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Abstract
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 
balance of power politics and of Russian great power capabilities. First, contrary to 
neorealist scholarship, secondary powers nearly always bandwagon; 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. Second, contrary to a widespread assump-
tion, and following the understanding of the attributes of great power in the tradi-
tional security literature, Russia is not a great power in East Asia; it lacks the neces-
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.

Keywords Sino-Russia relations · Rise of China · Balance of power · Bandwagoning

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–
Russian relations in Europe, the Middle East and the Caucuses to enable Russia to 
focus its attention on China, thus contributing to US security in East Asia.1 Policy 
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1 See, for example, Alexey Khlebnikov, Nikolay Shevchenko, “Russia’s Relations with the West, 
Through a Neorealist Filter” (interview with John Mearsheimer), Russia Direct, November 17, 2016, at 
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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).

Author's personal copy

https://www.c-span.org/video/%3f453856-1/john-bolton-discusses-national-security-strategy%26start%3d798


Sino-Russian relations: the false promise of Russian balancing  

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 
is declining. This section also assesses the prospects for Russian external balanc-
ing in Northeast Asia against Chinese power. The third part of this paper assesses 
Russia’s strategic environment. It argues that among Russia’s three strategic theat-
ers—Europe and the Caucuses, Central Asia, and East Asia—East Asia is the least 
important theater and the region where it is least capable. This strategic condition 
determines Russia’s response to the rise of China in Central Asia and in East Asia. 
The final part of this paper assesses the implications of the Sino-Russian distribution 
of power for the long-term trends in Russia’s China policy, for Sino-Russian rela-
tions, and for China’s rise as an East Asian maritime power.

Balancing and bandwagoning in international politics

How do secondary powers respond to shifts in the balance of power? Do they band-
wagon with and accommodate/appease the rising power or do they balance against 
the rising power by aligning with the weaker power? There is not a consensus in the 
security studies literature on the security policies of secondary powers. The classi-
cal realist literature is clear: Great powers balance rising powers, secondary powers 
accommodate rising powers. But the neorealist literature argues that both great pow-
ers and secondary powers balance a rising power.

Theoretical approaches to secondary power behavior

There is a consensus in the security studies literature that state’s fear unchecked 
power and that great powers participate in balance of power politics and that they 
balance superior power in international politics. There is also a consensus that mili-
tary capabilities are the critical factor in balance of power politics, for it is the ulti-
mate source of security. Scholars discuss the multiple attributes of great powers, 
including territorial size, demography, natural resource endowments, and economic 
and technological development. But such attributes are understood as the bases of 
power that enable countries to develop military power to provide for their security 
and, with sufficient military power, to be a great power.4

There is also a consensus in the security studies literature regarding the key char-
acteristic of a great power. A great power is a state that can contend in a war against 
every other state in the system and thus can independently provide for its own 
security vis-a-vis any other country. Walter Lippman observed that only “the great 

4 See, for example, Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, 
fifth ed., rev. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 19780, chap. 9, 10; Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of Interna-
tional Relations (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979).
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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-
curred that a the status of great power reflects the ability to wage war at the top of 
the “hierarchy of power.”7 Robert Rothstein, a scholar of the behavior of secondary 
powers, differentiates between a great power, that can fight wars against any coun-
try, and a secondary power, which “cannot obtain security primarily by use of its 
own capabilities ….”8 Jack Levy, based on an extensive review of the international 
politics literature, concluded that a great power “At a minimum, … has relative self-
sufficiency with respect to military security.”9

Realist diplomatic historians make similar arguments. In the spirit of Leopold 
Ranke and A.J. P. Taylor, Paul Kennedy examines diplomatic history through the 
policies of the great powers and argues that “the mark of a Great Power [sic] is a 
country which is willing and able to take on any other” country.10 Thus, from this 
realist perspective on international security affairs, there are only two types of coun-
ties—great powers that can independently contend with any other country in the 
system (not necessarily defeat any other country) and secondary powers that must 
depend on cooperation with other countries for security.

Nonetheless, among scholars of international security, there are significant differ-
ences regarding the alignment preferences of secondary powers within great power 
competition and the balancing tendencies in international politics. Classical real-
ists, including Thucydides in his recounting of the Melian dialogue, have argued 
that secondary states must yield to the powerful, rather than balance the powerful. 
This literature argues that small states, fearful of the costs of antagonizing a supe-
rior power, have minimal policy choice and that strategic vulnerability constrains 
them to adjust their alignment to accommodate increasingly the interests of a rising 
power. Secondary power security thus comes from appeasing the stronger power, 
thus minimizing the stronger power’s incentive to use force to compel cooperation.

Spykman wrote that “a balance of power policy is in the first place a policy for 
the great powers.” Small states tend to be “weights in a balance used by others.” 
They are “stakes, rather than players ….”11 A.J. P. Taylor wrote that in nineteenth-
century European balance of power diplomacy, when the statesmen of the great 
powers spoke of their “allies,” they meant the other great powers, not the “smaller” 

11 Nicholas John Spykman, America’s Strategy in World Politics: The United States and the Balance of 
Power (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1942, p. 20. Also see Edward Vose Gulick, Europe’s Classical Bal-
ance of Power (New York: Norton, 1967), pp. 70–72, 304–305.

5 Walter Lippman, U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic (Boston: Little, Brown, 1943), p. 100.
6 Martin Wight, Power Politics, Hedley Bull and Carsten Holbrad, eds. (New York: Holmes and Meier, 
1978), p. 52.
7 Harold Sprout and Margaret Sprout, Foundations of International Politics (Princeton: D. Van Nos-
trand, 1962), pp. 136–137.
8 Rothstein, Alliances and Small Powers, p. 29. Also see, Edward Hallett Carr, The Twenty Years Crisis, 
1919–1939 (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), pp. 103–105.
9 Jack S. Levy, War in the Modern Great Power System: 1495—1975 Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 1983), pp. 10–19. In this context, “relative” means with respect to all other countries.
10 Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Doubleday Publishing Group, 
2010), p. 224.
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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-
ties constrains a secondary power’s ability to balance against a great power, unless a 
local equilibrium is created by the counterpressure of another great power.15

Traditional realist scholars of small state behavior agree with this classical 
approach to balance of power politics. Robert Rothstein observes a small power, 
“cannot obtain security primarily by use of its own capabilities ….” He thus argues 
that whereas great powers make alignment decisions with regard to threats to sys-
temic balances, small powers ally “in terms of a threat to its local balance” and 
“the range of options open to Small Powers will be related to the specific nature” 
of its international setting. As the local balance of balance shifts, small powers will 
loosen their ties with the declining power.16 Michael Handel and David Vital argue 
that weak states gravitate to the side of the more powerful country in a local bal-
ance, for they lack a credible ally to resist the rising power.17 Fox argued that small 
states, “instead of moving to the side of the less powerful …, tend to comply with 
the demands of the more powerful.” Thus, whereas the great powers balance, small 
states engage in “anti-balance of power” behavior.18

In contrast to this traditional realist literature, neorealist scholars posit that sec-
ondary powers have considerable agency in international security and that they pre-
fer to balance against a rising, more powerful state. Kenneth Waltz, for example, 
argued that “secondary powers, if they are free to choose, flock to the weaker side 
…. On the weaker side they are … safer”19 But Waltz does not explain what con-
ditions contribute to a secondary power’s freedom of choice or why a secondary 

12 A.J. P. Taylor, The Struggle for the Mastery of Europe, 1848–1918 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1971), pp. 1–2.
13 Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, chap. 12, pp. 181–184.
14 Raymond Aron, Peace and War: A Theory of International Relations (New York: Praeger, 1968), p. 
58.
15 George Liska, Nations in Alliance: The Limits of Interdependence (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1968), p. 27. Author’s emphasis.
16 Robert L. Rothstein, Alliances and Small Powers, pp. 29, 62–63. Also see Carr, The Twenty Years 
Crisis, pp. 103–105.
17 Michael Handel, Weak States in the International System (Totowa, NJ: Frank Cass, 1981), pp. 135–
136; David Vital, “The Analysis of Small Power Politics,” in Small States in International Relations 
(New York: John Wiley, 1971), p. 33.
18 Annette Baker Fox, The Power of Small States: Diplomacy in World War II (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 1959), p. 187.
19 Waltz, Theory of International Relations, p. 127. Author’s emphasis. For an analysis of bandwagoning 
and balancing behavior in domestic political systems, see Avery Goldstein, From Bandwagon to Bal-
ance-of-Power Politics: Structural Constraints and Politics in China, 1949–1978 (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1991).
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power would risk the wrath of the stronger state by aligning with its adversary and 
undermining its security. It is not clear why would they be safer on the weaker side, 
and thus incur heightened conflict with the stronger power and a greater risk of 
hostilities.20

In addition, the implicit assumption in the phrase “free to choose” seems to be 
that if there is a great power that has the interest and capabilities to defend the secu-
rity of the secondary power, then the secondary power will align with that great 
power. But in these circumstances that great power is not the weaker great power; 
the secondary power is bandwagoning, rather than balancing, because the secondary 
power is aligning with the more powerful great power. From this perspective, in the 
post-World War II era and through much of the post-Cold War era, East Asian coun-
tries such as Singapore, South Korea, Japan and Malaysia did not balance against 
the Sino-Soviet Alliance, the Soviet Union, or the rise of China, but instead aligned 
with the most powerful country in the region, the USA. This is bandwagoning.

Following Waltz’s suggestion, Stephen Walt has argued that only the weakest 
states bandwagon; all other states participate in balance of power politics and they 
prefer to balance against rising powers.21 Walt’s analysis of the behavior of such sec-
ondary powers as Egypt and Iraq suggests that the expectation of balancing not only 
encompasses the behavior of larger secondary powers, such as France and Japan, but 
also smaller states traditionally assumed to be the subjects of great power balancing, 
rather than agents of balancing. Thus, for Walt, the concept of “weak states” and 
the expectation of bandwagoning applies only to a limited subset of states, such as 
Burma or Bhutan, which have traditionally submitted to their larger neighbors.

Walt further argues that the traditional realist and neorealist arguments that states 
balance power (i.e., capabilities) is incorrect. He argues that nearly all states balance 
“threat” rather than simply power and that threat perception reflects the assessment 
of another state’s intentions, rather than simply its capabilities.22 Walt’s focus on 
intentions and “balance of threat” allows incorporation a wide range of non-realist 
variables into balance of power analysis. For example, some scholars have argued 
that the USA, through judicious use of its military superiority and its construction of 
and participation in multilateral institutions, can give other nations confidence that 
it will be constrained in the use of its power, thus reducing threat perception and the 
post-cold war emergence of a balance of power. From this perspective, the USA can 
be a “benign hegemon.”23

The neoclassical literature on balancing has been influential in scholarship on US 
policy toward the rise of China, including assumptions about US ability to depend 

20 Also see Randall L. Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy for World Con-
quest (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), pp. 21–22.
21 Walt, The Origins of Alliances, pp. 29–31.
22 Walt, The Origins of Alliances. Also see Michael Barnett, “Alliances, Balances of Threat, and Neore-
alism,” in John A. Vasquez and Colin Elman, eds., Realism and the Balancing of Power (Upper Saddle 
River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2003).
23 John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order After 
Major Wars (Princeton. NY: Princeton University Press, 2001); Pape, “Soft Balancing Against the 
United States.”
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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 Mearsheimer believes that a weaker USA can count not just on Japan, 
Russia and India to balance with a diminished USA against China’s rise, but also 
on the very smallest states in East Asia, including Singapore and Taiwan.26 Beckley 
goes further, arguing that the Southeast Asian countries can depend on their own 
capabilities to balance the rise of the Chinese navy and prevent Chinese domination 
of the South China Sea.27

The empirical record: secondary power bandwagoning

Empirical observations indicate that small powers nearly uniformly adjust their 
alignments as the distribution of power changes to favor the rising power.28 In Euro-
pean history, southeast European states bandwagoned with rising Germany prior to 
World War II. During the Cold War, Finland, because it did not benefit from US mil-
itary presence on its territory and thus a credible US tripwire, bandwagoned in secu-
rity affairs with the more powerful Soviet Union. Since the Cold War, Ukraine, after 
a brief flirtation with joining the European Union and NATO, has accommodated 
Russian coercive power by forsaking any hope of joining a US-led security system 
or the European Union. Similarly, in the Western Hemisphere, a balancing coalition 
of states has never developed in opposition to US power, despite the enduring US 
threat to region posed by its 125-year tradition of using coercive force to destabilize 
and overthrow unfriendly Latin American regimes. More recently, in South Asia, all 
of India’s neighbors have bandwagoned with India, with the exception of Pakistan, 
whose resistance to Indian power is made possible by its nuclear weapons capability.

Post-Cold War East Asian security confirms this trend of small state accom-
modation of superior power. In the aftermath of the US defeat in Vietnam and its 

28 For an earlier theoretical and empirical study of this issue, see Robert S. Ross “Balance of Power Poli-
tics and the Rise of China: Accommodation and Balancing in East Asia,” Security Studies, vol. 15, no. 3 
(July–September 2006).

24 Christopher Layne, “China’s Challenge to US Hegemony,” Current History, vol. 107, no. 705 (Janu-
ary 2008), p. 17.
25 Barry Posen, Restraint: A New Foundation for U.S. Grand Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2014}, pp. 96–102. Also see Joshua Shifrinson, “The Rise of China, Balance of Power Theory, and U.S. 
National Security: Reasons for Optimism?” Journal of Strategic Studies (forthcoming; online first view 
December 2018).
26 John Mearsheimer, “Can China Rise Peacefully?” National Interest, October 25, 2014, p. 19, 23–27, 
at http://natio nalin teres t.org/comme ntary /can-china -rise-peace fully -10204 .
27 Michael Beckley, “The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia: How China’s Neighbors Can Check 
Chinese Naval Expansion” International Security, vol. 42, no. 2 (Fall 2017). But as Fox explained, the 
sole small state attempt at allying to balance a great power regularly failed in Europe, because “the sum 
of their power was weakness.” Fox, The Power of Small States, p. 185.
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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 ws.go.com/Inter natio nal/wireS tory/phili ppine s-embro iled-us-china -sea-spat-52499 821.
31 For a comparison of Malaysia and Philippine policies, see Peter Kreuzer, “A Comparison of Malay-
sian and Philippine Responses to China in the South China Sea,” The Chinese Journal of International 
Politics, vol. 9, no. 3 (September 2016), pp. 239–276.
32 On the delicate nature of Vietnam’s effort to constrain Chinese power, see Carlyle A. Thayer, “The 
Tyranny of Geography: Vietnamese Strategies to Constrain China in the South China Sea,” Contempo-
rary Southeast Asia, vol. 33, no. 3 (December 2011).
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diplomatic cooperation with China, thus, developing relatively diminished alignment 
with the USA and undermining US confidence in its regional alliances.33

On the other hand, through history secondary states that have defied the strategic 
logic of accommodation of the stronger great power, utilizing whatever freedom of 
choice they may possess, have incurred a considerable cost, and they then adjusted 
their security policies to accommodate the stronger power. Poland’s and Czecho-
slovakia’s efforts to ally with France against Germany failed to deter German occu-
pation. When both Georgia and Ukraine challenged superior Russian ground force 
capabilities on their borders by expanding cooperation with the USA, the European 
Union, and NATO, they each incurred Russian retaliation and they paid a heavy 
price. Vietnam challenged Chinese security when it is aligned with the Soviet Union 
to occupy Cambodia in 1978. It subsequently endured 10 years of war in Cambo-
dia against the Chinese-supported insurgency and Sino-Vietnamese protracted and 
costly border hostilities. Vietnam ultimately retreated from Cambodia in 1989 when 
the Soviet Union ended its support for the occupation.34 For the ensuing 20 years, 
Vietnam accepted Chinese hegemony in Indochina; its defense budget and its mili-
tary capability declined as Hanoi accepted the necessity to bandwagon with Chinese 
power. In Latin America, the few countries that have tried to cooperate with an out-
side power to “balance” the USA suffered costly US retaliation, including Castro’s 
Cuba, Allende’s Chile, and the Sandinista government in Nicaragua. Ultimately, 
these countries succumbed to American power and adjusted their foreign policies to 
accommodate US power and interests.

History suggests that secondary powers that oppose the security interests of supe-
rior great powers incur significant security costs. Strategic adjustment to accommo-
date the interests of a rising power is a strategy of survival. States that challenge this 
strategy risk being extinguished. With few instructive exceptions, secondary powers 
bandwagon; they do not balance.

Russia and post‑cold war great power politics

The classical realist literature persuasively argues that only great powers balance 
rising powers and it suggests that whether Russia is a great power in Northeast 
Asia, whether it and can contend in war with China, will determine whether Russia 
will balance the rise of China in East Asia. Given Russia’s geographic presence in 
Northeast Asia, its periodic participation in the East Asian balance of power, and its 
superpower status during the Cold War, it would seem that a prima facie case could 

33 Some scholars have characterized this diplomacy as “hedging.” But insofar as these secondary powers 
had not hedged before, their hedging constitutes improved relations with China in response to the rise 
of China. This is not balancing but rather part of a process of bandwagoning. See, for example, Evan S. 
Medeiros Strategic Hedging and the Future of Asia–Pacific Stability, Washington Quarterly, 2005, vol. 
29, no. 1 (2005).
34 On China’s protracted military pressure on Vietnam, see Zhang Xiaoming, Deng Xiaoping’s Long 
War: The Military Conflict between China and Vietnam, 1979–1991 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2015).
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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.
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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-
tary could not contend with Japan’s naval blockade of Port Arthur by using land 
routes to resupply its naval and ground forces, so that the Japanese Army easily 
landed and defeated the Russian Army. The Japanese Navy used its readily available 
harbors, supply depots, and coal supplies to destroy the Russian Pacific and Baltic 
Sea fleets.38 When confronted with a great power in Northeast Asia, Russia offered 
no significant military resistance.

In the aftermath of Russo-Japanese War, Russia’s great power presence in North-
east Asia quickly eroded as Moscow concentrated its military in western Russia 
to contend with the rise of Germany in Europe, so that Japan emerged as the only 
great power in Northeast Asia. Russian presence in the Far East remained minimal 
through World War I and following the 1917 revolution and the ensuing civil war. 
As late as 1925, Chinese controlled the retail trade in much of the Far East and Japa-
nese firms dominated the region’s banking and shipping and they controlled 90% of 
the fisheries. In 1920 Japanese forces moved into northern Sakhalin, withdrawing in 
1925 only after the Soviet Union agreed to unfettered Japanese access to Sakhalin’s 
natural resources. Russian military forces remained focused on Germany during the 
inter-war period and during World War II.39

After World War II and throughout much of the Cold War, Russia was not an East 
Asian great power. It deployed whatever military capabilities it possessed in west-
ern Russia and Eastern Europe to contend with US capabilities in Western Europe. 
During Liu Shaoqi’s visit to Moscow in 1948, Stalin ceded to China responsibility 
for Asia’s revolutionary movements, not because he was generous, but because the 
Soviet Union possessed no capabilities in its Far East, including on the Sino-Soviet 
border.40 During this period Northeast Asia was primarily a US–China zone of 
competition. During the Korean War, the Soviet Union provided military assistance 
to China and a “nuclear umbrella,” but only China possessed the forward military 
deployments in Northeast Asia necessary to wage war against the USA.

Not until the late 1960s, as the Sino-Soviet conflict intensified, did Moscow begin 
to establish a stronger military presence in the Far East. In the 1970s, it revived 
the Baikal-Amur Railway project.41 By the 1980s, Moscow had strengthened its 
military presence in East Asia. It used Vladivostok to develop its Pacific Fleet and 
deployed 45 divisions and strategic bombers in the Sino-Soviet border region. But 
the Baikal-Amur Railway was never fully operational, and Vladivostok remained 

38 Donald W. Mitchell, A History of Russian and Soviet Sea Power (New York: Macmillan, 1974), pp. 
204–210, 216–233; chapters 11, 12.
39 Stephan, The Russian Far East, pp. 163, 266; Hara Teruyuki, “Japan Moves North: The Japanese 
Occupation of Northern Sakhalin (1920 s),” in Kotkin and Wolf, Rediscovering Russia in Asia.
40 Chen Jian, China’s Road to the Korean War: The Making of the Sino-American Confrontation (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1994), p. 104.
41 Stephan, The Soviet Far East, p. 163; Hara Teruyuki, “Japan Moves North: The Japanese Occupation 
of Northern Sakhalin (1920 s),” in Kotkin and Wolf, Rediscovering Russia in Asia On the Baikal-Amur 
Railway, see John J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University 
Press, 1994), p. 266; Delovy Mir, July 25–July 29, 1997, in FBIS, August 18, 1997 (SOV-970157-S).
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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 Infrastructure in the Far East has also suffered since the 
end of the Cold War.45 Russian military power in the Far East has declined. Russian 

42 On Soviet Cold War buildup in the Far East and it expanded naval presence, see George W. Baer, 
One Hundred Years of Sea Power: 1890–1990 (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1993). On 
conventional deployments, see Paul F. Langer, “Soviet Military Power in Asia,” in Donald S. Zagoria, 
ed., Soviet Policy in Asia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982); Robert A. Scalapino, “Asia in a 
Global Context: Strategic Issues for the Soviet Union,” in Richard H. Solomon and Masataka Kosaka, 
eds., The Soviet Far East Military Buildup: Nuclear Dilemmas and Asian Security (Dover, Mass: Auburn 
House, 1986); Harry Gelman, “The Soviet Far East Military Buildup: Motives and Prospects,” in ibid.; 
Harry Gelman, The Soviet Far East Buildup and Soviet Risk-Taking Against China (Santa Monica, Calif: 
RAND, 1982).
43 Dragoș Tîrnoveanu, “Russia, China and the Far East Question,” The Diplomat, January 20, 2016, 
at http://thedi ploma t.com/2016/01/russi a-china -and-the-far-east-quest ion/ (accessed July 15, 2017); 
Nicholas Eberstadt, “The Dying Bear: Russia’s Demographic Disaster,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 90, no. 6, 
(November/December 2011); Michael Khodarkovsk, “So Much Land, Too Few Russians,” New York 
Times, September 16, 2016, at https ://www.nytim es.com/2016/09/17/opini on/so-much-land-too-few-russi 
ans.html; Paul Goble “Russians Are Not Fools’—Moscow Failing to Encourage Significant Migration to 
Far East”. Eurasia Daily Monitor, vol. 15, no. 12 (January 25, 2018), at https ://james town.org/progr am/
russi ans-not-fools -mosco w-faili ng-encou rage-signi fican t-migra tion-far-east/.
44 Nathan Hodge, “Putin Pitches for Foreign Investment in Russia’s Far East” Wall Street Journal, Sep-
tember 4, 2015, at https ://www.wsj.com/artic les/putin -pitch es-for-forei gn-inves tment -in-russi as-far-
east-14413 54851  (accessed July 15, 2017); Stephen Blank, “Toward a New Chinese Order in Asia: Rus-
sia’s Failure,” NBR Special Report no. 26 (March 2011).
45 On the decline of infrastructure, see “Russian Far East’s Population Decline Spurred by Poor Infra-
structure,” Russia Business Today, July 4, 2018, at https ://russi abusi nesst oday.com/infra struc ture/russi an-
far-easts -popul ation -decli ne-spurr ed-by-poor-infra struc ture/.
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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.

Author's personal copy

http://www.navytimes.com/story/military/2015/04/04/russia-navy-exercises-aggression/25265193/
https://www.rusi.org/downloads/assets/201503_BP_Russian_Forces_in_Ukraine_FINAL.pdf
https://www.rusi.org/downloads/assets/201503_BP_Russian_Forces_in_Ukraine_FINAL.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ru/Documents/research-center/far-eastern-federal-district.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ru/Documents/research-center/far-eastern-federal-district.pdf
http://data.stats.gov.cn/english/easyquery.htm?cn=E0103
http://data.stats.gov.cn/english/easyquery.htm?cn=E0103
http://data.stats.gov.cn/english/easyquery.htm?cn=E0103


 R. S. Ross 

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 

55 On the costs and risks associated with commitments, see Glenn H. Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in 
Alliance Politics,” World Politics, vol. 36, no. 4 (July 1984).
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capabilities. Their ability to project ground force power onto mainland Northeast 
Asia to contend with Chinese capabilities is almost nonexistent. India shares a bor-
der with China, but the Himalayan Mountains and Indian ground force inferiority 
vis-à-vis China pose significant constraints on India’s ability to challenge Chinese 
territorial security. Hence, China would not need to reorient its ground force deploy-
ments from the Russian border in Northeast China or diminish funding for its navy 
to contend with new challenges to its territorial security from prospective Russian 
partners. For Russia, should it ally with Chinese competitors in Asia, it would sim-
ply incur Chinese hostility and heightened threat perception in both Central Asia 
and Northeast Asia, and heightened insecurity of its Far East.

External balancing is not an option for Russia because China is the only great 
power throughout continental East Asia, not just on continental Northeast Asia.56 
The USA is an East Asian great power, but it is a maritime power. The other East 
Asian countries are secondary powers, including Japan. Neither their economic nor 
military power can independently contend with the rise of China. Balance of power 
politics is great power politics, and there is no continental great power for Russia to 
use to balance Chinese power.57

Russia’s geostrategic dilemma

Compounding Russia’s inability to project power into the barren Far East and the 
widening gap in Chinese and Russian capabilities in Northeast Asia is the strate-
gic challenge posed by Russia’s geopolitical environment. As in the past, following 
the late-nineteenth-century rise of Japan and the 1904 Russo-Japanese war, Russian 
strategic presence in contemporary in Northeast Asia is undermined by Russian 
response to more pressing security challenges arising from Europe and Central Asia. 
As in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, contemporary Russia’s must prioritize 
its strategic interests. Given Russia’s limited resources, contending with the rise of 
China in Northeast Asia cannot be a Russian strategic priority.

Thus, whereas China does not face great power challenge anywhere on its borders 
and it can manage well potential security challenges along its entire perimeter, Rus-
sia must contend with significant security challenges in the three strategic theaters 
on its perimeter—the European theater, the Central Asian theater, and the Far East/
Northeast Asia theater.

The European theater poses the greatest threat to Russian security. Since NATO 
expansion during the 1990s, Russia has confronted American military presence on 
its eastern border and on the perimeter of its “buffer states” in Eastern Europe and 
the Caucuses. Thus, the military power of the USA, the world’s most powerful state, 

56 For a discussion of China’s development of hegemony in mainland East Asia, see Robert S. Ross, 
“Balance of Power Politics and the Rise of China: Accommodation and Balancing in East Asia,” Security 
Studies, vol. 15, no. 3 (July–September 2006).
57 On Chinese and U.S. dominance over the other East Asian countries, see Øystein Tunsjø, The Return 
of Bipolarity in World Politics: China, the United States, and Geostructural Realism (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 2018).
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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-
ability to US presence on its European borders and to US efforts to expand coopera-
tion with countries within a traditional Russian sphere of influence.58

Russia also faces security challenges in Central Asia that it did not face in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The region’s proximity to European Russia 
endows the region with strategic importance for Moscow. The cross-border Mus-
lim populations in Central Asia are a source of domestic instability in Russia. The 
energy pipelines from Central Asia to Europe are also important source revenue for 
Russia. Yet the poor infrastructure in the region and the porous borders between 
Central Asia and Russia make it difficult for Russia to establish security along its 
borders with the Central Asian states.

China’s modern ground force capabilities and its economic expansion into Central 
Asia exacerbate Russian security concerns in its Central Asian theater. For Kazakh-
stan, Tajikistan, and Kirgizstan, the three countries bordering China, the over-
whelming superiority of the Chinese Army on their borders poses the greatest threat 
to their security. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan do not border Russia, so that China dom-
inates their security concerns. China’s military presence in southern Kazakhstan is 
superior to Russian military presence in northern Kazakhstan. Throughout Central 
Asia, Russia deploys one tank brigade and one artillery brigade.59 Russian ground 
force deployments in it Eastern Military District, including those defending Vladi-
vostok, are highly vulnerable to Chinese ground force superiority along the entire 
length of the Sino-Russian border.60

Throughout Central Asia, Chinese economic expansion challenges Russian 
security. The expansion of the Chinese gas and pipeline network throughout Cen-
tral Asian enables the Central Asian states to reduce their dependence on revenue 
from energy exports through the pipelines that run through Russia to Europe, thus 
expanding Chinese influence in the region at the expense of Russian influence in 
the region.61 Chinese investment in Central Asia and its exports of inexpensive con-
sumer goods are also important to the regional economies. Chinese investment in 
roads and railways connecting Central Asia to China’s western provinces contrib-
utes to the ongoing expansion of Chinese regional influence. China’s Belt and Road 

58 See, for example, John Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault: The Liberal Delu-
sions That Provoked Putin,” 93 Foreign Affairs. 77 (September/October 2014); Neil MacFarlane and 
Anand Menon, “The EU and Ukraine,” Survival, vol. 56, no. 3 (2014).
59 Dmitry Gorenburg, “Armed Forces of Central Asia and the Regional Threat Situation,” Russian Mili-
tary Reform, October 28, 2010, at https ://russi amil.wordp ress.com/categ ory/force -struc ture/.
60 Catherine Harris and Frederick W. Kagan, Russia’s Military Posture: Ground Forces Order of Battle, 
Institute for the Study of War, March 2018, at http://www.under stand ingwa r.org/sites /defau lt/files /Russi 
an%20Gro und%20For ces%20OOB _ISW%20CTP _0.pdf.
61 On China’s expanded presence in Central Asia and its pipeline construction, see Younkyoo Kim and 
Stephen Blank, “Same Bed, Different Dreams: China’s ‘peaceful rise’ and Sino–Russian rivalry in Cen-
tral Asia,” Journal of Contemporary China, vol. 22. issue 83 (2013).
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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 
Central Asia, thus contributing to greater Sino-Russian conflict and Russian balanc-
ing against the rise of China.

But the Sino-Russian distribution of power in Northeast Asia will constrain Rus-
sian ability to resist Chinese expansion into Central Asia. Overwhelming Chinese 
demographic, economic, and military presence on the Sino-Russian border in North-
east Asia enables China to hold the Russian Far East hostage to Soviet policy in 
Central Asia. Should Beijing simply free Chinese citizens to migrate to the Russian 
Far East, it could jeopardize Moscow’s ability to govern the region. China could 
create a military crisis on the Sino-Russian border that would threaten the territo-
rial integrity of Russia’s Far East. In such a crisis, Moscow would have the choice 
between capitulating to Chinese demands regarding Central Asia or to escalate the 
border crisis with the threat of nuclear war. Neither is an attractive option, given 
China’s conventional military superiority and its stable second-strike capability and 
Russia’s preoccupation with the US presence in Europe.

Toward the future: the false promise of Russian balancing

Russian is not a great power in Northeast Asia. Relative to Chinese power, Rus-
sia is a secondary power; it cannot contend in a war with China in Northeast Asia. 
Although the neorealist literature suggests that Russia should nonetheless balance 
against Chinese power, the classical realist literature argues that secondary powers 
bandwagon. The classical realist literature explains the policies of Latin American 
countries since the early twentieth century, of the southeast European countries prior 

62 “Central Asia’s Economic Evolution From Russia To China,” Stratfor World View, April 5, 2018, at 
https ://world view.strat for.com/artic le/centr al-asia-china -russi a-trade -kyrgy zstan -kazak hstan -turkm enist 
an-tajik istan -uzbek istan .
63 See, for example, Jeanne L. Wilson, “The Eurasian Economic Union and Chia’s Silk Road: Implica-
tions for the Russo-Chinese Relationship,” European Politics and Society, vol. 17, no. 51 (2016).
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to World War II, of the smaller countries of South Asia in response to Indian power, 
and of the smaller countries of contemporary East Asia in response to China’s rise. 
This literature also explains contemporary Russian behavior in Northeast Asia—
since the end of the Cold War, Russia, as a secondary power in Northeast Asia, has 
bandwagoned with Chinese power, just as the other secondary powers discussed 
above, have bandwagoned with rising powers. Moreover, ever since the collapse of 
the Soviet empire in 1989, Russia has been an inferior power vis-à-vis China and it 
has experienced uninterrupted heightened threat perception. Having accommodated 
China’s growing relative growing power since 1989, it is unlikely that Russia will 
now transform its policy and begin to balance China.

Rather than resist Chinese superiority, Russia has done little to expand its pres-
ence to improve the security of its Far East region. On the contrary, since the onset 
of the Ukraine conflict Russia has reduced its military presence on the Sino-Russian 
border. Similarly, it has not challenged Chinese interests in countries along China’s 
perimeter, including in North Korea, in Indochina, South Asia, or Central Asia. It 
continues to sell China military equipment, despite the contribution of Russian arms 
sales to China’s military superiority.64 Moreover, Moscow has sought improved 
Sino-Russian relations as the US military presence on Russia’s Europe perimeter 
has increased since the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. It has also deep-
ened its dependency on the Chinese economy by encouraging Chinese investment 
in energy pipelines for Russian export oil and natural gas to China and by seeking 
Chinese investment throughout the Far East to promote the region’s economic devel-
opment.65 Similarly, in Central Asia, Russia has been nearly passive in the face of 
China’s growing presence. It has posed minimal resistant to Chinese pipeline con-
struction and to China’s Belt and Road Inititaive in Central Asia.

Russia’s secondary role in Northeast Asia is also reflected in its near irrelevance 
in the negotiations over North Korea’s nuclear program. Similarly, Japan pays scant 
attention to Russian naval capabilities in Northeast Asia. Russia matters in Europe, 
but not in Northeast Asia.

Even should the USA and Russia improve relations and enhance security coop-
eration in Europe and the Middle East, Russia will still not resist China’s rise in East 
Asia. Improved US–Russia diplomacy will not alleviate Russia’s long-term concern 
for superior American capabilities on its eastern borders. More recently, growing 
European interest in developing greater military capabilities to contend with Russian 

64 Elizabeth Wishnick, “Russia in 2015: Putin Seeks Asian Escape from European Chill,” Asian Sur-
vey, vol. 56, no. 1 (January/February 2016); Gabriel Domingue, “Russia Begins Delivering S-400 Air 
Defence Systems to China, Says Report,” Jane’s 360, January 18, 2018, at http://www.janes .com/artic 
le/77157 /russi a-begin s-deliv ering -s-400-air-defen ce-syste ms-to-china -says-repor t.
65 On Sino-Russian energy cooperation, see Øystein Tunsjø, Security and Profit in China’s Energy Pol-
icy: Hedging Against Risk, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013). On the 2014 Sino-Russian gas 
and pipeline agreement see Jane Perlez, “China and Russia Reach 30-Year Gas Deal,” New York Times, 
May 21, 2014 (accessed on July 18, 2017).

Author's personal copy

http://www.janes.com/article/77157/russia-begins-delivering-s-400-air-defence-systems-to-china-says-report
http://www.janes.com/article/77157/russia-begins-delivering-s-400-air-defence-systems-to-china-says-report


 R. S. Ross 

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 
attempt to strengthen its strategic presence in the Russian Far East and challenge 
Chinese security. Thus, should the gap narrow between China and Russia, the most 
likely source would be the determined erosion of China’s economic health and the 

66 Allen Cone, “European NATO members to boost spending this year,” UPI, June 25, 2019, at https ://
www.upi.com/Defen se-News/2019/06/25/Europ ean-NATO-membe rs-to-boost -spend ing-this-year/25415 
61467 847/.
67 Author’s interviews with Chinese government and military researchers.
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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-
gence of Russian great power capabilities in Northeast Asia. But it is far more likely 
that Russia will remain economically challenged than that China will fragment, so 
that Russia will continue to bandwagon with Chinese power.
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