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VINCENZO LIGORIO

PhD in Politics, Professor at International

Business School, Russian Presidential Academy

of National Economy and Public Administration,
Vice-Rector for international relations at Moscow Institute
of Psychoanalysis, Moscow, Russia

CHINA’S DIGITAL SOFT-POWER
IN THE POST-SOVIET SPACE:
ATHREAT TO RUSSIA’S REGIONAL
PREDOMINANCE

Since the breakdown of Western-Russia relations, Moscow and Beijing increased
the level of cooperation in several field. Seen by Western analysts as a new bloc
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based on the cold war framework, the relationship between these two countries it is
nothing more than a strategic “marriage”. Indeed in Central Asia, China represents
more a threat for Russia rather than an opportunity,; the massive use of different soft
power tools are slowly weakening Moscow s influence in the region.

Key words: soft power, geopolitics, Central Asia, Russia, China, technology,
digital supremacy.

Introduction. The discussion around. China’s international role in the inter-
national system needs a short premise which would facilitate the process of un-
derstanding among non-expert audience.

The source of current China’s foreign policy finds its roots in the cardinal
policy shift seen in the dawn of the twenty-first century.

We observed a long standing transition from a low-profile and as called
“hide-our-capacities” approach, under the leadership of Deng to a strategy of pow-
er projection at regional as well as global level.

If we look at the timeline of this process, source of China’s international rise
may be traced in Kissinger’s idea to terminate China’s international isolation by
admitting the People’s Republic of China. (PRC) into the United Nation with the
simultaneous expelling of the Republic of China (ROC), in a move which sound-
ed as a betrayed for most and a great foreign policy move for others.

Something similar may be accounted to Clinton’s administration, when the US
fully supported Beijing entry into the WTO in 2001; the narrative behind this
choice was based on American President idea that if integrated into the interna-
tional economic system, China would become a responsible and peaceful actor, in
the contest of an interdependent world order.

While consolidating its economic potential China began to move toward
that assertive role in complete conflict with the above mentioned Deng’s lead-
ership, moving along all those crises at regional as global level. Moreover we
may assert that China adopted a twofold strategy, firstly becoming a sort of
globetrotters in order to position itself worldwide; second Beijing’s intelligh-
enzia understood that if an hard power approach may strength its position as
regional actor, a soft power approach is needed in order to promote Chinese
modelled international system.

This awareness was transformed into practice in a period that goes from
2005/2006 when the idea of a Chinese alternative in order to substitute the West-
phalia’s based international system was implemented. In arch of ten years Bei-
jing intensively promoted its cultural soft power, disseminating around the world
about 500 Confucius Institute reaching about 2 million students in 134 countries.

If the cultural diplomacy brought its results in term of cleaning China’s im-
age, other were and are the soft power tools — the checkbook diplomacy among
the others — which are allowing Beijing to be considered a superpower.
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Since the breakdown of Russia’s relationship with the West, over the annex-
ation of the Crimean peninsula, Moscow’s partnership with Beijing became as
strategic as essential — for the Russian side.

China and Russia follow a common parallel path leading to the re-balancing
of the international system, Western dominated.

Although this common goal, the relationship may be considered complex and
full of shadow areas which seminate along the path mistrust among both the part-
ners; Central Asia represents an area where this mistrust reach its higher level.

Meanwhile China is emerging as the most influential international player
in the region, Russia is loosing appeal against its old republics, with nearly no
floor to counteract that.

1.1. Redefining borders: China in Central Asia. Since the collapse of the
Soviet Union, China and Russia have moved their relationship from adversaries
to pragmatic partners. In this framework we can consider their relationship as
tactical and opportunistic but with the same element of geopolitical view based
on multipolarity.

With the common interest to move the axes of geopolitics from Euro-Atlantic
to Euro-Asian, these powers have to share a peaceful coexistence in Central Asia.

The level of complexity and the manifested importance given to ties between
these two countries had been quietly personalised, involving directly both presi-
dents — Putin and Xi.

Since that event, nobody would predict that the Moscow and Beijing would
intensify their contacts; With a tortuous history full of territorial contentious
rocked by war and regime changed, these two countries became allies for a
while after the Communist takeover in 1949; Moscow here had played the role
of Donor, providing technical assistance (TA), financial and political support to
Beijing; The political idyll terminated during the Khrushchev era with border
disputes and military confrontation making of them Cold War adversaries; the
Russian influence installed a sort of Sinophobic sentiment among Central Asia
population that are alive yet. [2]

In parallel to the political-historical factor, until the first official visit of a
Chinese delegation — led by Tien Zenpei — in 1992, Beijing could not count
on a diplomatic network able to establish any relationship with the Central
Asia. [6]

Despite few attempts of economic assistance and some industrial partner-
ship, no matter the difficulties due to the transition period, the Central Asia was
still a taboo for Beijing. The discourse orbiting around the post-soviet space was
conducted by the new military alliance led by Moscow — Collective Security
Treaty organisation (CSTO) — with whom all the international actors had to talk
with strategic matters in the region; this framework together with Chinese soviet
based background prevented China to push forward with any attempt of deeper
relationship in the area.
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All the Chinese border/territorial disputes in Central Asia had been solved
using a framework known as Shangai Five — similar to the current format used to
solve similar issues in the post soviet region, see Ukraine — with Russia playing
the role of mediator and facilitator. Such approach ensured a sort of stability and
legitimacy in further relations and negotiations between the actors involved. [7]

The predominance of Beijing here became evident in the beginning of the
second decade of 2000s when Moscow’s attempt to counteract the Belt & Road
Initiative, creating a custom union — Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) — did not
led to the wanted results.

Left with no control, the trade exchange among China and Central Asian
countries grew by about 100 times in the first decade of 2000s reaching more
than $40 billion in 2018. Except for Kazakhstan, China represents Central Asia’s
main trading partner.

In order to stop the above mentioned tendency, a sort of compromise was
found by the Russian Administration based on a development of joint activities
in the region among EAEU and the Silk Road Economic Belt.

Despite a sort of compromise the rebalancing tendency in favour of Beijing
and the consequent declining of Moscow in the region; trend led by the enormous
Chinese appetite of energy resources and ample reserve, which it distributes to
Central Asia through commercial investments loans, the special Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank and a series of other institutions and aid mechanisms.

As widely described within the concept of “checkbook” Diplomacy, the
higher appeal of Chinese aid mechanism(s) is based on — if compared with the
West — no political reforms pressure to Central Asian governments; and unlike
Russia, Chinese government does not use political pressure to see the region in
its general orientation. Beijing strongly believes that the regional stability may
be guaranteed more by the use of economic/financial support rather than forcing
institutional reforms or others.

Although China’s presence and geoeconomics and geopolitical influence is
striking in the region, the most important challenge for Beijing is to maintain a
positive dynamics with Moscow. China is astute in the way of managing Russia,
because its engagement in the region is based on economic issues. While the soft
power is spread under China’s flag, Moscow military presence is the last pillar of
the Russian policy in the region. [3]

1.2. The geopolitics of Digital Supremacy in Central Asia. Central Asia’s
customs and cross-border trading represents a great challenge for those Coun-
tries involved in such activities in the region. In order to reduce logistics costs
in the most expensive containers shipping region in the world a massive reforms
is needed. In 2004 several attempts have been made among SCO’s members to
reach such a goal but with a consolidated soviet logistics legacy to protect, Russia
did not manifested a great interest in supporting a more integrated customs sys-
tem benefiting China in its relationships with Central Asia.
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Several attempts. Have been made in order to coordinate Russian and Chi-
nese policies under the framework set up around the SCO. But both Moscow and
Beijing desire to arrange trade activities at their advantage with few floor for an
effective cooperation — if not only based on regional stability.

The use of new technology of course would facilitate the harmonization of
customs affairs in Central Asia increasing its potential as trade bridge for the
whole Eurasia. The main interest — which represent in somehow the main limit —
for Beijing in this matter is not to exclusively increase the trade flow across the
region but to increase the access to Central Asia’s data. In this framework can be
analysed the massive advocacy for “Made in China” technologies — see Huawei’s
5G — set up by Beijing in the region.

After a period of predominance of companies like Turk Telekom or Grameen-
phone together with Russian corporation, in 2016 Beijing government imple-
mented - under the umbrella of SCO — a series of technology partnership increase
the allocation of funding which in the past were exclusively devoted to counter-
terrorism based initiative. [5]

Doing so, Beijing entered a territory that was previously occupied by Russia;
developing. New dual-use technologies, allowed a generation of post-soviet ed-
ucated academicians and scientists were exposed to new software and machine
developed and implemented by Chinese scientists.

Despite initial resistance, several Central Asia countries feared Chinese ac-
cess to their surveillance data, in 2019 Kyrgyz government turned down a deal
with Russian companies (signed just a year earlier), in favor of the Chinese Sun-
win Intelligence Company which has been awarded a contract for the creation
of a surveillance and data management network, entirely managed by a team of
Chinese consultants.[4] Moreover Beijing is independently building a set of fiber
optic cable along Afghanistan’s Wakhan corridor, with the intention to extend it
to Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. [1]

Our opinion is that for Central Asian governments there is no floor to raise
concerns around security reason if they do not want face the risk to lose all those
economic benefits provided by Beijing. In this matter, with no options for Mos-
cow to have a backdoor data traffic monitoring — through the countries involved —
the risk to lose in the mid term its military predominance in the region would be
more then a just hypothesis.
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