, since President 
Tsai refused to recognise the “1992 
consensus”, which embodies the “one 
China principle”, the institutionalised 
exchanges between the two sides 
of the Taiwan Strait cannot be 
continued.48 Beijing reiterated that 
Taiwan has to accept the “1992 

consensus” and the “one China principle”, and 
that the precondition for Taiwan to participate 
in the activities of international organisations 
is recognising the “one China principle” and 
making arrangements through cross-Strait 
consultations.

In this period, the policy of the Tsai 
administration has been to maintain the 
status quo of cross-Strait peace and stability. 
Meanwhile, Xi Jinping essentially followed the 
core elements of China’s policy towards Taiwan, 
including deterring “Taiwan independence” 

48	 “Excerpts from the press conference of the Taiwan 
Affairs Office of the State Council”, Taiwan Affairs 
Office of the State Council, 25 June 2016; “The Head 
of the Taiwan Affairs Office of the Central Committee, 
Communist Party of China and the Taiwan Affairs 
Office of the State Council Delivered Remarks”. 

It is difficult to figure out the real intent 
and thinking from the black box of the 
Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) top-level 
decision-making
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and promoting “peaceful reunification” and 
Deng Xiaoping’s “one country, two systems” 
formula for Taiwan.49 Therefore, cross-Strait 
relations soured from May 2016 but were 
still stable before Xi Jinping put forth his “Five 
Points” policy towards Taiwan in January 2019.

2.1.2. Period of Hybrid Warfare 
for “Reunification”: January 2019 
to the Present

After the DPP’s poor result in Taiwan’s 
local elections in November 2018, the CCP 
government seemed to believe their work 
against Taiwan was bearing fruit. In Xi Jinping’s 
address at the fortieth anniversary of China’s 
“reform and opening up”, he reiterated his 
commitment to the “one China principle”, the 
“1992 consensus”, and opposing and containing 
“‘Taiwan independence’ separatist forces”. Xi 
Jinping also, for the first time, declared that 
the CCP authorities “firmly grasp 
the dominance and initiative in the 
development of cross-Strait relations”. 
In an interview with China Central 
Television (CCTV), Liu Jieyi, director 
of the Taiwan Affairs Office, echoed 
Xi Jinping’s determination by saying 
that for 2019, “the trend that we 
dominate the direction of cross-Strait relations 
development will continue to strengthen… 
moving towards the reunification of the 
motherland”.50

In January 2019, Xi Jinping put forth his 
new policy line towards Taiwan. In the 

49	 China’s policy toward Taiwan has remained fairly 
consistent since Deng Xiaoping introduced the 
concept of “one country, two systems” in 1978, and 
the Standing Committee of the Fifth National People’s 
Congress approved its “Message to Compatriots in 
Taiwan”, which proposed the termination of cross-
Strait military confrontation and called for peaceful 
reunification. Since then, peaceful reunification 
remains the policy guideline leading to the ultimate 
goal of “national reunification”, while reunification 
by force is regarded as a policy option if a peaceful 
resolution is unattainable. Supreme leaders after 
Deng have proposed their own Taiwan policies, but 
the main theme has never shifted substantially. In 
his speech marking the fortieth anniversary of the 
issuance of the “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan” 
in January 2019, Xi Jinping said, “The concept 
of ‘peaceful reunification’ and ‘one country, two 
systems’ is the best approach to realizing national 
reunification.” 

50	 “Xi Jinping: Speech at the Conference Celebrating the 
40th Anniversary of Reform and Opening Up”, Xinhua 
News Agency, 18 December 2018; “国台办主任刘结
一接受央视专访 [Director of the Taiwan Affairs Office 
of the State Council Liu Jieyi Accepted An Exclusive 
Interview with CCTV]”, Guancha, 31 December 2018.

speech marking the 40th anniversary of the 
“Message to Compatriots in Taiwan”, Xi Jinping 
announced his “Five Points” policy towards 
Taiwan.51 It was essentially five guidelines to 
achieve the “peaceful reunification” of China, 
thus shifting China’s policy focus away from 
mere opposition to Taiwanese independence 
to the promotion of “national reunification”. 

2.2. Xi’s Tripartite Strategy 
towards Taiwan since 2016

Facing the DPP government, which maintains a 
low-profile “no unification, no independence” 
approach, the CCP has found it challenging 
to steer cross-Strait relations. But Xi Jinping 
apparently aims to revise the cross-Strait status 
quo. His measures and actions against Taiwan 
became stronger, especially since early 2019. 
We can place those measures and actions 

into three main categories: strengthening the 
intensity of anti-independence measures, 
pushing harder for “national reunification”, 
and drawing red lines against US interference.

51	 On 1 January 1979, the Standing Committee of 
the National People’s Congress of China issued a 
“Message to Compatriots in Taiwan”. It stated that 
the unification of China was the general trend and 
the aspiration of the people, that separatism should 
end as soon as possible, and that China should be 
unified. It also proposed an end to cross-Strait military 
confrontation, opening up the “three direct links” 
across the Taiwan Strait and expanding cross-Strait 
exchanges. This document is regarded as the first 
major change in China’s policy towards Taiwan.

	 Xi’s Five Points policy towards Taiwan consists of the 
following points: (1) We should work together to 
promote China’s rejuvenation and achieve its peaceful 
reunification. (2) We should explore a “two systems” 
solution to the Taiwan question and enrich practical 
efforts toward peaceful reunification. (3) We should 
adhere to the “one China principle” and ensure the 
prospects for peaceful reunification. (4) We should 
deepen integrated development of the two sides and 
cement the foundation for peaceful reunification. 
(5) We should forge closer bonds of heart and mind 
between people on both sides and strengthen 
people’s identification with peaceful reunification. See 
Xi Jinping, “Working Together to Realize Rejuvenation 
of the Chinese Nation and Advance China’s Peaceful 
Reunification”, Speech at the Meeting Marking the 
40th Anniversary of the Issuance of the Message to 
Compatriots in Taiwan, Taiwan Affairs Office of the 
State Council, 2 January 2019.

Xi Jinping apparently aims to revise the 
cross-Strait status quo. His measures and 
actions against Taiwan became stronger, 
especially since early 2019

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Working_Together_to_Realize_Rejuvenation_of_the_Chinese_Nation_and_Advance_China%E2%80%99s_Peaceful_Reunification
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Working_Together_to_Realize_Rejuvenation_of_the_Chinese_Nation_and_Advance_China%E2%80%99s_Peaceful_Reunification
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Working_Together_to_Realize_Rejuvenation_of_the_Chinese_Nation_and_Advance_China%E2%80%99s_Peaceful_Reunification
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2.2.1. Strengthening the Intensity 
of Measures against Taiwan 
Independence

2.2.1.1. Reiterated Resolve to 
Countering Secessionism

In his speech at the Conference to 
Commemorate the 150th Anniversary of the 
Birth of Dr Sun Yat-Sen in November 2016, Xi 
Jinping said, “It is our solemn commitment 
to the history and the people” to safeguard 
national sovereignty and territorial integrity 
and to make sure that the country was never 
torn apart again. He stressed, “Any attempt to 
split the country will be resolutely opposed by 
all Chinese people,” and vowed, “We’ll never 
allow anyone, any organisation or any political 
party to rip out any part of our territory at 
any time or in any form.”52 This is known 
as the “Six Anys” (六個任何), the strongest 
statement against secessionism ever made 
by the supreme leader of China. Xi repeated 
the “Six Anys” at the closing ceremony of the 
Nineteenth National Party Congress in October 
2017.

2.2.1.2. Blacklisting Taiwan 
Independence “Diehard” Supporters

Before Xi Jinping took the leadership, the Anti-
Secession Law of the PRC was probably the only 
legal regulation imposing penalties on Taiwane-
se for the crime of “splitting the country”.53 In 
the National Security Law passed in 2015, Xi 
Jinping’s administration set down in Article 11 
that “[the p]reservation of national sovereignty 
and territorial integrity is a shared obligation of 
all the Chinese people, including compatriots 
from Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan”. 
Furthermore, the law declared, “any individual 
or organisation violating this law and other 
relevant laws… shall be investigated for legal 
responsibility according to law” (Article 13).

52	 “China marks 150th anniversary of Sun Yat-sen’s birth, 
stressing national integrity,” Xinhuanet, November 11, 
2016.

53	 The Criminal Law of the PRC contained clauses on 
the crimes of splitting the state or undermining the 
unity of the country, but it did not specifically impose 
legal obligations on Taiwanese. In the Anti-Secession 
Law, which went into effect in 2005, Article 2 states, 
“Safeguarding China’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity is the common obligation of all Chinese 
people, the Taiwan compatriots included.” Article 
4 further states, “Accomplishing the great task of 
reunifying the motherland is the sacred duty of all 
Chinese people, the Taiwan compatriots included.” 

In the eyes of the Chinese leaders, President 
Tsai and the DPP administration have 
continued to reject the “1992 consensus” 
and “seeking independence by relying on the 
United States”. They would be held “legally 
responsible” according to the laws of China. 
On 15 November 2020, the pro-Beijing Hong 
Kong-based newspaper Ta Kung Pao revealed 
that the Beijing government was drawing up 
a blacklist of “diehard” supporters of Taiwan 
independence. Ten days later, a spokesperson 
for the Taiwan Affairs Office confirmed the 
report and said that “the ‘list of diehard Taiwan 
secessionists’ was under consideration, that 
it was aimed only at a very small number of 
independence supporters and those who fund 
them”, and that Beijing would take “targeted 
steps to severely punish [independence 
supporters] in accordance with the law”.54

To discourage separatism, Beijing has, since 
November 2021, issued four blacklists of 
“diehard” supporters of Taiwan independence. 
Included were Taiwan’s then-premier Su Tseng-
chang (蘇貞昌); Parliament speaker You Si-kun 
(游錫堃); Foreign Minister Joseph Wu (吳釗

燮); Taiwan’s de facto ambassador to the US, 
Bi-khim Hsiao (蕭美琴); secretary-general of 
Taiwan’s National Security Council, Wellington 
Koo (顧立雄); five legislators; four think tanks 
and NGOs; and four private companies.55

54	 “China weighs legal steps against ‘diehard’ supporters 
of Taiwan independence”, Reuters, 25 November 
2020.

55	 In November 2021, Taiwan premier Su Tseng-chang 
(蘇貞昌), Parliament speaker You Si-kun (游錫堃), 
and Foreign Minister Joseph Wu (吳釗燮) were on 
the list as accused of being “stubbornly pro-Taiwan 
independence”. On 3 August 2022, the Taiwan 
Foundation for Democracy (TFD), the International 
Cooperation and Development Fund (ICDF), and 
four private companies donating to the two funds 
were banned from engaging in any transaction or 
cooperating with organisations, enterprises, or 
people in China. On 16 August 2022, China imposed 
sanctions, including an entry ban, on seven Taiwanese 
officials and lawmakers, including Taiwan’s de facto 
ambassador to the US, Bi-khim Hsiao (蕭美琴); 
secretary-general of Taiwan’s National Security Council 
Wellington Koo (顧立雄); and five legislators – Tsai 
Chi-chang (蔡其昌), Ker Chien-ming (柯建銘), Lin 
Fei-fan (林飛帆), Chen Jiau-hua (陳椒華), and Wang 
Ting-yu (王定宇) – for being “independence diehards”. 
Sanctions were also imposed on the chief executive 
officer of the Taiwan Foundation for Democracy and 
the secretary-general of the International Cooperation 
and Development Fund (ICDF). On 7 April 2023, 
following President Tsai’s meeting with US speaker 
of the House Kevin McCarthy, the TAO imposed 
further sanctions on Bi-khim Hsiao, as well as on the 
Taipei-based Prospect Foundation and the Philippines-
based Council of Asian Liberals and Democrats, for 
promoting Taiwanese independence “under the guise 
of academic and research exchanges”.
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2.2.2. Pushing Harder for “National 
Reunification”

To promote and implement “national 
reunification”, simply denying the status of the 
ROC (Taiwan) as a sovereign state and isolating 
the island from participating international 
organisations and international activities were 
not enough. In addition to intensifying those 
two efforts, Xi Jinping’s administration launched 
new measures. It sought to delegitimise the 
ROC by erasing the names “ROC” and “Taiwan” 
internationally, threatening private sectors and 
individuals not to refer to the ROC or Taiwan 
as a sovereign state, and denying the existence 
of the median line in the Taiwan Strait. To 
achieve “reunification”, Beijing also considers 
it necessary to work out a “one country, two 
systems” arrangement for Taiwan.

Another indispensable part of Beijing’s plan to 
realise “reunification” is to change Taiwanese 
people’s mindset and perception through a 
two-handed strategy. The so-called “soft hand” 
strategy includes launching charm offensives 
on Taiwanese society and promoting the 
benefits of “national reunification”. The “hard 
hand” strategy refers to intensifying hybrid 
threats against Taiwan, including exerting 
military grey-zone tactics in the air and water 
surrounding Taiwan and conducting a sharp 
power campaign to undermine Taiwanese 
society.

2.2.2.1. Delegitimising the Republic 
of China (Taiwan)

The PRC officially maintains that, since 
its establishment in 1949, it has been the 
successor to the Republic of China and that 
it therefore enjoys and exercises China’s full 
sovereignty, which includes sovereignty over 
Taiwan. But the fact is that the government 
in Taiwan, with or without recognition, has 
continued to prosper and to develop into a 
full-fledged democracy over the past decades. 
In order for the PRC to move toward “national 
reunification”, it must delegitimise the status 
of the ROC (Taiwan) by measures such as the 
ones below.

2.2.2.2. Poaching Taiwan’s 
Diplomatic Allies

China is already formally recognised by more 
than 180 countries, but it continues to lure 
away Taiwan’s diplomatic allies, in order either 
to undermine the ROC’s status as a sovereign 
state or to punish the DPP government’s 
de facto “Taiwan independence” approach. 
For instance, President Tsai had a telephone 
conversation with US president-elect Donald 
Trump on 3 December 2016. Two weeks later, 
on 21 December, São Tomé and Príncipe 
severed formal relations with Taiwan and, on 
26 December, established ties with the PRC. 
After President Tsai completed her state visit 
to diplomatic allies Paraguay and Belize and 
returned to Taipei in August 2018, El Salvador 
declared it was severing formal relations with 

Taiwan and switched its recognition 
to China the next day. Taiwan has lost 
nine diplomatic allies since May 2016, 
when President Tsai took office.56

2.2.2.3. Blocking Taiwan from 
International Participation

In September 2016, Taiwan did not receive 
its usual invitation from the International 
Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) to attend 
as an observer. And after eight years of 
participating in the World Health Assembly 
(WHA) as an observer, Taiwan did not receive 
an invitation from the WHO (World Health 
Organization) Secretariat in May 2017. A 
Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman said 
at a regular press conference that the issue 
of Taiwan’s participation in international 
organisation activities needed to be handled 
in accordance with the “one China principle”. 
In an interview released on 7 May 2018, An 
Fengshan, spokesperson of the Taiwan Affairs 
Office of China, said the reason Taiwan was 
unable to participate at the WHA was that the 
DPP authorities had thus far refused to accept 
the “1992 consensus”, which reflected the “one 
China principle”. This meant that, in the Office’s 
view, the political foundation for Taiwan’s 
participation in the WHA no longer existed.

56	 Taiwan lost the recognition of São Tomé and Príncipe 
in 2016; Panama in 2017; Dominica, Burkina Faso, 
and El Salvador in 2018; Solomon Islands and Kiribati 
in 2019; Nicaragua in 2021; and Honduras in 2023. 
Between May 2016 and the end of July 2023, the total 
number of diplomatic allies of the ROC decreased 
from twenty-two to thirteen. 

An indispensable part of Beijing’s plan 
to realise “reunification” is to change 
Taiwanese people’s mindset and perception
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2.2.2.4. Erasing the Official Status 
Internationally

Before 2016, seven of Taiwan’s representative 
or trade offices abroad included the words 
“Republic of China” or “Taiwan” in their official 
title, although the countries they were based 
in had no formal ties with Taiwan. However, 
Taiwan’s representative office in Nigeria was 
forced to change its official name from the 
Trade Mission of the ROC (Taiwan) to the 
“Taipei Trade Office” in January 2017. The 
representative office in Dubai and the one in 
Ecuador were forced to change their names in 
June 2017. The name of the Trade Mission of 
Taiwan in Bahrain was changed to the “Taipei 
Trade Office” in July 2017. The offices in Papua 
New Guinea and Jordan were likewise renamed 
in February and April 2018, respectively. The 
Trade Mission of the Republic of China to the 
Republic of Fiji had no choice but to change 
its name to “Taipei Trade Office in Fiji” in July 
2019. All seven offices’ names were changed 
from “Republic of China” or “Taiwan” to 
“Taipei” within three years.57

There are many more cases in which Taiwan’s 
name was removed or Taiwan’s membership in 
international organisations was downgraded. 
For instance, in March 2018, the Taiwan 
Medical Student Association’s participation 
in the International Federation of Medical 
Students (IFMSA) was blocked by mainland 
China, which demanded that the association’s 
designated nationality be changed from 
“Taiwan” to “Taiwan, China”.

At the International Council of Nurses (ICN) 
Congress 2019 held in Singapore, China’s 
representative tried to force the ICN to 
downgrade the national designation of the 
Taiwan Nursing Society (TNS) and intended 
to cover the ICN nametag of the Taiwanese 
representative at the closing ceremony.58

57	 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the ROC (Taiwan) 
revealed on 28 March 2023 that the trade office in 
Fiji restored its official name to the “Trade Mission 
of the Republic of China (Taiwan) to the Republic 
of Fiji” and that the office would again be accorded 
diplomatic privileges as regulated by Fiji’s Diplomatic 
Privileges and Immunities Act 1971. “MOFA embraces 
reinstatement of official name for trade mission to 
Fiji”, Taiwan Today, 29 March 2023.

58	 See “Instances of China’s Interference with Taiwan’s 
International Presence”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
ROC, December 31, 2019.

2.2.2.5. Pressuring Private 
Businesses and Individuals 

In April 2018, China’s Civil Aviation 
Administration contacted forty-four 
international airlines to tell them that if their 
websites or booking systems continued to list 
Taiwan as a “country”, China would suspend 
its business with them. China also sent a letter 
to the International Air Transport Association 
(IATA) and its member airlines to pressure 
them to shrink the name of the ROC (Taiwan) 
on their websites.

In May 2021, John Cena, a professional 
wrestler and a star of the Fast and Furious 
movie franchise, was forced to apologise to 
fans in China after he referred to Taiwan as a 
country while giving a promotional interview. 
In September 2022, Miss Taiwan Kao Man-jung 
(高曼容) was blocked from taking the stage at 
the 2022 World Congress on Innovation and 
Technology in Malaysia, reportedly due to 
pressure from China.

2.2.2.6. Denying the Existence of 
the Median Line in the Taiwan 
Strait

The median line in the Taiwan Strait was drawn 
in 1955 by General Benjamin O. Davis Jr., 
commander of the 13th Air Force of the United 
States, then based in Taipei. Following a series 
of air battles over the Taiwan Strait in 1958, 
both Taiwan and mainland China reached a 
tacit agreement over the line’s existence.59 
Despite the mutual consensus, Beijing 
never officially recognised the median line’s 
existence, since it maintains that Taiwan is an 
inalienable part of its territory. However, the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) had violated it 
on only a few occasions, usually in response 
to a perceived provocation. For example, 
China did so when President Lee Teng-hui 
announced the “two-state theory” (meaning 

59	 During a question-and-answer session at the 
Legislative Yuan on 26 May 2004, Minister of National 
Defence Lee Jye (李傑) said the “middle line” of the 
Strait runs from 23°N latitude, 118°E longitude to 
27°N latitude, 122°E longitude, as defined by the 
United States in 1951. Lee said that both sides of 
the Strait have a tacit agreement about the route: 
“Whenever their aircraft or vessels are approaching 
the middle line, our aircraft and vessels will be 
standing by.” Lee added, “Once they keep going 
east and enter our ‘hunting zone’, we will take care 
of them.” Jimmy Chuang, “Nation able to retaliate: 
minister”, Taipei Times, 27 May 2004.

https://taiwantoday.tw/news.php?unit=2&post=234744
https://taiwantoday.tw/news.php?unit=2&post=234744
https://taiwantoday.tw/news.php?unit=2&post=234744
https://ws.mofa.gov.tw/Download.ashx?u=LzAwMS9VcGxvYWQvNDAyL3JlbGZpbGUvMC8xNTc0L2E0ZDBjODI4LTBjYzctNDQ2OS1hNmQ3LTRiYTJlNDUyNTlhNi5wZGY%3d&n=Q2hpbmFfc19JbnRlcmZlcmVuY2UyMDE5XzEwODEyMzEucGRm
https://ws.mofa.gov.tw/Download.ashx?u=LzAwMS9VcGxvYWQvNDAyL3JlbGZpbGUvMC8xNTc0L2E0ZDBjODI4LTBjYzctNDQ2OS1hNmQ3LTRiYTJlNDUyNTlhNi5wZGY%3d&n=Q2hpbmFfc19JbnRlcmZlcmVuY2UyMDE5XzEwODEyMzEucGRm
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2004/05/27/2003157100
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2004/05/27/2003157100
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relations between mainland China and Taiwan 
are a “special state-to-state relationship”). The 
March 2019 incident in which two PLA Air 
Force J-11 fighters briefly crossed the median 
line in the Taiwan Strait was a rare violation of 
the tacit understanding.

In September 2021, two PLA fighter jets 
pointedly crossed the Taiwan Strait median 
line on the first day of US Secretary of Health 
and Human Services Alex Azar’s stay in Taipei. 
Responding to a media question on the 
crossing event, the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s 
spokesperson said, “The Taiwan region is an 
inalienable part of China’s territory. The so-
called ‘median line’ is non-existent.”60 Several 
days later, the spokesperson of the Taiwan 
Affairs Office repeated, “Taiwan and the 
Mainland are both part of China, and Taiwan 
is a sacred inalienable part of China. There 
does not exist such a line between the two 
sides of the Strait.”61

2.2.3. Jointly Exploring the “Two 
Systems” Option

To further promote “national reunification” 
and suppress Taiwan independence, Xi Jinping 
and his administration have launched initiatives 
for cross-Strait relations. In his 2 January 2019 
speech, Xi Jinping formally redefined the “1992 
consensus” as “both sides of the Taiwan Strait 
belong to one China and will work together 
toward national reunification”. He also 
proposed that both sides of the Strait explore 
a “two systems” solution to the “Taiwan 
question” and “enrich practical efforts toward 
peaceful reunification”.62

In May 2019, at the Fourth Cross-Strait Media 
Summit, which brought together about 70 
media representatives from Taiwan and 
their mainland counterparts, Wang Yang, the 
chairman of the Chinese People’s Political 

60	 “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Wang Wenbin’s 
Regular Press Conference on September 21, 2020”, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, People’s Republic of China, 
21 September 2020.

61	 “Excerpts from the press conference of the Taiwan 
Affairs Office of the State Council”, Taiwan Affairs 
Office of the State Council, PRC, 20 September 2020.

62	 Xi Jinping, “Working Together to Realize Rejuvenation 
of the Chinese Nation and Advance China’s Peaceful 
Reunification: Speech at the Meeting Marking the 
40th Anniversary of the Issuance of the Message to 
Compatriots in Taiwan,” Taiwan Affairs Office of the 
State Council, PRC, 2 January, 2019. 

Consultative Conference (CPPCC), the highest-
level CCP united front organisation,63 made 
unusually candid remarks. He not only asked 
Taiwanese media straightforwardly to promote 
“one country, two systems”, but also belittled 
Taiwan and the US by saying that the Taiwan 
authorities “can’t even guarantee what will 
happen in the next two years”, and by asking, 
“Facing today’s China, would America dare to 
go to war with China?”64

Given that support for “one country, two 
systems” in Taiwan has been lower than 20 
per cent, it is not surprising that very few 
political parties, organisations, or individuals 
echoed Beijing’s proposal for discussing a “two 
systems” solution for Taiwan.

2.2.4. Launching Charm Offensives

In the work report to the Nineteenth National 
Party Congress in October 2017, Xi Jinping said, 
“We will ensure that over time, people from 
Taiwan will enjoy the same treatment as local 
people when they pursue their studies, start 
businesses, seek jobs, or live on the mainland, 
thus improving the well-being of Taiwan 
compatriots.”65 In February 2018, Beijing 
announced what it called the “Thirty-one 

63	 United front work is a unique blend of engagement, 
influence activities, and intelligence operations 
that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) uses to 
advance its interests, including to influence other 
countries’ policies toward the PRC and to gain access 
to advanced foreign technology. The two most 
prominent organs affiliated with united front work in 
the PRC are the United Front Work Department and 
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 
(CPPCC).

64	 Wang Yang’s remarks were taken down from online 
media shortly after they were released. Dave Brown, 
“Why Did Beijing Suppress Wang Yang’s Remarks on 
Taiwan?”, The Diplomat, 30 May 2019.

65	 Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a 
Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects and 
Strive for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese 
Characteristics for a New Era”, Address delivered at 
the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of 
China, Xinhua News Agency, 18 October 2017. This 
was not the first time that China proposed a charm 
offensive. When the two sides of the Strait signed the 
ECFA (Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement) 
in 2010, many provinces and cities in China began to 
send economic and trade procurement delegations 
to Taiwan every year to purchase agricultural, fishery, 
and technological products with a high profile display. 
The best-known examples are Tainan city’s milkfish 
“contract farming” (guaranteed procurement) from 
2011 to 2016 and the panel purchasing delegations 
representing China’s eight major TV brands from 2009 
to 2015.
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Measures”.66 These were the first approved 
“favourable measures” for Taiwanese under 
Xi’s direction in late 2017.

China then added twenty-six more measures in 
November 2019.67 The third set of measures, 
announced in March 2021, entitled “Twenty-
two Measures on Agriculture and Forestry” 
concerned development by Taiwan-funded 
enterprises in agriculture and forestry 
on mainland China.68 Following those 
central policy guidelines, many more 
provinces and cities in China issued 
their own “preferential measures” for 
Taiwanese enterprise and Taiwanese 
living on the Chinese mainland.69

The latest such measure, released in September 
2023, declared that Fujian Province would 
serve as a “cross-Strait integrated development 
demonstration zone” and vowed to promote 

66	 Of the thirty-one measures, twelve of them were 
on equal treatment for Taiwanese enterprises, and 
nineteen were on offering Taiwanese equality with 
mainlanders in education, setting up businesses, and 
working and living on the mainland. See “关于印发《
关于促进两岸经济文化交流合作的若干措施》的通
知 [Notice on the issuance of ‘Measures to Promote 
Cross-Strait Economic and Cultural Exchanges and 
Cooperation’]”, Taiwan Affairs Office of the CPC 
Central Committee and Taiwan Affairs Office of the 
State Council, China, 28 February 2018. 

67	 Of the twenty-six measures, thirteen of them were 
for Taiwanese companies and thirteen for Taiwanese 
citizens. See “国务院台办、国家发展改革委出台《关
于进一步促进两岸经济文化交流合作的若干措施》 
[The Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council and 
the National Development and Reform Commission 
issued ‘Measures to Further Promote Cross-Strait 
Economic and Cultural Exchanges and Cooperation’]”, 
Taiwan Affairs Office of the CPC Central Committee 
and Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council, China, 4 
November 2019.

68	 “國務院臺辦、農業農村部、國家林草局等部門出臺
《關於支援臺灣同胞臺資企業在大陸農業林業領域
發展的若干措施》[Taiwan Affairs Office of the State 
Council, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, 
the National Forestry and Grassland Administration 
and other departments issued ‘Regarding Measures 
to Support the Development of Taiwan Compatriots 
and Taiwan-funded Enterprises in the Agricultural 
and Forestry Field of the Mainland’]”, Xinhua News 
Agency, 17 March 2021.

69	 The third white paper on the Taiwan question, 
released in August 2022, stated that Beijing had 
launched various institutional arrangements, policies, 
and measures aimed at winning the hearts and minds 
of the Taiwanese. These included “the delivery of 
water from the coastal province of Fujian to Kinmen 
Island, electronic travel passes for Taiwan residents 
to enter or leave the mainland, residence permits for 
Taiwan residents, progressively ensuring that Taiwan 
compatriots have equal access to public services so 
as to facilitate their studying, starting businesses, 
working and living on the mainland, and an ongoing 
effort to pave the way for Taiwan to benefit first from 
the mainland’s development opportunities”. 

the well-being of “Taiwan compatriots” and 
ensure that they enjoyed equal treatment with 
their mainland counterparts.70 This shows that 
Xi Jinping’s “charm offensive 2.0” differs from 
previous practice mainly in that it says that 
Taiwanese can only enjoy such treatment when 
they come to the Chinese mainland, whether 
they do so to study, find a job, run a business, 
or simply relocate. The refined preferential 

measures ensure that any progress made by 
the “charm offensive 2.0”, in terms of either 
promoting Chinese economic development or 
winning Taiwanese people’s hearts and minds, 
will only benefit the Chinese mainland. That 
is why these measures were blasted for being 
titled “benefit Taiwan to promote integration”, 
yet actually intended to “benefit China and 
promote reunification”.71

2.2.5. Promoting Benefits of 
Chinese “National Reunification”

In the past decades, Beijing occasionally 
noted how Taiwan would benefit if it accepted 
“peaceful reunification” under “one country, 
two systems”. In the recent low ebb of 
cross-Strait relations, Liu Junchuan (劉軍

川), deputy director of the Taiwan Affairs 
Office (TAO), suddenly promoted in a public 
speech in late October 2021 the benefits for 
Taiwan from “national reunification”. TAO 
director Liu Jieyi (劉結一) did the same in 

70	 “中共中央国务院关于支持福建探索海峡两岸融合发
展新路 建设两岸融合发展示范区的意见 [Opinions 
of the Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of China and the State Council on supporting Fujian 
in exploring new paths for cross-Strait integrated 
development and building a cross-Strait integrated 
development demonstration zone]”, Xinhua News 
Agency, 13 September 2023.

71	 “On the Anniversary of the Announcement of the 
‘31 Measures against Taiwan’ by Mainland China, 
the Results of Its Implementation Are ‘Exaggerated’. 
The so-called ‘Benefit Taiwan and Promote 
Integration’ Is Intended to ‘Benefit China and Promote 
Reunification’”, Mainland Affairs Council Press Release 
#28, February 27, 2019; Che-chuan Lee, “Exploring 
the CCP’s “Integrated Development” Approach to 
Taiwan in the Wake of the ‘Two Session’”, Defense 
and Security Biweekly Analysis INDSR, no. 25 (1 April 
2021), 1-7.

The refined preferential measures ensure 
that any progress made by the “charm 
offensive 2.0”, will only benefit the Chinese 
mainland
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his New Year greetings, published in the first 
issue of Cross-Strait Relations magazine (
《兩岸關係》) in 2022. These supposed 
benefits were essentially recycled promises: 
greater international participation, increased 
economic development, convenient cross-
Strait exchanges, and abundant financial 
support and welfare for the Taiwanese. Thus, 
they drew little attention in Taiwan.72

The third white paper on Taiwan, released 
in August 2022, repeated the supposed 
conventional benefits of reunification for 
the Taiwanese – that is, a vast space for the 
development, rights, and interests of the 
people in Taiwan, and the opportunity for 
Taiwan to share in the triumph of national 
rejuvenation. However, it was noteworthy 
that, for the first time, the paper claimed that 
the “peaceful reunification” of China would be 
conducive to peace and development in the 
Asia-Pacific region and the wider world. This 
indicated that China had begun factoring other 
countries’ interests into the stated concerns of 
its propaganda.

2.2.6. Using Military Grey-zone 
Tactics 

Late in President Ma Ying-jeou’s administration, 
the PLA began using its military planes to 
fly around Taiwan and then conduct naval 
and air force long-distance training.73 These 
trainings increased in scale and frequency after 
President Tsai assumed the presidency.

Since 2019, PLA military planes have begun 
regularly intruding into Taiwan’s Air Defence 
Identification Zone (ADIZ). On 17 September 
2020, Taiwan’s Ministry of National Defence 

72	 “Liu Junchuan, Deputy Director of the Taiwan Affairs 
Office of the State Council: After Reunification, 
Taiwan’s Fiscal Revenue Can Be Used to Improve 
People’s Livelihood”, Beijing Daily, 30 October 2021; “
刘结一发表2022年新年寄语 [Liu Jieyi Issued a 2022 
New Year Message]”, Taiwan Affairs Office of the State 
Council of China, 2 January 2022. 

73	 Reportedly, the PLA’s military planes began flying 
around Taiwan regularly in 2013. The Chinese Air 
Force has been conducting long-distance training in 
the open sea since March 2015. Chen-wei Hsiang, 
Meng-chieh Hsu, “This is not the first time that 
Chinese military planes have flown around Taiwan! 
Senior officials: 1-2 times a month starting from 2013”, 
TVBS News Network, December 16, 2016; Ying-Yu Lin, 
“中国人民解放军空军从远海飞行到远海部署概念的
演变 [The Evolution of PLAAF Employment Concepts 
from Long-Distance Flight over Sea]”, Security and 
Intelligence Studies 5, no. 1, (January 2022).

(MND) started exposing the PLA’s activities in 
the waters and airspace around Taiwan on a 
daily basis. According to the MND, a total of 380 
sorties intruded into Taiwan’s southwestern 
ADIZ in 2020 (17 September to 31 December). 
The number increased to 960 sorties in 2021 and 
1,727 in 2022. After US speaker of the House 
Nancy Pelosi visited Taiwan, PLA planes, including 
drones, flew seventy-one intrusive sorties in 
twenty-four hours. The PLA’s daily incursions 
into Taiwan’s ADIZ are intended not only for 
training purposes but also for testing Taiwan’s air 
defence capability and, in the long run, waging a 
war of attrition against Taiwan’s air defence 
capacity. It could also be used to signal Beijing’s 
discontent with US support to Taiwan.74

2.2.7. Conducting a Sharp Power 
Campaign 

The last measure to attempt “national reunifi-
cation” is to undermine Taiwanese’s trust and 
confidence in its democratic institutions. To do 
so, Beijing spreads fatalism and defeatism in 
Taiwanese society through media penetration, 
disinformation campaigns, cognitive warfare, 
social penetration, and espionage tactics.

China’s “Grand Foreign Propaganda” (大外宣) 
campaign, launched in 2009, swayed Taiwanese 
media reports and positions. The effects were 
so obvious that tens of thousands of angry 
citizens took to the streets for the unprecedented 
demonstration “Reject Red Media, Protect 
Taiwan’s Democracy” in June 2019.75 China has 

74	 “AFP: The Number of Chinese Military Aircraft 
Disrupting Taiwan Will Surge in 2022, with More than 
1,700 Sorties”, Central News Agency, 2 January 2023. 

75	 In January 2009, the South China Morning Post 
revealed that the CCP government planned to invest 
45 billion yuan (approximately 4 billion euros at 
the time) to strengthen national public relations 
capabilities. This was the beginning of the “Grand 
Foreign Propaganda” called out by Chinese writer 
Qinglian He (何清漣). See “Beijing in 45b yuan global 
media drive”, South China Morning Post, 13 January 
2009; He Qinglian, Red Infiltration  – The Reality about 
China’s Global Expansion in International Media, Gusa 
Publishing, March 2019. For the reports on media 
penetration, Financial Times and Reuters pointed out, 
according to interviews with journalists working at 
the China Times and CTiTV, their editorial managers 
take instructions directly from the Taiwan Affairs 
Office. Mainland authorities, mostly the Taiwan Affairs 
Office and some provincial or municipal governments, 
have paid at least five Taiwan media groups for news 
coverage in various publications and TV channels. See 
Kathrin Hille, “Taiwan primaries highlight fears over 
China’s political influence”, Financial Times, 17 July 
2019; Yimou Lee, I-hwa Cheng, “Paid ‘news’: China 
using Taiwan media to win hearts and minds on island  
– sources”, Reuters, 9 August 2019.
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also launched a wide-scale disinformation 
campaign and cognitive warfare in Taiwan. The 
V-Dem Institute of the University of Gothenburg 
has ranked Taiwan the number-one country in 
terms of exposure to disinformation for ten 
consecutive years since 2013. This assessment is 
not surprising, as many disinformation cases 
that have been exposed can be linked to 
Chinese-state-aligned actors.

China’s united front work extends down 
to the grassroots of Taiwanese society. It 
has established various cross-Strait forums 
or sisterhood partnerships for exchanges 
between political parties, retired officials 
and generals, businesspeople, teachers, local 
governments, and grassroots organisations. 
Spying is another important means of China’s 
sharp power against Taiwan. In September 
2015, Chinese spy Zheng Xiaojiang (鎮小江), 
a retired PLA officer, was sentenced to four 
years in prison by Taiwanese authorities for 
setting up the largest-ever spy ring in Taiwan, 
which involved more than ten retired military 
generals and officers. According to the High 
Prosecutor’s Office, there were at least 222 
cases of communist espionage between 2015 
and 2020, many of which involved retired 
officers using their past military connections 
to help China to develop communist espionage 
organisations in Taiwan.76 These cases alerted 
many people to the CCP’s malign activities 
against Taiwan.

2.3. Drawing Red Lines 
against US Interference

As Sino-US relations turned sour in the Trump 
administration and US-Taiwan relations 
grew closer and stronger, Beijing authorities 
began to blame “US-Taiwan collusion” for the 
worsening cross-Strait relations. Xi Jinping 
made this public in his virtual meeting with 
US president Joe Biden in November 2021 by 
saying that “the new wave of tensions across 
the Taiwan Strait [could be ascribed] to the 
Taiwan authorities’ repeated attempts to look 

76	 Cheng-yu Yang, “日媒稱退役軍官赴中洩資 基進：
共諜案多輕判報導並非空穴來風 [Japanese media 
claimed that retired military officers went to China to 
leak information. Taiwan Statebuilding Party: Reports 
of many lenient sentences in communist espionage 
cases are not groundless]”, Liberty Times, 8 March 
2023; Matthew Strong, “Taiwan finds 1 in 3 spies 
serving in military”, Taiwan News, 26 September 2023.

for US support for their independence agenda 
(倚美謀獨), as well as the intention of some 
Americans to use Taiwan to contain China (以台

制華)”. He warned, “Such moves are extremely 
dangerous, like playing with fire.”77

“Seeking US support for the independence 
agenda” (倚美謀獨) and “using Taiwan to 
contain China” have now become commonplace 
accusations in Beijing’s statements on cross-
Strait relations. For instance, the third white 
paper on the Taiwan question, released in 
August 2022, explicitly stated that “external 
interference is a prominent obstacle to China’s 
reunification”, and that external interference 
refers to “some forces in the US”. The term 
“using [or exploiting] Taiwan to contain China” 
appeared at least five times in the white 
paper.78

Furthermore, in his report to the Twentieth 
National Congress of the Communist Party of 
China in late October 2022, Xi Jinping focused 
clearly on opposing interference by external 
forces by saying that China would “reserve 
the option” to use force. This was “directed 
solely at interference by outside forces (italics 
added) and the few separatists seeking ‘Taiwan 
independence’ and their separatist activities”.79

On 14 November 2022, in his first in-person 
meeting with US president Joe Biden since 
2017, Xi Jinping made the unprecedented 
statement that the Taiwan question was 
the “very core of China’s core interests, the 
bedrock of the political foundation of China-US 
relations”, and “the first red line that must not 
be crossed in China-US relations”.80

77	 “President Xi Jinping Had a Virtual Meeting with  US 
President Joe Biden”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
PRC, 16 November 2021.

78	 “Full Text: The Taiwan Question and China’s 
Reunification in the New Era”, Xinhua News Agency, 
10 August 2022.

79	 Xi Jinping, “Hold High the Great Banner of Socialism 
with Chinese Characteristics and Strive in Unity to 
Build a Modern Socialist Country in All Respects”, 
Report to the 20th National Congress of the 
Communist Party of China, 16 October 2022.

80	 “China’s Xi tells Biden: Taiwan issue is ‘first red line’ 
that must not be crossed”, Reuters, 14 November 
2022; “習近平同美國總統拜登在巴厘島舉行會晤 [Xi 
Jinping meets with US President Biden in Bali]”, Xinhua 
News Agency, 15 November 2022.
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Conclusion

After more than seven years of efforts against 
the DPP government in Taiwan, what have Xi 
Jinping and his administration achieved toward 
“national reunification”? Beijing has lured nine 
diplomatic allies away from Taiwan, published 
four blacklists of Taiwan independence 
advocates, denied the existence of a median 
line in the Strait, and unilaterally changed the 
status quo of peace and stability in the Taiwan 
Strait. Have these supposed achievements 
brought the two sides of the Strait closer to 
the sacred mission of “national reunification”?

In November 2021, the sixth plenary session 
of the Nineteenth Central Committee of the 
Chinese Communist Party adopted what it 
called the “third historical resolution”, which 
reviewed the Party’s major achievements, 
historical experience, and setbacks over the 
past century. This resolution also pointed 
out that the Party has “enriched the theory 
on national reunification and policies and 
principles concerning Taiwan” and developed 
its “overall policy for resolving the Taiwan 
question in the new era”.81 It seems to imply 
that the CCP has formulated a policy framework 
that could eventually solve the Taiwan 
question. However, thus far, no document has 
been produced that reveals the content of the 
overall “policy”.

Although Beijing insists that cross-Strait 
relations are part of the internal affairs of 
China, the international community has 
also shown interest and serious concern 
over maintaining peace and stability in the 
Strait. US secretary of state Antony Blinken 
disagreed with China and stated that a crisis 
in the Taiwan Strait would be “not an internal 
matter” but one that concerned “literally the 
entire world”. South Korean president Yoon 
Suk-yeol and British foreign secretary James 
Cleverly expressed similar concerns by saying 

81	 The CCP has issued three resolutions since its 
founding in 1921. These are the 1945 Resolution 
on Certain Historical Issues (關於若干歷史問題的
決議), the 1981 Resolution on Certain Questions in 
the History of Our Party Since the Founding of the 
People’s Republic of China (關於建國以來黨的若干
歷史問題的決議), and the 2021 Resolution on the 
Major Achievements and Historical Experience of the 
Party over the Past Century (關於黨的百年奮鬥重大
成就和歷史經驗的決議). “Comrade Xi Jinping has put 
forward a series of important ideas and major policy 
propositions on Taiwan-related work”, Xinhua News 
Agency, 16 November 2021.

respectively, “The Taiwan issue is not simply an 
issue between China and Taiwan but, like the 
issue of North Korea, it is a global issue,” and 
(he) “fundamentally disagreed” that the Taiwan 
strait was a domestic matter for Beijing.82

Although the PLA has intensified its military 
intimidation against Taiwan, the government 
in Taiwan is capable of strengthening self-
defence capabilities by launching reforms in its 
conscription system, reserved force training, 
mobilisation system, critical infrastructure 
resilience, manufacturing more conventional 
and asymmetric weapons by itself and procuring 
them from the United States. According to the 
public opinion survey conducted by the Election 
Study Centre, National Chengchi University, the 
percentage of people supporting unification 
decreased from 10.2 per cent in 2016 to 7.4 
per cent in June 2023. Supporters of Taiwan 
independence increased from 22.9 per cent to 
25.9 per cent.83

It is fair to say that the CCP’s aggressive policy 
and measures against Taiwan have not brought 
Beijing clear signs of victory. The rivalry 
between the two sides of the Strait continues.

82	 See Morgan Ome, “Blinken: I Understand Why 
Zelensky Is Demanding That the U.S. ‘Do Even More 
and Do It Even Faster’”, The Atlantic, 24 February 
2023; Soyoung Kim, Ju-min Park and Hyonhee Shin, 
“Exclusive: South Korea’s Yoon opens door for possible 
military aid to Ukraine”, Reuters, 19 April 2023; Pippa 
Crerar, “UK should not ‘pull the shutters down’ on 
China, says James Cleverly”, The Guardian, 18 April 
2023. 

83	 “Changes in the Unification-Independence Stance 
of Taiwanese (1994-2023.6)”, Election Study Center, 
National Chengchi University (NCCU), Taiwan, 
accessed 10 August 2023.
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Final Conclusions
The rapid transformation of international 
relations in the 2020s might create the 
impression that the world is in an entirely 
new and unprecedented situation. Rapid 
technological changes and disruptive shifts 
in international markets and supply chains, 
as well as changing political landscapes, are 
among the high-visibility, high-impact events 
shaping recent events. Less visible but just as 
impactful are the eroding norms for foreign 
relations, and direct affronts to the world order 
impact the durability of international security. 
The novelty of these challenges should not 
be dismissed but also should not obscure the 
long-standing trends that created our present 
situation. This collective report points to one 
specific challenge to the status quo, namely, 
the aggressive foreign policies of China and 
Russia. All states – but especially smaller ones 
– depend on the international system for their 
security, making the understanding of this 
challenge particularly pressing.

As James Sherr argues, Moscow’s aggressive 
foreign policy has been a constant rather than 
an exception, rooted in its Soviet past. Namely, 
the Kremlin under Putin has tapped into a few 
well-established currents of Russian political 
thought, specifically about the way to compete 
in international relations. So instead of seeking 
commercial or technological advantages, 
today Moscow is more inclined to draw from 
its Leninist political culture and to read global 
affairs based on long-standing Russian 
security concerns. Indeed, the chekist 
mindset has evolved since 1991 but 
retained many of its core features 
from the original Cheka. These include 
an insistence on the “correlation of 
forces” rather than on the balance of 
power, and on the centrality of the state even 
in a market economy. The most concerning 
is the blurring of peace and war, which turns 
alliances into transactional relationships and 
war into a possibility in conflictive relationships. 
Sherr’s argument points to the endurance of 
this worldview and these ambitions, starting 
with the subjugation of Ukraine and the aim of 
coercing Europe.

As Che-chuan Lee argues, China’s Taiwan 
policy draws from long-standing policy 
positions, as well as from recent changes in 

Beijing and Taipei. Reacting to the election of 
the Democratic and Progressive Party (DPP) 
in 2016, Beijing has shifted its policy towards 
the island. Arguing that the DPP is seeking 
Taiwanese independence, Beijing cooled down 
the bilateral relationship in 2016, upholding 
its reading of the “one China principle”. As the 
DPP consolidated its popular mandate in 2018, 
Beijing increased its hybrid warfare in 2019. 
Beijing has relied on anti-secessionist rhetoric, 
blacklisting independence supporters, and 
pushing towards “national reunification”, 
while delegitimising the Republic of China as 
a participant in international affairs. These 
measures reveal a belligerent outlook that is 
entrenched in a zero-sum and revisionist view 
of the cross-Strait status quo. Lee concludes 
by pointing out Beijing’s limited success in its 
current policy and the likelihood of continued 
tensions in the future.

The cases analysed in this volume offer 
a powerful reminder of the centrality of 
foreign policy to international security. 
Stated otherwise, the formulation of foreign 
policy precedents, means, and objectives 
often reflects long-standing political cultures 
and views, as well as decisions made by the 
leadership at the time. Threats to the status 
quo such as those discussed above must not 
distract from the fundamental challenge of 
preventing aggression. Indeed, the post-1945 
international order is based on the prohibition 
of wars of aggression, and the evidence shows 
that wars between states have become rarer.

Yet it would be imprudent to dismiss the dangers 
of wars of aggression, as demonstrated by 
Russia’s attacks on Ukraine in 2014 and 2022. 
Moreover, while wars of aggression are not the 
same as aggressive foreign policies, their intent 
is similar – namely, to disrupt the core values 
of the international order. Human rights and 
international law and norms are increasingly 
under threat when a state adopts an aggressive 
foreign policy. Ultimately, states choose 
their foreign policies, and it is the task of the 
international system to prevent governments 
from choosing the path of aggression.

While wars of aggression are not the
same as aggressive foreign policies, their 
intent is similar – to disrupt the core values 
of the international order
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