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InternatiS0 0I--sary relative great power capabilities in its Far East. China is the sole great power on mainland Northeast Asia. In this respect, the sources of Russian security policy will be similar to other secondary powers, both in East Asia and elsewhere.
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Many observers of contemporary great power politics expect that as China contin-
ues to rise, Russia will experience heightened threat perception and balance Chinese 
power. This expectation frequently encourages analysts to promote improved US–
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makers share this expectation. Most recently, US National Security Advisor John 
Bolton explained to Russian leaders that China presented a growing threat to Rus-
sian security in its Far East and that Russia should resist the rise of China.2

The expectation that Russian will balance China’s growing presence in Central 
Asia and Northeast Asia is premised on fundamental misunderstandings of the nature 
of international politics and balance of power politics and of Russian great power 
capabilities and its role in the balance of power politics. First, contrary to neoreal-
ist scholarship, this article argues that secondary powers nearly always bandwagon, 
rather than balance; the traditional classical realist security studies literature’s focus 
on the centrality of capabilities, rather than on intentions and threat perception, 
explains non-great power behavior in the context of great power competition.3 Sec-
ond, contrary to a widespread assumption, and following the understanding of the 
attributes of great power in the traditional security literature, this article argues that 
Russia is not a great power in East Asia; it lacks the necessary relative great power 
capabilities in its Far East. China is the sole great power on mainland Northeast Asia. 
In this respect, the sources of Russian security policy will be similar to other second-
ary powers, both in East Asia and elsewhere. Moreover, there is little likelihood that 
Russia will remerge in as a Northeast Asian great power over the next two decades, at 
least. Third, Russia faces many strategic challenges, but its strategic priorities are not 
in its Far East and Northeast Asia, abutting China. Despite the rise of China, China is 
a secondary concern for Russia. Russia is preoccupied with the US/NATO challenge 
to Russian security in its European theater. After Europe, Russia’s next priority is 
Central Asia, where it contends with porous borders and cross-border minority popu-
lations. Fourth, China’s rise over the past 10 years has had a minimal incremental 
impact on Russian security in the Far East. China has held the upper hand in Sino-
Russian relations since 1991. Thus, going forward, should China continue to rise, 
contrary to widespread expectations, there is no reason to expect Russia will reevalu-
ate China’s challenge to Russian security. Lastly, Russia does not have the option of 
external balancing to constrain Chinese power. Because balance of power politics is 
great power politics and because China is the sole great power on mainland North-
east Asia, the prospect of Russian external balancing does not exist. These factors all 
combine to create a theoretically and empirically based expectation that Russia has 
little choice but to accommodate China’s rise and that it will continue to accommo-
date China both in Central Asia and in Northeast Asia.

The first part of this paper address addresses the debate in the security studies 
literature between classical realism and neorealism over the behavior of second-
ary powers in balance of power politics. It argues that classical realism’s emphasis 
on capabilities better explains international politics and contemporary East Asian 

3  For conditions in which secondary states’ alignment may be influence by revisionist intentions, see 
Randall L. Schweller, “Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State Back In,” International 
Security, vol. 19, no. 1 (Summer 1994).

2  See John Bolton’s October 31, 2018, interview at the Alexander Hamilton Institute, Washington, D.C., 
at https​://www.c-span.org/video​/?45385​6-1/john-bolto​n-discu​sses-natio​nal-secur​ity-strat​egy&start​=798 
(accessed November 26, 2018).
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politics and is a superior framework for assessing Russian policy toward China. The 
second part of this paper assesses Russia’s military capabilities and its correspond-
ing status in balance of politics—as either a great power or a secondary power. It 
argues that Russia has rarely been a great power in Northeast Asia, that it is not now 
a great power, and that the likelihood of its remerging as a great power in East Asia 
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powers can wage great wars. Only the great powers can resist a great power.5 Martin 
Wight wrote that a “great power is a power that can confidently contemplate war 
against any other existing single power.”6 Harold Sprout and Margret Sprout con-
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states.12 Hans Morgenthau similarly suggested a local power’s alignment in great 
power relations is determined by the shifting great power balance in its immediate 
vicinity and that small states align with the dominant power. He examined Korea’s 
periodic adjustment to the shifting fortunes in the Sino-Japanese balance of power in 
Northeast Asia to illustrate his approach to secondary power alignments, observing 
that throughout its history Korea has aligned with the stronger power in the Sino-
Japanese balance.13 Raymond Aron argued that weak states do not balance, but that 
through history a “small nation was inclined to yield to a great one because the latter 
was stronger.”14 George Liska emphasized that vulnerability to great power capabili-
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more on Russia to balance China. Layne argues that as China rises, reducing US 
ability to maintain the regional balance of power, the USA can count on East Asia’s 
secondary powers, including Japan, India, and Russia, to do more to balance China’s 
rise.24 Barry Posen similarly argues that should the US exercise “restraint” in East 
Asia, Russia, Japan, and India will step up and compensate for reduced American 
balancing.25

http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/can-china-rise-peacefully-10204
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diminished capabilities on mainland Southeast Asia and the corresponding rise of 
China in this region, Thailand aligned closer with China. Following the collapse of 
the Soviet power in 1989, further contributing to the relative increase in Chinese 
power on mainland East Asia and in Central Asia, every country on China’s periph-
ery that had been aligned with the Soviet Union shifted its alignment to accommo-
date China. Vietnam, Mongolia and China’s neighboring Central Asian countries 
all gradually entered China’s sphere of influence. As China peacefully built up its 
ground-based capabilities in the 1990s, other countries near China began to accom-
modate China’s rising power. Taiwan abandoned its destabilizing independence 
diplomacy and decreased its defense spending and South Korean security policy 
increasingly reflected a greater balance between the USA and China. Most recently, 
in 2017 Moon Jae-in won the South Korean presidency based, in part, on a com-
mitment to oppose USA’s deployment of THAAD in South Korea. He then reached 
agreement with China to limit South Korean missile defense cooperation with the 
USA.29

These trends in East Asia’s secondary power accommodation of China’s rise have 
continued as China has developed maritime power over the past 5  years, affecting 
the US–China balance of power in maritime East Asia. The Philippines no longer 
actively challenges Chinese maritime claims in the South China Sea and has initiated 
Sino-Philippine naval cooperation, thus establishing greater balance in the US–China 
competition.30 Malaysia has not challenged China’s territorial claims and it has also 
expanded naval cooperation with the Chinese Navy.31 Vietnam, despite its interest 
in defense cooperation with the USA, has repeatedly assured China that it will not 
cooperate with the USA to challenge Chinese interests.32 In recent years, through-
out East Asia, every country, with the exception of Japan, has improved security and 

29  Ankit Panda, “What China Gains With Its Détente With South Korea Over THAAD,” The Diplomat, 
November 7, 2017, at https​://thedi​ploma​t.com/2017/11/what-china​-gains​-with-its-deten​te-with-south​
-korea​-over-thaad​/ (accessed January 16, 2018); Anna Fifield, “South Korea Suspends Deployment of 
American Missile Defense System,” Washington Post, June 7, 2017, at washingtonpost.com/amphtml/
world/south-korea-suspends-deployment-of-american-missile-defense-system/2017/06/07/6215f314-4
b60-11e7-b69d-c158df3149e0-story.html (accessed July 19, 2017). For an analysis of the challenge to 
South Korean security policy posed by the rise of China, see Scott A. Snyder, South Korea at a Cross-
roads: Autonomy and Alliance in an Era of Rival Powers (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 
chap. 9.
30  On recent Philippine alignment policy see Richard Javad Heydarian, “Tragedy of Small Power Poli-
tics: Duterte and the Shifting Sands of Philippine Foreign Policy,” Asian Security (forthcoming, 2018); 
For a characteristic Philippine statement distancing the Philippines from US policy, see Jim Gomez, 
“Philippines Says it Won’t be Embroiled in US-China Sea Spat,” ABC News, January 18, 2018, at http://
abcne​

https://thediplomat.com/2017/11/what-china-gains-with-its-detente-with-south-korea-over-thaad/
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be made that Russia has been an East Asian great power and it will continue to be an 
East Asian great power. But since the mid-nineteenth century, both Russia and the 
Soviet Union have seldom possessed regional great power war-fighting capabilities, 
and they have been marginal participants in regional balance of power politics.

Russian and Soviet secondary state status in Northeast Asian history

Based on the traditional understanding of the sources of great power status in inter-
national politics, despite its physical presence in Northeast Asia, Russia’s status as a 
regional great power and its participation in regional balance of power politics has 
been tenuous and rare. The primary reason for this has been the inhospitable geog-
raphy separating the Russian Far East from western Russia. Russians have never 
migrated east in large numbers to the Russian Far East. Although the southeast sec-
tor of the Far East can sustain agriculture, its isolation from Russia’s population and 
industrial bases obstructed development of the infrastructure necessary to support 
population growth and financial investment. Russia’s ultimately fruitless effort to 
establish reliable rail links with the Far East reveals the obstacles posed by the cold 
and barren Russian heartland.35 The result has been the enduring lack of manpower, 
natural resources, and infrastructure necessary to sustain Russian great power military 
presence in the North Pacific and to avoid Russian dependency on foreign resources.

The one exception to this trend was Russian expansion into the Russian Far East, 
northeast China, and the Korea Peninsula during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Yet this success reflected the anomaly of Chinese weakness and 
Japan’s self-imposed isolation rather than any norm of Russian strength. There was 
no great power competition in Northeast Asia. Moreover, at times Russian forces 
were so overextended that had China knowledge of Russia’s situation it could have 
easily reversed St. Petersburg’s advances. At other times, China’s preoccupation 
with other powers compelled it to acquiesce to Russian occupation of its territory.36

Despite Chinese weakness, Russia was unable to control its border with China; the 
Russian border remained open to Chinese migration and the Russian Far East econ-
omy remained dependent on foreign suppliers. During the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, 80% of the civilians in Vladivostok were Chinese and Korean. In 1877 Rus-
sia’s Pacific Squadron, to avoid total dependence on foreign merchants in Vladivostok, 
purchased coal in San Francisco and used repair facilities in Japan. In 1885, the Pacific 
Squadron still depended on imported coal as well as winter anchorages in Nagasaki. 
As late as 1912, Russians were a bare majority of the Vladivostok population.37

35  For a thorough discussion of Russian frustration at trying to overcome the geographic obstacles to 
expansion into the Far East, see Walter A. McDougall, Let the Sea Make a Noise; A History of the North 
Pacific from Magellan to MacArthur (New York: Basic Books, 1993).
36  See the treatment of the territorial conflict in S.C.M. Paine, Imperial Rivals: China, Russia, and Their 
Disputed Frontier (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1997), pp. 52–57; 87–88.
37  John J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), pp. 
57, 84–85; David Wolff, “Russia Finds its Limits: Crossing Borders into Manchuria,” in Stephen Kotkin 
and David Wolff, Rediscovering Russia in Asia: Siberia and the Russian Far East (Armonk, NY: M.E. 
Sharpe, 1995), p. 42.

Author's personal copy



Sino‑Russian relations: the false promise of Russian balancing﻿	

These resource and logistical difficulties negated Russia’s overall material advan-
tage vis-a-vis Japan during the 1904–1905 Russo-Japanese War. The Russian mili-



	 R. S. Ross 

isolated from the western Soviet Union, constraining Soviet capabilities. The Soviet 
Pacific Fleet relied on an unreliable railway system and on highly vulnerable sea and 
air routes for supply, so that it was the most exposed of the Soviet fleets. And the 
maritime geography of Northeast Asia continued to plague Soviet naval access to 
blue water—offensive action by the US Seventh Fleet could have devastated Soviet 
naval forces before they could exit the Sea of Japan. The Pacific Fleet never achieved 
parity with the US Seventh Fleet and Moscow only maintained about half of its Far 
East divisions at full strength. Nevertheless, the burden of the Soviet Union’s Far 
East deployments significantly added to Soviet over-expansion that contributed to 
the demise of the empire in 1991.42

Russia as a secondary power in contemporary Northeast Asia

Contemporary Russian presence in its Far East reflects the historical norm. Russia is 
not a Northeast Asian great power; it cannot contend in a war with China. Russia is 
a regional secondary power.

Russia’s strategic and economic presence in its Far East region has been in steady 
decline since the end of the Cold War. In 1991 there were 14 million Russians living 
in the Far East, but the 2010 Russian census found that less than 6.3 million Russians 
lived in the region. To encourage migration to the Far East, Moscow has offered free 
land grants to settlers, but without success.43 In 2015, the Far East economy was far 
poorer than the Russian economy east of the Urals and, at best, it has stagnated over 
the past 25 years, so that Russia has called for China to help with the development 
of the Far East economy.44

http://thediplomat.com/2016/01/russia-china-and-the-far-east-question/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/17/opinion/so-much-land-too-few-russians.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/17/opinion/so-much-land-too-few-russians.html
https://jamestown.org/program/russians-not-fools-moscow-failing-encourage-significant-migration-far-east/
https://jamestown.org/program/russians-not-fools-moscow-failing-encourage-significant-migration-far-east/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/putin-pitches-for-foreign-investment-in-russias-far-east-1441354851
https://www.wsj.com/articles/putin-pitches-for-foreign-investment-in-russias-far-east-1441354851
https://russiabusinesstoday.com/infrastructure/russian-far-easts-population-decline-spurred-by-poor-infrastructure/
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intervention in the Ukraine and subsequent NATO renewed ground force and naval 
exercises on Russia’s periphery have compelled Russia to concentrate its limited 
ground force capabilities on the growing US/NATO challenge to Russian security, 
thus further weakening the Russian strategic presence in the Far East.46 To sustain 
its support for the opposition forces in the Ukraine and coerce Ukraine compliance 
with Russian demands, Moscow has had to transfer much of its professional ground 
force units in the Far East to the Ukraine conflict.47

In contrast to Russia’s ongoing decline in its Far East, just south of the Sino-
Russian border China enjoys the benefits of plentiful arable land and rapid indus-
trial growth. In its northeast, despite the decline of its “rust-belt” industries, China 
possesses an increasingly well-educated and capable population, advanced ground 
force capabilities, and a sophisticated high-technology infrastructure. From 2010 to 
2016, the average annual growth rate of the Russia Far East was 1.8%. Over the 
same period, the average Heilongjiang growth rate was over 6.7%.48 Moscow cannot 
patrol its borders and the Sino-Russian border can be as porous to Chinese migra-
tion and trade as it was for most of the nineteenth century and twentieth century. 
Only Chinese cooperation in controlling emigration prevents Chinese demographic 
overwhelming of the Russian Far East. Overall, China’s stronger commercial pres-
ence in the Far East challenges the economic integration of the Far East with the rest 
of Russia.49 China’s domination of the Sino-Russian border has increased since the 
end of the Cold War.

Overall, the gap between Chinese and Russian underlying great power capa-
bilities has expanded in the twenty-first century, diminishing Russia’s prospects to 
regain great power capabilities in Northeast Asia. The significant difference in Chi-
nese and Russian GDP growth rates over the past 25 years has contributed to the 
widening of the Sino-Russian economic and technological gaps.

46  Lance M. Bacon, “Joint Exercises Put U.S. Navy at Russia’s Doorstep,” Navy Times, April 4, 2015, at 
http://www.navyt​imes.com/story​/milit​ary/2015/04/04/russi​a-navy-exerc​ises-aggre​ssion​/25265​193/.
47  Igor Sutyagin, Russian Forces in Ukraine (London: Royal United Services Institute, 2015), at https​://
www.rusi.org/downl​oads/asset​s/20150​3_BP_Russi​an_Force​s_in_Ukrai​ne_FINAL​.pdf.
48  Business and Financial Climate in the Far Eastern Region, Deloitte CIS Research Center (2018), at 
https​://www2.deloi​tte.com/conte​nt/dam/Deloi​tte/ru/Docum​ents/resea​rch-cente​r/far-easte​rn-feder​al-distr​
ict.pdf; National Data, Annual by Province, National Bureau of Statistics of China, at http://data.stats​
.gov.cn/engli​sh/easyq​uery.htm?cn=E0103​; “2017 GDP Figures for 20 Chinese Provinces Released,” 
China Banking News, January 24, 2018, at http://data.stats​.gov.cn/engli​sh/easyq​uery.htm?cn=E0103​.
49  On Sino-Russian border relations in the 1990  s, see James Clay Moltz, “Regional Tensions in the 
Russo-Japanese Rapprochement,” Asian Survey, Vol. 35, No. 6 (June 1995), 511–527; Gilbert Rozman, 
“Northeast China: Waiting for Regionalism” Problems of Post-Communism, Vol. 45, No. 4 (July–August 
1998), pp. 3–13; Gilbert Rozman, The Crisis of the Russian Far East: Who Is To Blame?,” Problems of 
Post-Communism, Vol. 44, No. 5 (September–October 1997), pp. 3–12.
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Moreover, the gap between Russia and China continues to expand. In 2018, 
Russian GDP was 1.7 trillion US dollars; China’s GDP was 13.6 trillion dollars. 
Russia’s annual GDP growth rate was 2.3%; China’s GDP growth rate was 6.6%.50 
And Russia has yet to reform its economy; it has been content to rely on oil rev-
enues to sustain economic growth. The prospects for relative improvement in Rus-
sia’s economic situation have not improved. More recently, the combination of new 
international sources of gas and oil and the resulting drop in world energy prices 
with NATO’s economic retaliation against Russian intervention in the Ukraine have 
contributed to the onset of a Russian recession. Russian recession or stagnation is 
likely to endure for many years, thus further postponing Russia’s ability to develop 
sustained economic growth and to field a strong military in the Russian Far East.51 
Russian defense spending as a share of GDP is already more than double Chinese 
defense spending as a share of GPD. Russian defense spending is over 11.4% of its 
central budget; for China, the figure is 5.5%.52 Russia cannot contend with China in 
an arms competition.

Russian military technology has also stagnated. Despite successful Russian 
ground force actions in Georgia and Ukraine, much of the Russian military remains 
backward and in relative decline. The Russian Navy has been in decline since the 
end of the Cold War and it consists primarily of Soviet-era ships. Its long-term 
ship-building plans focus on construction of small coastal defense ships, leading to 
further erosion of Russian blue-water capabilities, especially in Northeast Asia.53 
China, on the other hand, has developed advanced ground force and naval technolo-
gies and platforms and advanced conventional missile capabilities that contribute to 
the growth of its full-spectrum conventional superiority over the Russian military. 
For the most part, China no longer requires purchases of Russian arms to modernize 
its military.54

50  “GDP (current US$),” World Bank, at https​://data.world​bank.org/indic​ator/ny.gdp.mktp.
cd?view=map; GDP growth (annual %), World Bank, at https​://data.world​bank.org/indic​ator/NY.GDP.
MKTP.KD.ZG?view=map. These figures are based on official national statistics. Neither Russian nor 
Chinese statistics are reliable as absolute indicators. They should be used for comparative perspectives.
51  On the Russian economy in 2017, see Anna Andrianova, “Russian Recovery Sputters as Economy 
Continues Slog After Crisis,” Bloomberg, May 17, 2017, at https​://www.bloom​berg.com/news/artic​
les/2017-05-17/russi​an-recov​ery-sputt​ers-as-econo​my-conti​nues-slog-after​-crisi​s (accessed July 18, 
2017).
52  Nan Tian, Aude Fleurant, Pieter D. Wezemana and Siemon T. Wezeman, Trends in World Military 
Expenditure, 2016, SIPRI Fact Sheet, April 2017 (Stockholm, SIPRI, April 2017); “Military expenditure 
(% of general government expenditure),” World Bank, at https​://data.world​bank.org/indic​ator/MS.MIL.
XPND.ZS.
53  Dmitry Gorenburg, “Tracking Developments in the Russian Military,” January 14, 2015, at https​://
russi​amil.wordp​ress.com/2015/01/14/russi​an-naval​-capab​iliti​es-and-procu​remen​t-plans​/ (accessed July 
16, 2017); Gudrun Persson, ed., Russian Military Capability in a.
  Ten-Year Perspective—2016 (Stockholm, Swedish Defence Research Agency FOI, 2016); “How Russia 
Will Struggle to Keep Its Shipbuilders Afloat,” Startfor, January 20, 2016, at https​://world​view.strat​for.
com/artic​le/how-russi​a-will-strug​gle-keep-its-shipb​uilde​rs-afloa​t.
54  On the closing military technology gap between China and Russia, see Abraham Ait, “Does Russian 
Military Aviation Have Anything Left to Offer China?,” The Diplomat, April 5, 2019, at https​://thedi​
ploma​t.com/2019/04/does-russi​an-milit​ary-aviat​ion-have-anyth​ing-left-to-offer​-china​/, The major excep-
tion is aircraft engines.
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Russia’s status as a Northeast Asian secondary power is also reflected in its ter-
tiary role in regional diplomacy. Russia does not have alliances or spheres of influ-
ence in anywhere in East Asia. No East Asian country depends on Russia for its 
security. Nor is Russia part of regional great power diplomacy. It is peripheral, at 
best, to the North Korean nuclear non-proliferation negotiations. In Northeast Asia, 
the USA and China deal with each other as great powers and they all but ignore Rus-
sia. Similarly, Russia is not a participant in the US–China naval competition.

Russia cannot contend with China in a ground force war or a naval war in North-
east Asia. It is a minor player in US–China great power diplomacy. Current Sino-
Russian economic, demographic, technological and military trends suggest that Rus-
sia’s status as a secondary power in Northeast Asia will endure and likely deepen 
over many decades.

Prospects for Russian external balancing in Northeast Asia

Russia cannot balance China in Northeast Asia with its own capabilities. But nor 
can it find allies to help it with external balancing. Because Russia is a secondary 
power, external balancing is not an option for it to balance Chinese power in either 
Central Asia or Northeast Asia.

Because Russian capabilities cannot contribute to constraining Chinese power, 
third parties will find little incentive to commit to Russia’s defense vis-à-vis China. 
This is especially the case because potential Russian partners, such as Japan, India 
and the USA, would value Russia cooperation against China in maritime East Asia, 
where China poses the greatest challenge to their security. But Russian naval capa-
bilities in Northeast Asia, much less elsewhere in Asia, are inconsequential. Thus, 
for third parties, cooperating with Russia against China would incur high commit-
ment costs, but no strategic gain.55

Frequently, a secondary power can find a great power ally by offering it strate-
gically important geography for its forward military presence on an adversary’s 
periphery. But neither Japan nor the USA is interested in contesting Chinese power 
on mainland Asia. They have both defined their interests as maritime balancing of 
the rise of China. Even should they deploy ground forces in the Russian Far East, 
they could not challenge Chinese mainland security. Rather, they would be diverting 
resources from the competition over the maritime balance of power, and their troops 
in the Russian Far East would become mere hostages to the Chinese military. For 
Russia, ceding bases to foreign powers would not help its security, but it would incur 
greater Chinese hostility and challenge the government’s international prestige and 
its domestic standing.

Equally important, potential Russian partners lack the ground force capabilities 
to contribute to Russian security and to balancing Chinese capabilities on main-
land Asia. Japan and the USA have focused on developing their regional naval 
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capabilities. Their ability to project ground force power onto mainland Northeast 
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fronts European Russia. Over 75% of Russia’s population lives in European Russia 
and Russia’s political center, Moscow, is in European Russia. European Russia is 
also the region most important to the Russian economy. Russia’s military actions in 
both Georgia and Ukraine significantly reflected its acute sensitivity to its vulner-

https://russiamil.wordpress.com/category/force-structure/
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Russian%20Ground%20Forces%20OOB_ISW%20CTP_0.pdf
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Initiative, including its focus on the construction of high-speed railways, will expe-
dite Central Asia’s integration into the Chinese economy. In recent years, China has 
contributed more than Russia to Central Asian trade, investment, and infrastructure 
development.62 Given Russia’s economic constraints, it can offer only meager resist-
ance to China’s growing economic presence in Central Asia.63

Russia’s Far East theater is Moscow’s third strategic priority. The Far East hosts a 
small percentage of the Russian population, its economy makes a minimal contribu-
tion to the Russian national economy, and it is far from Russia’s population, economic, 
and political centers. Because of the poor infrastructure and the minimal Russian 
military and economic presence in the Far East and because of the significant gap in 
Chinese and Russian military capabilities along the Sino-Russian border in Northeast 
Asia, the Russian Far East is also the least defendable of Russia’s three theaters.

Moscow will prioritize its strategic resources in defense of its European borders. 
But because Russia has significant security concerns along its Central Asian bor-
ders and has relatively greater capabilities in this theater than in its Northeast Asian 
theater, Moscow might be tempted to increase its resistance to Chinese presence in 

https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/central-asia-china-russia-trade-kyrgyzstan-kazakhstan-turkmenistan-tajikistan-uzbekistan
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/central-asia-china-russia-trade-kyrgyzstan-kazakhstan-turkmenistan-tajikistan-uzbekistan
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activism will arouse Russian concern.66 But, most important, regardless of develop-
ments in Europe, China’s superiority over Russia in nearly all aspects of aspects of 
national power and the stark contrast in long-term Russian and Chinese economic 
and military trends will combine with China’s significant geopolitical advantages on 
the Sino-Russian border in Northeast Asia to deter any Russian effort to challenge 
Chinese security in either Central Asia or in Northeast Asia, so that Russia will con-
tinue to bandwagon with Chinese power.

Trends in the Sino-Russian distribution of power, rather than encourage Russia 
to balance the rise of China, facilitates rising China’s ability to balance against the 
USA. The decline of Russian capabilities in Northeast Asia diminishes the neces-
sity for Beijing’s to allocate significant resources to defend its northern border. For 
Chinese security, the Sino-Russian border increasingly resembles US security on 
the US–Canadian border. Consolidated Chinese border security around its entire 
mainland perimeter has allowed China to allocate an increasing share of its grow-
ing defense budget to developing a large and modern naval force, thus challenging 
US security in maritime East Asia. Thus, the rise of China may require the USA to 
reduce US–Russian tension so that it can focus its military resources on China’s rise 
in East Asia, but the USA cannot expect Russian assistance in balancing the rise of 
China, regardless of the course of US–Russian relations.67

Should China continue to rise over the coming decades, Russia will not expe-
rience greater urgency to balance Chinese power. Rather, China’s rise will simply 
consolidate the contemporary Sino-Soviet military balance that has reduced Russia 
to a secondary power in Northeast Asia and has impelled Russian bandwagoning 
in both Central Asia and Northeast Asia. Moreover, in the coming decades, the pri-
mary direction of China’s rise will be toward East Asian maritime regions. Thus, 
China’s ongoing rise will not significantly contribute to greater Russian urgency 
to balance Chinese power. On the contrary, China’s growing naval power will bal-
ance US capabilities in maritime East Asia, thus contributing to Russian security 
vis-à-vis the USA, while not undermining the superiority of China’s ground force 
capabilities in Northeast Asia. The combination of persistent Chinese superiority in 
Northeast Asia and its balancing of US power will increase Russian interest in coop-
eration with rising China.

Over the next two decades, the likelihood of Russian balancing of Chinese power 
will depend more on developments in China than on developments in Russia. First, 
Russia’s Far East geography will remain a major obstacle to Russia’s ability to sus-
tain a major presence in Northeast Asia. Second, Russia’s focus on security devel-
opments first in Europe and then in Central Asia will inhibit Moscow’s ability to 

https://www.upi.com/Defense-News/2019/06/25/European-NATO-members-to-boost-spending-this-year/2541561467847/
https://www.upi.com/Defense-News/2019/06/25/European-NATO-members-to-boost-spending-this-year/2541561467847/
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implications for China’s ability to maintain a large and modern military force and to 
maintain domestic social and political stability. As in the mid-nineteenth century, 
the rise of Russian relative power in Northeast Asia and its development of great 
power status will depend more on the decline of China and Chinese weakness and 
the emergence of a political vacuum on mainland Northeast Asia than on the rise of 
Russian capabilities. China must once again fragment for Moscow to enjoy a resur-
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