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In the theatre of great-power politics, sym-
bolism is rarely accidental. Every hand-
shake, every banquet, every carefully cho-

reographed military salute carries a message 
intended not merely for domestic audiences 
but for the wider world. It was precisely this 
language of power, prestige and political sig-
nalling that defined Chinese President Xi 
Jinping’s decision to host Donald Trump and 
Vladimir Putin within the span of a single week 
in Beijing. The sequencing was deliberate, the 
optics meticulously calibrated, and the stra-
tegic messaging unmistakable. China was an-
nouncing, with growing confidence, that it no 
longer viewed itself as merely one among sev-
eral major powers. It wished to be seen as the 
indispensable centre of global diplomacy — the 
axis around which contemporary geopolitics 
increasingly revolves.

For years, Beijing has sought to cultivate 
the image of a rising but responsible power, 
capable of balancing confrontation with en-
gagement. The back-to-back summits repre-
sented perhaps the clearest articulation yet of 
that ambition. China was not simply receiving 
foreign leaders. It was staging a geopolitical 
performance designed to demonstrate that in 
an era marked by fractured alliances, weak-
ening multilateralism and intensifying strate-
gic competition, all significant roads now lead 
through Beijing.

The visual grammar of the two visits reflect-
ed this objective with extraordinary precision. 
At the Great Hall of the People, both Trump 
and Putin were welcomed with nearly identical 
state ceremony: military honour guards, gun 
salutes, national anthems, troop inspections 
and rows of flag-waving children positioned 
for maximum television effect. Lavish ban-
quets showcased Chinese cultural symbolism 
while carefully scripted public interactions 
with Xi Jinping reinforced the image of a con-
fident and composed statesman presiding over 
the world’s competing centres of power.

Chinese state media amplified the spectacle 
relentlessly. Official narratives portrayed Bei-
jing as the stabilising force in a deeply unset-
tled international order — a country capable 
of speaking simultaneously to rivals and allies 
while remaining above ideological confronta-
tion. In essence, China sought to project itself 
as the one major power still capable of main-
taining dialogue across geopolitical fault lines 
that increasingly divide the world.

Yet beneath the carefully maintained sym-
metry of the two visits lay a more revealing 
asymmetry.

Putin’s reception carried unmistakably 
greater warmth and political intimacy. The 
Russian leader’s welcome extended beyond 
rigid diplomatic protocol into the language of 
personal trust and strategic familiarity. Tea 
ceremonies, poetic exchanges and repeated 
invocations of “old friendship” conveyed a re-
lationship that has evolved well beyond trans-
actional cooperation. Even subtle symbolic 
gestures — including the reception by a senior 
Politburo official — reflected the degree of 
comfort that now characterises Sino-Russian 
ties.

This distinction matters because diplomacy 
often reveals its deepest truths through nuance 
rather than declarations. While Beijing public-
ly projected parity between Washington and 
Moscow, the atmospherics suggested where 
China’s long-term strategic comfort truly re-
sides. Russia may be the weaker partner eco-
nomically, but it remains China’s most reliable 
geopolitical collaborator in contesting Western 
influence and promoting an alternative global 
order less dominated by the United States.

The contrast became sharper when mea-
sured against substantive outcomes. Trump’s 
three-day visit generated headlines and sym-
bolism but relatively limited policy movement. 
Discussions ranged across trade, semiconduc-
tor restrictions, Taiwan, Iran and strategic 
stability. Both sides hinted at possible cooper-
ation in agriculture, aviation and energy. Yet 
the structural tensions underpinning the rela-
tionship remained fundamentally unresolved.

There were no significant breakthroughs on 
tariffs, export controls or technology restric-
tions. Nor was there any indication that the 
broader strategic rivalry between Washing-
ton and Beijing had eased in any meaningful 
sense. The exercise, in effect, was less about 
reconciliation than about stabilisation. Both 
powers appeared interested primarily in pre-
venting escalation while preserving flexibility 
for future competition.

This distinction is crucial. Contemporary 
US-China relations are no longer defined 
by the expectation of partnership but by the 
management of sustained rivalry. Chinese 
strategists increasingly view competition with 
Washington as structural, enduring and un-
avoidable. Consequently, Beijing’s objective is 
not to eliminate tensions but to regulate them 
in ways that buy time and minimise disruption 
to China’s long-term rise.

That calculation explains why even modest 
diplomatic stabilisation with the United States 
carries considerable value for Xi Jinping. Chi-
na today faces mounting internal and exter-
nal pressures. Economic growth has slowed 
significantly after decades of expansion. The 
property sector — once a principal engine of 
prosperity — continues to struggle under enor-
mous debt burdens. Demographic decline is 
beginning to weigh heavily on long-term pro-

ductivity and consumption. Simultaneously, 
the United States and its allies are tightening 
restrictions on advanced technology transfers, 
particularly in semiconductors, artificial intel-
ligence and critical manufacturing systems.

For Beijing, these challenges are not tem-
porary inconveniences but structural tests of 
national resilience. The Chinese leadership is 
therefore pursuing an ambitious drive towards 
technological self-reliance and industrial up-
grading. However, such transitions require 
time, capital and above all a relatively stable 
external environment.

From that perspective, temporary de-esca-
lation with Washington serves a highly prac-
tical purpose. It lowers the immediate risk of 
economic disruption, reduces the possibility 
of sudden confrontation over Taiwan, and 
weakens efforts to build a fully consolidated 
anti-China coalition among Western allies. In 
strategic terms, engagement with the United 
States functions less as rapprochement than as 
delay — a calculated effort to manage competi-
tion at a pace more favourable to China’s long-
term interests.

If Trump’s visit represented tactical stabili-
sation, Putin’s arrival underscored the deeper 
architecture of Beijing’s geopolitical strategy. 
Russia has become increasingly valuable to 
China not merely as a partner but as a stra-
tegic rear. It secures China’s vast northern 
frontier, supplies discounted energy resources 
and serves as a powerful geopolitical counter-
weight to Western pressure. The partnership 
has acquired additional significance since the 
war in Ukraine dramatically accelerated Mos-
cow’s economic dependence on Beijing.

Sanctions and isolation from Western mar-
kets have pushed Russia closer into China’s 
economic orbit. Trade, finance, technology ac-
cess and diplomatic coordination now bind the 
two countries more tightly than at any point in 
the post-Cold War era. Importantly, the bal-
ance within the relationship is gradually shift-
ing in China’s favour. Moscow increasingly re-
quires Chinese markets and political support 
far more than Beijing depends on Russia.

This asymmetry provides Xi Jinping with 
considerable strategic leverage. China gains 
access to vast Russian commodities, energy 
supplies and military cooperation without as-
suming the full burden of Russia’s confronta-
tion with the West. Beijing can therefore deep-
en the partnership selectively while retaining 
room for manoeuvre in its broader global di-
plomacy.

The joint statements emerging from Putin’s 
visit reflected this growing alignment. Both 
sides emphasised multipolarity, opposition 
to Western “hegemony” and the construc-
tion of an international order less dominated 
by American power. While unresolved issues 
remain — including delays surrounding the 
Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline — the broader 
trajectory of the relationship continues unmis-
takably upward.

Equally significant was the sequencing itself. 
By receiving Putin immediately after Trump, 
Xi Jinping sent a carefully calibrated message 
to multiple audiences simultaneously.

Internationally, the move challenged per-
sistent speculation in Western strategic circles 
that Washington might eventually attempt a 
modern version of the “reverse Nixon” strategy 
— drawing Russia away from China in order to 
isolate Beijing. Instead, the optics from Beijing 
projected continuity and strategic cohesion 
between Moscow and Beijing despite China’s 
tactical outreach to Washington.

Domestically, the dual summits reinforced 
Xi’s image as a leader capable of managing 
complex great-power relationships without 
compromising China’s core strategic inter-
ests. This remains politically important at a 
moment when China’s slowing economy and 
growing external pressures have intensified 
scrutiny of the country’s long-term trajectory.

More broadly, the entire diplomatic exer-
cise illustrated the increasingly sophisticated 
nature of Chinese realpolitik under Xi Jinping. 
Beijing is no longer approaching global politics 
from a position of insecurity or cautious inte-
gration into a Western-led order. It is operat-
ing with the confidence of a power that believes 

history is gradually shifting in its favour.
This confidence does not necessarily imply 

imminent Chinese dominance. Serious struc-
tural constraints remain. China’s economic 
slowdown is real. Technological containment 
efforts by the West continue to bite. Regional 
tensions in the Indo-Pacific remain volatile. 
Moreover, sustaining close relations simulta-
neously with Russia and the United States will 
become progressively more difficult as strate-
gic rivalry deepens.

Yet the symbolism of these summits should 
not be underestimated. In modern geopolitics, 
perception itself is a form of power. Nations 
compete not only through military strength 
and economic output but also through narra-
tives of legitimacy, stability and inevitability. 
Beijing understands this well.

The choreography surrounding Trump and 
Putin’s visits was therefore about far more 
than diplomacy alone. It was a declaration that 
China intends to shape, rather than merely 
react to, the emerging international order. Xi 
Jinping sought to present himself as a states-
man capable of engaging adversaries without 
hostility, strengthening partnerships without 
dependence, and balancing global tensions 
without surrendering strategic autonomy.

Whether the world ultimately accepts that 
vision remains uncertain. The international 
system today is too fragmented, too contest-
ed and too unstable for any single power to 
claim uncontested centrality. But what Beijing 
achieved over those carefully orchestrated days 
was significant nonetheless. China succeeded 
in projecting confidence at a time when much 
of the world appears trapped in uncertainty.

The substantive outcomes of the summits 
may prove limited in historical terms. Trade 
disputes remain unresolved. Strategic distrust 
endures. Geopolitical competition is unlike-
ly to ease. Yet in one crucial domain, Beijing 
undeniably prevailed: the battle for diplomatic 
optics.

And in the contemporary age of great-power 
politics, optics themselves have become an in-
strument of statecraft.

Diplomacy by Design: How China positioned 
itself  between Washington and Moscow
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Xi Jinping’s back-to-back hosting of Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin was far 
more than a diplomatic spectacle. It was a carefully engineered geopolitical mes-
sage to the world: China no longer sees itself as merely competing within the ex-

isting international order — it intends to sit at its centre. Through identical state pageantry, 
lavish symbolism and calculated sequencing, Beijing projected itself as the one power 

capable of engaging rivals and allies alike while shaping the contours of an emerging mul-
tipolar world. Yet beneath the choreography lay two very different realities. Trump’s visit 

produced little beyond tactical stabilisation, reflecting a relationship burdened by deep 
structural mistrust over trade, technology and Taiwan. Putin’s visit, by contrast, revealed 

the growing strategic intimacy between Moscow and Beijing, cemented by converging 
interests and Russia’s increasing dependence on China amid Western isolation.For Xi, the 
dual summits served a larger purpose: buying strategic time with Washington while con-
solidating long-term alignment with Moscow. In doing so, China sought to demonstrate 
not only diplomatic confidence but also political centrality. In an increasingly 

fragmented world order, Beijing was signalling that the age of merely reacting to 
global power politics is over — it now intends to define them.


