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ANALYSIS

The Re-Politicization of Russian Politics
By Zhang Xin, Shanghai

Abstract
This article argues that Russia is undergoing a process of “re-politicization” in both domestic and foreign 
affairs. As economic resources have become increasingly scarce, political conflict over the control and allo-
cation of these resources is increasing, including in the form of social movements that seek to challenge 
inequality within Russian society. As a result, the post-modern depoliticization politics of Surkov have given 
way to a more politicized context in which clearer lines of political contestation are evident.

“Russia hands” in China—those who study con-
temporary Russian politics—more often than not 

focus on top leadership and policy issues. Such schol-
arship usually lacks substantive engagement with the 
more conflictual aspects of the Russian political life, 
confining themselves to the “technical” issues of eco-
nomic and political management. In contrast, by engag-
ing with the debate around the existing thesis about the 

“de-politicization” of Russian politics and proposing a 
“re-politicization” thesis to capture the recent changes in 
Russia political life, this article will try to offer a much 
more politicized narrative.1 Moreover, my analysis goes 
beyond the typical discourse analysis of de-politicization 
in the western literature and tries to examine the inter-
action between structural changes in Russian society 
and the discourse and policy choices of Russian elites. 
The article concludes that Russia’s recent re-politiciza-
tion should be seen as part of a global backlash against 
a post-Cold War trend of de-politicization.

De-Politicization in Russia
Since 1991, Russia has displayed visible features of “de-
politicization” as part of a global trend in the post-Cold 
War era, but especially so after Vladimir Putin took 
power in 2000.2 The Russian state relies heavily on tech-
nocratic, administrative management to handle con-
flicts over the distribution of resources and power, which 
essentially turns politics into a business project. The 
official discourse portrays politics as an autonomous 
sphere, decoupled from the economic, cultural, religious, 
and ethical fields, while the president is portrayed as a 

1 This essay is developed from the author’s article in Chinese pub-
lished in the Beijing Culture Review, a leading intellectual jour-
nal: Zhang Xin. 2015. “The Re-politicization of Russia: from 
Surkov-Model to Putin Doctrine.” (Eluosi de zaizhengzhihua: 
cong su’erkefu moshi dao pujing yuanze) Beijing Culture Review 
(Wenhua Zongheng). February, No. 1: 94–99.

2 My treatment of “depoliticization” in the Chinese context is 
largely inspired by Wang Hui. 2006. “Depoliticized Politics, 
from East to West.” New Left Review 41 (September–October): 
29–45, and his work in Chinese: Wang Hui. 2008. Quzheng-
zhihua de Zhengzhi (The politics of de-politcization). Sanlian-
Shudian Press.

symbol above politics whose legitimacy does not rely 
on election or party politics. Consequently, a catch-all 
party (United Russia) and a catch-all presidency try to 
downplay ideological and political cleavages, so as to 
accommodate, or even neutralize, various oppositional 
forces to such an extent that opposition parties have 
ultimately become redundant.3 Externally, the Kremlin 
also attempts to frame its conflictual issues with other 
countries—such as the energy disputes with Ukraine 
and the EU—in pragmatic terms, without geopolitical 
or ideological connotations.4

Other than the president, another key figure in 
the construction of this political climate was Vladislav 
Surkov, First Deputy Chief of the Presidential Admin-
istration from 1999 to 2011. As the main ideologist 
responsible for directing and shaping the public politi-
cal space in Russia, the failed theater director managed 
to transform Russian politics into a gigantic, constantly 
evolving political reality show. With a mastery of cre-
ative PR tricks, Surkov utilizes soft controls over the 
mass media and constantly creates new slogans and new 
social and political organizations by “keeping any oppo-
sition … constantly confused, a ceaseless shape-shift-
ing that is unstoppable because it’s indefinable.”5 Thus, 
Surkov brings a strong “post-modern” flavor to Russia’s 
political scene: there are no fundamental principles of 
absolute right or wrong; everything is a theatrical per-
formance that can be manipulated.

Post-Soviet Russian society also shares such a “post-
modernist” relativist quality, so much so that since the 
late 1990s Russian citizens have rarely discerned the 
differences between the political views of the left and 
the right; all of which are regarded as formal opera-

3 Andrey S. Makarychev. 2008. “Politics, the State, and De-Polit-
icization: Putin’s Project Reassessed.” Problems of Post-Commu-
nism 55 (5): 62–71.

4 Philipp Casula. 2013. “Sovereign Democracy, Populism, and 
Depoliticization in Russia.” Problems of Post-Communism 60 
(3): 3–15.

5 Peter Pomerantsev. 2011. “Putin’s Rasputin.” London Review of 
Books 33 (20): 3–6.
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tions without real political meaning.6 It is no surprise, 
in this sense, that social actions ranging from “March of 
the Dissenters” to Pussy Riot have all become publicity 
stunts for both the protesters and the police.

Structural Changes in Russian Society
Despite the increasing adroitness and subtlety that such 
an approach afforded Russia’s ruling elites, de-polit-
icization has gradually been rendered untenable due 
to structural changes within Russian society. Roughly 
around the 2011–2012 election season, one began to wit-
ness clear evidence of a re-politicization in both Russia’s 
domestic and foreign policy agendas.

Even though the Russian economy has managed to 
deliver a positive performance in aggregate economic 
growth and per capita income since 2000, the increas-
ing capitalization of the Russian economy laid the foun-
dation for rapid social differentiation. Russia’s inequal-
ity “has risen in waves—a sharp hike in the 1990s was 
followed by a brief leveling off, then a slower rise in the 
2000s”.7 As a consequence, Russia has remained the most 
unequal society among its post-communist peers. Such 
structural changes were largely reinforced by state pol-
icies during Putin’s first two terms: the generous 13% 
flat-rate of income tax brought in in 2000, the land code 
passed in 2001 that greatly facilitated market transac-
tions of urban and industrial land, the liberalization 
of labor law enacted in 2001, and the monetarization 
of social security benefits in 2005 to name but a few. 
On top of this, the increasing fusion of economic and 
political elites that has taken place in the Putin era has 
led to further ossification of an elite circle at the top of 
Russian society.

With the deepening of capitalization and social dif-
ferentiation, the period before the 2008 financial crisis 
also quickly shaped the emerging “middle class” in Rus-
sia. In contrast to the traditional role of “stabilizer”, as 
played by such a class in mature democracies, the anti-
Putin protesters were predominantly educated urban 
employees and students: the so-called “creative class”. 
This social group is different from the traditional “mid-
dle class” as defined by income or social status.8 They, 
along with other newcomers from small Russian towns 
who are not officially “registered” residents of Moscow, 

6 Maria Chehonadskih. 2014. “The Class Composition of Rus-
sia’s Anti-Putin Movement.” South Atlantic Quarterly 113 (1): 
196–209.

7 Thomas F. Remington. 2011. The Politics of Inequality in Russia. 
New York: Cambridge University Press: 5.

8 Denis Volkov. 2012. Protestnoe dvizhenie v Rossii v konze 2011–
2012 godov. Istoki, dinamika, rezyltati (Protest Movement in 
Russia at the End of the 2011–2012 Years. Sources, Dynamics, 
Results). Moscow: Levada Center.

demanded free elections and the eradication of corrup-
tion. This represented an attack not on social wealth itself, 
but rather on the way in which this wealth is accumu-
lated and looks set to be further accumulated.

Thanks to the sustained growth in global energy 
prices and the positive effects of the 1998 financial cri-
sis, the Russian state managed to use its abundant fis-
cal resources to cushion society from the impact of mar-
ketization and social differentiation. However, the 2008 
financial crisis soon revealed that Russia still lacked a 
solid foundation for long-term economic growth and 
was the subject of many of the shortcomings associ-
ated to a resource-based economy. The 2008 Russia–
Georgia War, the more recent Ukrainian crisis and the 
subsequent application of Western sanctions on Russia 
have further strained the capacity of the Russian state 
to control and distribute resources. This is undermining 
the earlier established implicit social contract between 
the Russian state and the Russian society: economic 
growth for political non-engagement. As a consequence, 
the Russian state and major social classes have begun 
to engage in increasingly more “politicized” interaction, 
revolving around the issues of re-distribution and mod-
ernization (especially industrial upgrading).

Re-Politicization in Russia
Immediately after the 2012 presidential election, the 
Russian state passed a series of laws and policies—
dubbed in the Russian press as “reactionary measures 
in the spiritual sphere”—, including raising utility prices, 
the criminalization of libel, the tightening of regulations 
governing the internet and social organizations (esp. for-
eign funded ones), a threat to block YouTube and greater 
protection of religious views. Such a mixed and unex-
pected array of policies were perhaps intended to remind, 
or even threaten, the increasingly active urban residents, 
and especially the creative class, that their interests are 
heavily aligned with those of the state. Somewhat ironi-
cally, although these policies were badly received among 
the urban middle class and intellectuals, they actually 
won wide-ranging support outside of the major cities, 
according to multiple reliable social surveys. In other 
words, the division between the “two Russias” is wid-
ening. The political preferences of the urban educated 
class are deviating further and further away from the 

“median voter” in Russia.
One among a series of major protests and demonstra-

tions during the post-election period, the May 6, 2012 
event became the first to end with violence and mass 
arrests, revealing the state’s new preparedness to resort to 
more repressive measures to deal with social movements. 
After that, the new social forces also tried to adopt new 
approaches to organizing themselves, for example, the 
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“trial stroll” in Moscow and “Occupy Abai”, organized 
mostly by the young and educated class in Moscow. In 
fall 2012, the banners and slogans among the protest 
movement began to express concerns about more con-
crete social issues, reflecting their organizers’ intention 
to appeal to a broader social audience. The temporary 

“left-turn” of the opposition social movement—similarly 
to the regime—attempted to attract certain marginal-
ized radical groups into the urban educated class based 
social movement, which caused frictions and disputes 
within the protest movement. The focus of the opposi-
tion movement also shifted from demands for new elec-
tions to challenging the legality of state repression and 
the newly enacted anti-democratic and anti-constitu-
tional laws. In this way, they began to take on a more 
active and militant position.

The protest movement that emerged around the 
2011–2012 elections revealed the first cracks in the 
monopoly position of official discourse in defining the 
terms of politics in post-Soviet Russia. Meanwhile, the 
departure of Surkov from his post in the presidential 
administration following the lackluster performance 
of United Russia in the 2011 Duma election may also 
indicate that his “post-modern” political management 
has lost its attraction and effectiveness in the face of an 
increasingly politicized Russian society.

Changes in Leadership Style
As the top national leader, Putin’s own working style 
and governance tactics have also changed over time. In 
the first three years of his first term, he seemed to rely 
more on setting out general rules. One of the primary 
examples is the attempt to create more regularized com-
munication mechanisms between the state administra-
tion and representatives of Russian big business. From 
the second half of 2003, however, he began to more 
actively engage in different types of conflicts, and inten-
tionally reform existing formal institutions. For exam-
ple, he expanded the presidential administration into 
a de facto cabinet and established a new independent 
investigative committee beyond the regular procurator-
ate system. While, between 2003 and 2007, a set of spe-
cial “state corporations” were established, all of which 
are “independent kingdoms” based on a special decree, 
operating beyond institutional checks from other state 
organs. Such organizations and agencies, established 
and functioning outside of the formal state institutional 
structure, served to effectively consolidate the president’s 
personal power, along with his close allies, and buttress 
his role as the ultimate arbiter of conflicts among polit-
ical elites and between society and state for a signifi-
cant time period. However, when resource constraints 
became more severe, social differentiation became more 

ossified, and as a consequence, resource distribution 
unavoidably became more politicized. As a result, the 
previous approach in which Putin was positioned as the 

“neutral arbiter” in the name of national interests, high 
above social conflicts, may no longer be viable.

In the economic sphere, the Russian state has been 
trying to “renationalize” Russia’s biggest capitalists and 
private companies, as seen by the amnesty law for eco-
nomic crime passed in 2013, and a series of bailout proj-
ects to save enterprises affected by the 2008 financial 
crisis. Relying on a “stick and carrot” approach, Putin 
is aiming to realign the interests of the Russian national 
bourgeois with those of the Russian state. In the cultural 
arena, the recent conservative turn in Putin’s social and 
political statements also indicates a trend towards greater 
politicization. Such a turn seeks to mobilize the “silent 
majority” of Russians, in order to dilute the voices of 
the more active anti-establishment social groups. Putin 
has even managed, to some extent, to highlight the fact 
that the political preferences and social values of the 
same “silent majority” in the Western world are actually 
neglected by the dominant political cultures and politi-
cal institutions in these societies. By doing so, Putin and 
the Russian state’s conservative turn has already won 
support from conservative forces in the West.9

Externalization of Domestic Re-Politicization
The image of “two Russias” and Putin’s conservative 
turn domestically also finds its mirror image in Rus-
sia’s attitude to international affairs. Even before the 
Ukrainian crisis, Putin and his close allies were already 
proposing a set of new political principles that are sup-
posed to guide both the domestic and international pol-
icies for Russia. Such collective efforts culminated in 
Putin’s March 18, 2014 speech at the Federal Assem-
bly regarding Crimea and Sevastopol becoming new 
federal subjects of the Russian Federation.10 Based on 
this speech and a series of other Putin speeches, inter-
views and responses to questions in call-in programs, 
one can detect a few common themes, which may be 
characterized as a “Putin doctrine” or “the Putin prin-
ciples”. The core elements are as follows: (1) Russia sees 
itself as the core of a Russian civilizational world and 
assumes the role of the guarantor and defender of this 
world; (2) Russia holds a much broader conception of the 
membership in this Russian world than merely Russia’s 

9 Sergei Prozorov. 2005. “Russian conservatism in the Putin presi-
dency: The dispersion of a hegemonic discourse.” Journal of Polit-
ical Ideologies 10 (2): 121–143. Marlene Laruelle. 2013. “Conser-
vatism as the Kremlin’s New Toolkit: an Ideology at the Lowest 
Cost,” Russian Analytical Digest, No. 138, November 8, 2013: 
2–4.

10 Address by President of the Russian Federation, 18 March 2014

http://www.css.ethz.ch/publications/pdfs/RAD-138.pdf
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/20603
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geographic boundaries, it also includes various types of 
“compatriots” beyond its current borders; (3) Due to its 
adherence to multiculturalism and post-industrial val-
ues, the Western world is considered to be undergoing 
a process of moral decay, and thus of losing its moral 
high ground. Russia is determined to avoid becoming 
such a post-industrial European cultural entity, and 
instead may even help Europe to re-discover the true 
European values; (4) Russia respects historical justice, 
people’s will, and national interests to an extent that is 
above and beyond contemporary international law.11

It is still far too early to define and characterize the 
nature of these new emerging political confrontations 
in Russia, both from a domestic and foreign policy per-
spective. But, one thing seems to be sure, the Surkov-

style post-modern management of politics in Russia is 
no longer tenable, and we should expect to see more 
social division and political antagonism along the lines 
of both “politics as redistribution” and “politics as Us 
vs. Them”.12 The key challenge for the Russian ruling 
elite in the years ahead is how to maintain public expen-
diture and the essence of a “socially oriented” state, in 
order to offset the negative impacts of capitalization on 
Russian society.13 This will have to be done while also 
effectively pushing forward industrial restructuring and 
innovation, without compromising too many of the 
vested interests of the prevailing elites. Such a reform 
to politics, or “re-politicization” is part of a global trend, 
in which the Russia of Putin’s third term may well be 
just one example.14

About the Author
Zhang Xin is a Faculty Fellow, School of Advanced International and Area Studies, East China Normal University, 
Shanghai.

11 Among others, Marek Menkiszak (2014) provides the first systematic analysis of the core elements of the “Putin Doctrine”: “The Putin doc-
trine: The formation of a conceptual framework for Russian dominance in the post-Soviet area.” OSW Commentary No. 131, Centre for East-
ern Studies, Poland.

12 Gianfranco Poggi. 1978. The Development of the Modern State: a sociological introduction. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. Chap-
ter 1: “Introduction: The business of rule.”.

13 Interv’yu informatsionnomy agentstvu “RIA Novosti”, 14 June, 2013
14 Beijing Cultural Review (Wenhua Zongheng) recently ran a special issue on re-politicization as a global trend. See Beijing Cultural Review, 

No. 6, 2014.
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The Ukraine crisis was one of the hottest international 
issues in 2014. Its direct cause was that Ukraine chose 

to sign an association agreement with the European Union 
for substantial strategy cooperation, abandoning the strat-
egy of balancing between the West and the East it had 
followed in the previous year. In 2013, the then Ukrai-
nian President, Viktor Yanukovych mistakenly made an 
inappropriate choice: moving close, firstly, to the EU and 
then latterly to Russia by “temporarily ending” the con-
tract with the EU. This significant vacillation in its for-
eign policy over such a short period of term severely shook 
Ukraine’s strategic position, resulting in the emergence of 
a serious division within its domestic politics and society.

From the point of view of great-power politics, the EU 
tried to sign an agreement with Ukraine so that it could 
reduce the influence of Russia in Eastern Europe. Further-
more, it mistakenly believed that Russia would not react 
with extreme measures and would swallow this bitter pill, 
as it had with regard to previous extensions of EU agree-
ments and influence into its immediate neighbourhood. 
However, Russia interpreted this move towards a closer EU–
Ukraine relationship as representing an effort to de-Rus-
sify Ukraine, and thus a very obvious ploy to squeeze Rus-
sia’s space for strategic manoeuvre. Hence, Russia pursued 
a series of counter measures against the EU and Ukraine.

In terms of managing great-power relations around 
the Ukraine crisis, we can say that Russia, the EU and the 
U.S. all attempted to influence the make-up and direc-
tion of Ukraine’s political leadership beyond mutually-
acceptable boundaries. The U.S., together with Europe, 
encouraged regime change, and supported more pro-
Western elements in Ukrainian politics. While Russia 
insisted that the protests that brought about the col-
lapse and fleeing of the Yanukovych regime in February 
2014 were actually an anti-constitutional coup, and in 
response took control of Crimea aggressively. The Rus-
sian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov said that the Ukraine 
crisis was the result of Western countries’ long-term pur-
suit of a strategy to strengthen their national security and 
of expanding their geopolitical space by reducing others’ 
security. While, according to the opinions of some Rus-
sian scholars, the reason for the cooling in the relation-

ship between Russia and the EU was not merely because 
of the Ukraine crisis, but also due to a general change in 
Germany’s attitude towards Russia as a result of wider 
geopolitical factors, which meant that German-led Euro-
pean countries now considered their interests in conflict 
with those of Russia.

Winner and Losers? The Implications of the 
Ukraine Crisis
Who will be the winner and loser of the games surround-
ing the Ukraine crisis? Neither the EU, nor Russia is a 
winner. Their mutual application of sanctions on one 
another has begun to injure them both. Ukraine is the 
biggest loser as the crisis has grown into a localized civil 
war, which has left its eastern regions in a state of con-
flict and high tension. By contrast, the U.S. is the biggest 
winner, helping to advance its strategic position: the cri-
sis has served to curb the rise of Russia and indirectly cre-
ated troubles for the EU’s economic recovery. Of course, 
China’s international activities and strategic position has 
also expanded to some extent due to the Ukraine crisis.

The Ukraine crisis and the internal political conflict it 
has given rise to will be on-going through 2015. The rela-
tionship between the Ukrainian government and its east-
ern region has become a can of worms. From Kiev’s per-
spective, it is imperative that the government comes up 
with practical solutions for effectively stopping the local 
civil war and bloodshed in the east, by seeking political 
solutions to settle the disputes. Equally, the relationship 
between Ukraine and Russia is a source of great concern for 
the future. As it stands, we are still not sure whether or not 
Russia can reach a consensus with Ukraine, and whether 
Russia will successfully transform itself from a compet-
itor to a mediator in Ukraine’s internal conflicts. Based 
on their relationship during 2014, we can see that, even 
in spite of the fierce games being played between the two, 
there is some room for progress, in particular because there 
is a direct conversation channel between both presidents.

In the case of Russia, 2015 will continue to bring eco-
nomic problems. In fact, Russia has yet to completely pull 
itself out of its 2009 economic crisis. Its economic growth 
rate is slowing. The efforts to reform its economic struc-

ANALYSIS

The Ukraine Crisis and Russia’s Choices in 2015
By Xing Guangcheng, Beijing

Abstract
This article considers the implications of the Ukraine crisis for great-power strategic politics. Although the 
crisis has served to clearly outline Russia’s strategic red-lines within its immediate neighbour, the fallout and 
a combination of other economic factors have left Russia in a diminished strategic position. However, it is 
possible that this may yet serve to motivate much-needed reform and restructuring of the Russian economy 
to the end of a sustainable national recovery.
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ture remain insufficiently scientific to bring about signif-
icant improvement. What’s more, two other factors will 
worsen the situation yet further: firstly, the decline of the 
international oil price is having a direct and deadly nega-
tive impact on the Russian economy, because of the defor-
mity of its macro-structures and its excessive dependence 
on natural resources exports; secondly, the sanctions from 
the EU and U.S. are gradually causing a series of consid-
erable negative impacts on Russia. In spite of these sig-
nificant problems, Russia in 2015 will not experience a 

“Color Revolution” against the Putin regime, as opposi-
tion political forces lack strong domestic social founda-
tions. Though the fall in the international oil price is hav-
ing adverse effects on the Russian economy, it will also 
force a much-needed reform. As a consequence of the col-
lapse in the oil price, Russia will be determined to reduce 
its dependency on energy exports, and seek to establish a 
normal and healthy national recovery as soon as possible. 
At present, Russia has not found an appropriate and sus-
tainable way for such a national recovery, but the situation 
it now finds itself in following the Ukraine crisis may yet 
prove the motivation for a breakthrough, whereby Russia 
chooses a path towards a sustainable national recovery.

Russia’s Strategic Bottom-Line
The Ukraine crisis has shown that for Russia maintain-
ing its position within the strategic space of the former 
Soviet Union is a matter of life and death. It revealed 
the strategic bottom line in this regard—Russia will not 
allow other external states and actors to gain excessive 
influence in, and strongly integrate with, CIS countries, 
and the states of the CIS will be not allowed to com-
pletely de-Russify. To ensure these strategic red-lines are 
maintained, President Putin is doing his utmost to push 
forward the Eurasian Economic Union. But, two contra-
dictory trends continue to exist simultaneously within 
the CIS space: separation and union, or centrifugal and 
centripetal forces. As is often the case, centrifugal forces 
are stronger than centripetal ones. And the 2008 Rus-
sia–Georgia conflict and the Ukraine crisis have awak-
ened and enhanced the strategic concerns among some 
CIS countries about Russia. It has, also, reminded the 
others that they should take into account Russia’s bot-
tom line of tolerance with regard to strategic positioning.

In 2014, Russia challenged the international order, 
as underwritten by the dominance of the U.S. It seemed 
that Putin’s speech at the Valdai Annual Conference 
could become a “crusade” against U.S. dominance, as it 
absolutely rejected a U.S.-controlled international order. 

However, Russia has tried hard to mollify Europe; cor-
respondingly, some chief countries in Europe have sig-
nalled the possibility of softening EU sanctions against 
Russia. During the second half of 2015, the strategic 
games between Russia and the West over Ukraine will 
continue, in particular between Russia and the U.S. 
The game with Europe will also continue, but within 
narrower limits.

Russia’s Turn to the East
Given its difficult relations to the West, Russia is shift-
ing its attention towards Asia. In 2015, one of the most 
important diplomatic activities for Russia will be its 
assumption of the rotating presidency of the BRICS 
group and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. 
Russia will also actively promote the further develop-
ment of Sino–Russian relations. In fact, the relation-
ship between China and Russia is becoming more and 
more important in international affairs: firstly, to main-
tain global stability and security; secondly, to create a 
stable international order and new pattern of interna-
tional governance; thirdly, to handle international affairs 
lawfully; and finally, to promote the democratization 
of international relations. Aside from China, Russia 
will also seek to further develop its relations with India, 
Vietnam and other Asian countries. Moscow will also 
pay more attention to security issues in the Asia Pacific 
region, aiming to establish a reliable and non-aligned 
security system in that region. Domestically, Russia will 
make more efforts towards promoting the development 
of its Far East, trying to integrate the Russian Far East 
into the Asia Pacific region.

Conclusion
As noted above, factors at both home and abroad will 
delay and limit any rise of Russia in line with the stra-
tegic goals set out by the Putin regime. Indeed, it must 
be noted that at present Russia is declining at a very fast 
speed, and it will be a long process with lots of difficul-
ties for it to rise again.

For China, the Ukraine crisis and the resulting prob-
lems in the relationship between Russia and United 
States is a strategic opportunity. On the one hand, it has 
served to distract the USA from its new focus on China. 
While, on the other hand, it has forced Russia to move 
closer to the East and to China, which will help China 
in its aim of constructing a more conducive interna-
tional environment for its interests.

About the Author
Xing Guangcheng is the Director of the Institute of Chinese Borderland Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
(CASS), and a Professor of Graduate School (CASS).
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Source: representative opinion polls by PewResearchCenter, Global Indicators Database, <http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indica 
tor/27/country/45/> and <http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indicator/1/country/45/>

Figure 1: Do You Have a Favorable or Unfavorable View of … (% Responding Favorable)
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Source: representative opinion polls by PewResearchCenter, Global Indicators Database, <http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indica 
tor/27/country/45/> and <http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indicator/1/country/45/>

Figure 2: Do You Have a Favorable or Unfavorable View of … (Percent Responding Unfavorable)
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Russian Views of China
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Figure 1: What Is Your Attitude Towards China at the Moment? (2014–2015, %)

Source: representative opinion polls by Levada Center, May 2014 – May 22–25 2015, <http://www.levada.ru/08-06-2015/mezhdun 
arodnye-otnosheniya-druzya-i-vragi-rossii>

Figure 2: Name Five Countries Which Are the Closest Friends and Allies of Russia (2005–2015, %) 
(Selected Countries)
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Source: representative opinion polls by Levada Center, May 2014 – May 22–25 2015, <http://www.levada.ru/08-06-2015/mezhdun 
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Table 1: Name Five Countries Which Are the Closest Friends and Allies of Russia (2005–2015, %)

2005 2006 2007 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Belarus 46 47 38 50 49 35 34 46 51 55
China 12 24 19 18 16 18 16 20 40 43
Kazakhstan 20 33 39 38 32 33 28 31 37 41
India 16 15 14 12 14 16 9 7 13 18
Armenia 9 14 15 15 15 11 11 12 15 18
Cuba - - 8 11 10 13 8 9 10 14
Azerbaijan 5 7 5 10 8 9 9 8 9 11
Kyrgyzstan 5 7 7 9 4 6 5 5 6 10
Venezuela - - 2 8 10 6 5 6 5 9
Serbia 3 4 3 5 5 4 4 3 5 8
Uzbekistan 4 6 6 9 5 7 5 5 6 8
Turkey 2 3 3 4 5 7 4 5 4 8
Tajikistan 3 3 7 9 4 5 4 5 8 7
Mongolia - - 3 5 4 5 2 3 3 6
Bulgaria 11 10 9 9 8 9 7 10 8 4
Egypt 2 1 2 2 2 5 2 2 2 4
Turkmenistan 2 2 8 5 1 3 2 2 3 4
Georgia 2 3 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 3
Czech 
Republic 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 3 1 3

North Korea 3 3 2 1 2 4 1 1 3 3
Slovakia 2 2 2 2 1 2 3 2 2 3
Syria 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 4 2
Germany 23 22 24 17 24 20 17 14 4 2
Israel 5 3 3 3 4 5 4 3 4 2
Japan 4 6 5 5 5 5 4 4 4 2
Iran 2 4 3 2 2 1 2 1 2 2
Moldavia 4 4 4 5 5 4 4 6 7 2
Italy 6 7 8 5 8 6 7 5 3 1
Poland 5 4 3 2 5 3 3 4 2 1
Finland 6 6 6 5 5 7 6 4 3 1
Switzerland 3 3 2 2 2 3 3 2 2 1
Hungary 3 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 2 1
France 13 8 9 9 11 9 9 4 1 1
Iraq 2 2 1 1 1 <1 1 1 1 1
South Korea 1 2 1 1 1 2 1 2 3 1
Australia 3 1 3 2 3 2 1 1 2 1
Canada 1 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 <1 1

continued overleaf
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Table 1: Name Five Countries Which Are the Closest Friends and Allies of Russia (2005–2015, %) 
(Continued)

2005 2006 2007 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Ukraine 17 10 11 3 20 21 13 16 1 1
Afghanistan 1 1 1 <1 1 2 1 1 1 1
Lithuania 1 1 2 1 1 1 <1 1 <1 1
USA 11 5 6 2 7 5 2 4 <1 1
Estonia <1 1 <1 1 1 <1 <1 <1 <1 1
Other 
countries* 19 14 15 19 14 8 7 12 5 3

There are no 
such countries 10 13 10 13 11 11 17 15 13 11

Difficult to 
answer 14 15 18 14 12 15 18 14 16 14

* United Kingdom, Rumania, South Africa, Latvia, Saudi Arabia and other countries (in May 2015, each of these countries received 
no more than 0.4%)
Source: representative opinion polls by Levada Center, May 2014 – May 22–25 2015, <http://www.levada.ru/08-06-2015/mezhdun 
arodnye-otnosheniya-druzya-i-vragi-rossii>

Figure 3: Do You Approve or Disapprove of the Way President Vladimir Putin Is Handling …
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Source: representative opinion polls by PewResearchCenter, April 6 – May 25 2015, <http://www.pewglobal.org/files/2015/06/Pew-
Research-Center-Russia-Ukraine-Report-FINAL-June-10-2015.pdf>
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Figure 4: What Country Is the World’s Leading Economic Power?  
(%, In the Opinion of Russians)
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Source: representative opinion polls by PewResearchCenter, Global Indicators Database, <http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indi 
cator/17/country/181/>
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