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KEY POINTS

1. It’sin America’s interests to avoid a Eurasian hegemon, so forestalling a deeper alliance between
China and Russia should be a major goal of U.S. strategy.

2. China and Russia’s present relationship is best described as a “quasi-alliance.” It bears some
features of a military partnership, but it still falls short of a full alliance as seen with the cooperation
between the U.S. and its allies.

3. U.S. foreign policy has been the main driver behind the China-Russia quasi-alliance, though various
factors still constrain the relationship, including the security provided by nuclear weapons and
mutual wariness of worsened tensions with the U.S.

4. Chinese and Russian cooperation remains primarily commercial, and even that aspect of the
relationship has its complications, but overly confrontational U.S. policies could still push the two
powers closer together.

5. Rather than confront both powers at once, or engage with Russia to drive a wedge between the two
(a so-called “reverse Kissinger”), a better approach is to improve relations with both China and
Russia at the same time (a so-called “double Kissinger”).

THREAT INFLATION AND A EURASIAN HEGEMON

The strategic cooperation between China and Russia increasingly forms an organizing principle in U.S.
defense strategy.” Russia’s role in American strategic thinking assumed new prominence after the invasion
of Ukraine, but the Biden administration’s policy was still to view China as the greater threat. Either way,
there exists a decades-old consensus that a conjoining of Chinese and Russian military efforts would
represent a new level of threat to the United States.?

This line of thinking seems to resonate with the second Trump administration. In early 2025, according to
one press report, Secretary of State Marco Rubio “warned that closer ties between China and Russia would
pose a problem for the US, if Moscow became the ‘permanent junior partner’ to Beijing....”*

The concern with a Eurasian hegemon forms a relatively stable line of American strategic reasoning going
back to Sir Halford Mackinder and Nicholas Spykman.* These theorists observed that joining the resources
of the Eurasian supercontinent could pose a threat to the leading maritime states, namely the U.S. and the
UK. Mackinder was most concerned with a possible alliance marrying Russia’s geography and resources to
Germany’s manufacturing prowess.® Today, the more obvious pairing is of Russia, with its large nuclear
arsenal, and China, a country now firmly holding the position of “workshop of the world.”

It is therefore conceivable that, if it works in league with Russia, China could achieve an extraordinary level

of power in Eurasia. As one leading American expert put it, “The crux of the problem, in short, is regional
hegemony in Asia....”® A prospective China-Russia alliance could present a viable path toward this future.
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This is perceived as a threat by the U.S. for two major reasons. First, the accumulated resources of Eurasia
could constitute a rival power that might threaten the United States or at least its trade interests. Second,
there is the tendency of regional hegemons to “roam,” or take aggressive action on the world stage.’

This concern, rooted in realpolitik thinking, provides a foundation for more alarmist thinking that sees a
Russia and China leading a global league of autocratic states. A good example is the 2018 book Axis of
Authoritarians. As one of the leaders of this research effort writes, “The two leading dissatisfied powers are
once again authoritarian... and covet, as they have for centuries, different parts of the globe. Russia covets
Europe, while China covets Asia (and beyond).”® This is plainly an exaggeration, or at least a worst-case
scenario, but such assessments are more and more the norm among the U.S. foreign policy elite.’

In this explainer, | argue that while constraints on Chinese-Russian cooperation mean the United States has
little to fear from the relationship, it is worth shifting U.S. policy to stop driving the two powers together. The
best way to achieve this is not simply courting Russia but gradually improving ties with both countries. This
would not only ensure the two Eurasian giants do not upgrade their partnership into an alliance that could
genuinely threaten U.S. national security, but also reduce the real risk that Russia and China individually
present to the United States.

This explainer begins with a brief historical discussion about China and Russia’s historically stable and
improving relationship. A second section discusses factors that limit the two powers’ cooperation. A third
section discusses the Chinese-Russian quasi-alliance in both military and commercial domains. A fourth
section explains how the U.S. inclination toward “excessive balancing” could lead to a tighter and more
formalized China-Russia alliance with negative outcomes for U.S. national security. A fifth section explains
how to avoid this dark outcome by pursuing détente with both Moscow and Beijing simultaneously.

FROM THE GOLDEN AGE TO THE SINO-SOVIET
CONFLICT TO GROWING TIES

The China-Russia bilateral relationship carries its share of historical baggage, but this is often exaggerated.*
There have been tensions over the roughly five centuries of China-Russia contact in the Modern Era, to be
sure. Yet these tensions never came close to approximating the cataclysmic bloodletting that has afflicted
other neighboring powers, whether between Russia and Germany or China and Japan. China and Russia
have never been involved in a large-scale war against one another.*

True, Russia played a considerable role in China’s century of humiliation, roughly 1839-1945, when the
European powers, together with Japan and to a lesser extent the U.S., fought numerous wars on Chinese
territory and generally contested for zones of interest. The Kremlin took advantage of China’s weakness to
secure its favored borders along the Amur River and extending to the Pacific coastline.'? The Chinese still
occasionally brace at the subject of Mongolian statehood or whether the city of Vladivostok was originally a
Manchu settlement.*®

But generally China is more concerned to emphasize that the Russians rendered vital assistance in Chinese
struggles with Japan and later against the U.S. in Korea.™ It was the Korean War that crystalized the high
point of China-Russia cooperation. As one recent history of this period relates regarding combat in the
Korean War, “Soviet fighters would come to rescue Chinese and [North] Korean pilots... in extremely
dangerous situations,” adding, “The Soviet air force played a very important role during the Korean War.”**
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This cooperation dissolved with high drama when all Soviet advisors in China were ordered home in 1960.
Ideological differences, historical grievances, and, most fundamentally, internal political machinations gave
rise to the Sino-Soviet split that brought the Eurasian giants to the brink of war in March 1969.%° The Kremlin
undertook a massive military buildup to contend with the Chinese threat and even threatened to undertake
strikes against Beijing’s nascent nuclear arsenal.’

Sino-Soviet geopolitical rivalry spread throughout the world, including notably into Africa, and played a role in
triggering a major war between China and Vietnam in 1979.*8 The fact that a captured Soviet T-62 tank
remains on very prominent display at Beijing’s hewly renovated military museum suggests that the Sino-
Soviet conflict has not been forgotten, and this seems true on the Russian side as well.*®

Less than two decades later, the bilateral China-Russia relationship began to warm again under the
guidance of two reformist leaders, Deng Xiaoping and Mikhail Gorbachev. The relationship has since
progressed through several stages, from normalization to comprehensive partnership. Some of the
significant milestones in this warming trend came thanks to external threats, such as the sense of mutual
vulnerability following the NATO campaign against Serbia in 1999.2° Starting in the mid-1990s, China began
to import large quantities of Russian weapons, ranging from fighter aircraft and air transports to destroyers
and diesel submarines.?* In 2005, China and Russia organized their first joint military exercise.?? In 20141, oil
began to flow through a China-Russia oil pipeline.?®

CHINA AND RUSSIA’S ENERGY TIES 7
| , O |

* RUSSIA

@ Blagoveshchensk-
Heihe Bridge

= QOperating gas pipeline

==< Gas pipeline under
construction

= = Proposed gas pipeline

- QOperating oil pipeline

= Russia-China border

Sources: Congressional Research Service, Thomas Reuters

3 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES il



ASSESSING THE CHINA-RUSSIA
QUASI-ALLIANCE

Throughout the contemporary period, growing tensions with the U.S. and its allies, both in Eastern Europe
and in the western Pacific, spurred closer ties between the Eurasian giants. Russia’s threat perceptions
increased when NATO began so-called “out-of-area” operations, starting in the Balkans during the late
1990s. The U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty (2002) and the second Iraq war (2003) both added to the
U.S.-Russia estrangement, since the ABM Treaty had long been regarded as a cornerstone of nuclear
disarmament and Iraq had formerly been a Soviet client state.

The continuing process of NATO expansion during the 2000s also played a major role in triggering Russian
threat perceptions. Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008 was likely a response to NATO'’s expansion into the
Caucasus region, a former Soviet area traditionally in Russia’s sphere of influence. U.S. interventions in
Libya and Syria (2011 and 2013, respectively), both partners to Russia, further inflamed the Kremlin’s ire.
But it was the boiling of the Ukraine crisis, from the Orange Revolution (2004) to the Maidan protests (2013)
to Russia’s annexation of Crimea (2014), that finally led to Russia’s complete break with the West and its
2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

This succession of perceived wounds made Moscow eager to work with Beijing in order to contest U.S. global
power. Meanwhile, a parallel process was unfolding in the Asia-Pacific due to obvious U.S. efforts to contain
China. The Pacific rivalry was set in motion during the 1995-96 Taiwan crisis when Washington deployed
two aircraft carriers to the vicinity of the island in order to deter Beijing. Maritime incidents, including
dangerous maneuvering both in the EP-3 aircraft collision (2001) and the so-called USNS /mpeccable
incident (2009) as well as the crisis at Scarborough Shoal (2012) convinced Chinese strategists that the
U.S. was determined to maintain military predominance in areas proximate to China. They viewed this
outcome as unacceptable.

Growing friction in Chinese-Japanese relations in the East China Sea (2010) contributed to a bubbling
cauldron alongside other tensions in the South China Sea and Korean Peninsula. The resulting American
“pivot” to the Asia-Pacific in 2012 became another step in the deepening Sino-American estrangement that
is now so evident.2* While apprehensions in the South China Sea reached a new apex in 2015 with the
completion of China’s reef bases there, Taiwan tensions would increase dangerously again that following
year when Tsai Ing-wen was elected the island’s president.

But it was when the first Trump administration declared a new U.S. strategy of great power competition,
which overtly saw China as a primary adversary, that U.S.-China strains became fully evident. That policy was
continued and even strengthened under President Joe Biden, who declared no fewer than four times that
the U.S. was prepared to fight to defend Taiwan, partially overturning the decades-long policy of “strategic
ambiguity.” China viewed all this as hostile and dangerous, making Beijing more receptive and enthusiastic
to working with Russia.

The impact of the 2022 Russia-Ukraine War in solidifying the China-Russia relationship has been especially
dramatic. That tendency was apparent more than a decade ago after the Maidan protests and the Crimea
annexation. The China-Russia relationship grew substantially closer in 2015, as illustrated by President Xi
Jinping’s controversial visit to Moscow after the West imposed sanctions on Russia for annexing Crimea in
2014.%

In a foretaste of China’s eventual position on the Russia-Ukraine War, Beijing adopted a mixed position,
refusing to endorse or formally recognize the Kremlin’s actions in Crimea but not condemning Moscow or
slowing China-Russia cooperation.?® Chinese leaders would later evidence similar inhibitions, steadfastly
refusing to give Russia finished armaments or munitions to support the Kremlin’'s war. But China’s neutrality
in the conflict has been notably pro-Russian, entailing diplomatic, economic, and indirect military support.
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THE CHINA-RUSSIA QUASI-ALLIANCE

In the process of building broad-based bilateral cooperation, Russia and China formed what might be called
a quasi-alliance starting in the late 1990s, both as a response to perceived American threats and as a result
of pragmatic efforts to fill major security and defense gaps. Major Chinese shortfalls in defense capabilities
during this period, such as submarines, and Beijing’s isolation from the West drove China closer to Russia,
as did lingering instability in Central Asia.?” Chinese and Russian military institutions, including research
institutes and production centers, made initial exchanges as the two armed forces initiated regular
exchanges and exercises.?®

The China-Russia relationship is currently growing closer, including in the commercial, scientific, and cultural
domains, but it is still far from a genuine military alliance.? Alliances vary significantly across a range of
commitments and activities, but an actual military alliance would entail some mutual defense obligations or,
by looser definitions, some formalized set of strategic obligations.*® As much as U.S. antagonism has spurred
China-Russia cooperation, the relationship still seems unlikely to reach the level of military alliance.3*

| adopt the term “quasi-alliance” because the relationship does have features of an alliance, such as
institutionalized military cooperation in the form of educational exchanges and joint exercises repeated on
an annual basis. Yet it lacks other aspects of a full military alliance, at least relative to how American
alliances tend to ook, including shared bases, an integrated and standing command structure, and mutual
defense commitments. Comparing China-Russia military cooperation to the much more robust relationships
that the U.S. has with NATO or its major East Asian allies yields the conclusion that the military partnership
between Beijing and Moscow is far less developed.

THE LIMITS OF CHINA-RUSSIA COOPERATION

Before turning to the substance of China and Russia’s strategic cooperation, it is useful to frame its limits.
Four key factors have prevented the quasi-alliance from becoming an alliance.

First, there is the memory of past enmity resulting from the reality that the two states still share a border and
can threaten each other. Second, differing geopolitical circumstances limit an overlap in interests and the
two powers remain divided on key issues. Third, Beijing and Moscow worry that a tight, militarized alliance
would not serve their respective interests or a stable world order. This is partly a result of a fourth key factor,
which is that the threat that drives Russia and China together—the United States—is not as threatening as it
might be. This is especially true given that both countries have large nuclear deterrents that diminish the
likelihood of a direct war with other nuclear powers and make the prospect of being invaded hard to credit.

There is not only a lingering memory of hostile relations between China and Russia during the second half of
the Cold War (1960-1990) but the extant, if minor, possibility that the two Eurasian giants could threaten
one another in the future. Inhibitions on the Russian side are more acute, since Russia is the weaker of the
two parties. There are plentiful hints of Russian anxieties regarding the growth of Chinese influence in
Russia, including apparently within the Kremlin’s intelligence apparatus.>?> Some Russians have articulated
the fear that China’s demographic and military superiority could pose an inherent threat to their resource-
rich but sparsely populated Far Eastern territories.®® Likewise, a few Chinese experts emphasize that the two
nations have been bitter rivals historically with “nothing in common,” and that the Chinese have often
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considered the Russians “threatening.”** Such negative sentiments are mostly dormant in both countries as
pragmatic cooperation prevails, but they still surface occasionally and likely limit the relationship.

A related issue is Russia’s wariness of being exploited as China’s junior partner. The asymmetry of power
that characterizes the relationship, where China is a global trading juggernaut with nearly nine times the
GDP of Russia, makes Russia wary of becoming overly dependent on China.?®

A second major constraint on bilateral relations is divergent interests. This strategic divergence is a result of
several factors: geography, trade competition, and historic experiences with sovereignty.

With respect to geography, Russia has core interests in the Baltic Sea, for instance, but China has hardly any
interests there at all. The same is true in reverse concerning the South China Sea. These inherent
asymmetries mean China and Russia may have a similar outlook and sympathies toward each other, but
there is little inclination to contemplate war over the same issues. This should put to rest that most feared
scenario of China and Russia acting in concert in a war against the West—a fear that has been expressed by
wantonly slinging around the emotive term “axis.”

China and Russia have long disagreed about the South China Sea dispute, as the Kremlin was initially
reluctant to go along with China’s controversial claims to the so-called nine-dash line that encompasses
much of the South China’s Sea’s area and critical sea lanes.*® This was especially seen with regard to
Vietnam. Russia supported Vietham’s own extensive territorial claims and associated reef-building efforts in
the South China Sea even though this was antagonistic to China, not least because Russian firms were
active in exploring for hydrocarbons off of Vietham'’s coast.®’ This placed Moscow, at least for a time, in
league with Washington, which also opposed Beijing’s expansive claims in the South China Sea. China-
Russia tensions over this issue likely peaked during a 2014 crisis involving China’s provocative placement of
a major drill rig in waters claimed by Vietnam.*® Those tensions have receded since, but the issue of
Vietham—a country that China fought a war with in 1979—and particularly Russia’s long commitment to
arming Hanoi with billions of dollars in advanced weaponry, has long been a thorn in the side of the China-
Russia quasi-alliance.®®

India poses a similarly sensitive problem. China is reasonably understanding of the “special bond” that
unites Russia and India, but looks askance at certain key defense programs, such as the BrahMos anti-ship
missile that has heightened Indian capabilities, since it has supersonic speed and thus likely a high ability to
penetrate defenses.*® This is a symptom of a larger issue: competition between Beijing and Moscow for
defense exports in developing markets remains intense, with some residual bad feelings that Chinese
weapons are often copies of Russian systems.*

The Ukraine war also reveals the limits of cooperation. By refusing to sell Russia finished weapons systems,
China has offended the Russian foreign policy elite. The Russians are aware that China has the military-
industrial heft to impact the war’s outcome if Beijing were so inclined, and there is little doubt Russia would
benefit substantially from Chinese armored vehicles, artillery, and infantry arms, not to mention munitions.
Yet Beijing has refrained from providing this equipment.*?

At the same time, China’s unique historical experience—both as a colonized power and its perception of
Taiwan as a renegade province—makes its leaders more consistent guardians of state sovereignty than
Russia, which seems to regard sovereignty issues left over from the collapse of the USSR as open to
revision. Chinese foreign policy elites have harshly criticized Russia’s policies, especially its attempt to shift
borders by force.*®
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Eurasia expert Zhao Long writes: “Across successive crises—from the Kosovo War to the Russia-Georgia
conflict to Crimea—China has consistently refused to recognize any unilateral changes to territorial
status....”** He concludes, “China’s commitment to Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity has not
changed—and there is little reason to believe it will in the future.”*® This disagreement over sovereignty has
not been a huge stumbling block to China-Russia cooperation, but it is emblematic of deeper philosophical
differences and seems to act as a limiting factor on Chinese aid to Russia’s war in Ukraine.

The third key factor limiting cooperation is a desire to avoid deepening antagonism with the United States.
Chinese and Russian leaders are aware that as bad as relations are with U.S., they could always be worse.
This is why official statements on the bilateral relationship, going back even to the 1990s, point out that they
are not directed against a third party.*® Both countries are wary of going too far and, in so doing, provoking a
counterreaction from the U.S. and its allies. China and Russia are wary of American power, having paid
dearly for blundering into wars and undertaking rivalries against America. Such costly blunders could be said
to include both the Korean War and the Soviet war in Afghanistan. In short, they are not eager to embrace a
new cold war, and they seem to have an awareness that formalizing and invigorating the quasi-alliance
would be detrimental in this respect.*’

The fourth and related factor undermining Chinese-Russian cooperation is the limits of the U.S. threat. While
the military establishments in both China and Russia are focused on the United States, they are aware that
the U.S. is not trying to directly attack or overthrow their respective regimes, despite occasional rhetoric to
the contrary.*®

This security partly derives from nuclear weapons. Russia leaned hard on its nuclear arsenal to deter against
U.S. and European military intervention in Ukraine. Meanwhile, China has embarked on a major buildup of its
own nuclear forces.*® It is logical that nuclear weapons would play some role in reducing both nations’
insecurity vis-a-vis the United States. China and Russia have both felt an increased level of threat from the
U.S. in recent decades, but their respective nuclear arsenals mean there is no need to take extreme
measures, such as significantly upgrading their quasi-alliance.*°

THE U.S. CEMENTS THE CHINA-RUSSIA QUASI-
ALLIANCE

Despite these sources of restraint, China and Russia have good reasons to cooperate. Moscow and Beijing
have fundamental common interests: promoting internal development, expanding trade, maintaining
political stability, and aggressively countering separatism and terrorism. These provide substantial ballast to
bilateral relations, but it's the United States that is the major factor in cementing the contemporary China-
Russia quasi-alliance. To a considerable degree, the quasi-alliance is a classic example of a state balancing
against a threatening power.>*

The outlines of the contemporary China-Russia quasi-alliance are evident in the two countries’ joint
statement of April 1997 that warned against “hegemony... conflict and confrontation,” and advocated for “a
trend towards a multipolar world.” The statement also condemned the “Cold War mentality and bloc
politics,” declaring that China and Russia seek to forge “a new type of long-term inter-State relations that are
not directed against third countries.”®? By that point, both Beijing and Moscow had quite clearly seen enough
of the “unipolar moment,” including U.S. military interventions in Iraq, Somalia, and Bosnia with concurrent

7 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES T



ASSESSING THE CHINA-RUSSIA
QUASI-ALLIANCE

threats applied to the Taiwan Strait and the ever-volatile Korean Peninsula. Both nations had begun to
contemplate alternate systems of global order.

A quarter century later, the same suspicions of American global predominance remain a major impetus for
solidifying the relationship. The May 2024 China-Russia joint statement, which runs to about 8,000 words,
states that it is not directed against a third party but also warns against “hegemony and power politics” and
advocates for “building a multipolar world”"—clear jabs at the global role played by the U.S.>3

These U.S. policies involved encroachment on the vital national security interests of both China and Russia
over a period extending back into the Cold War. For Russia, major concerns revolved around NATO expansion
and political volatility in Ukraine, but also other issues like arms control and the Middle East. For China, the
main driver of tensions was U.S. actions related to Taiwan—such Nancy Pelosi’s visit to the island in August
2022—which Beijing believes are aimed both at containing China and making Taiwan’s separation
permanent. Other U.S. strategic initiatives, including in the East China Sea, the South China Sea, and on the
Korean Peninsula, have likewise reinforced Chinese anxieties and created a strong impetus for China and
Russia to work together.

While the China-Russia quasi-alliance has seen the two nations cooperate on military matters, the two
countries also collaborate in other ways, including in developing strategic trade relations and conducting ad
hoc initiatives in various global flashpoints. The 2024 statement is remarkable in its breadth, covering
regional areas from Afghanistan to Africa to the Arctic, as well as functional issues like joint lunar exploration
and even “digital green transformation,” as well as a bilateral “pop music festival.”** Chinese and Russian
leaders meet very regularly and issue joint statements on a roughly annual basis. The 2025 joint statement
is considerably briefer but covers familiar themes.%®

MILITARY EXERCISES

The core of any budding alliance is, of course, military cooperation, and this has formed a central plank of
the developing Chinese-Russian relationship. Both countries’ militaries have been jointly exercising regularly
since 2005. These exercises have gradually come to encompass all their armed services (including their
coast guards), as well as advanced doctrinal concepts like anti-submarine and amphibious warfare.*® The
exercises have also expanded to new and sensitive areas, such as the Black and South China seas.®’

Not all China-Russia military exercises are potentially threatening—for example, ground forces exercises held
in interior Asia. But other joint military exercises are more troubling. Consider the joint strategic aviation
exercises that began in 2019. Both countries fielded nuclear-capable bombers. Notably, a Chinese-language
account observes that the U.S. has been undertaking similar strategic bomber patrols around China’s
flanks.*® The mid-2024 iteration of the China-Russia strategic aviation exercise took place close to Alaska
and witnessed, for the first time, Chinese bombers staging out of a Russian airbase, which theoretically
could enable greater reach for Chinese bombers in a hypothetical U.S.-China conflict.>® The regular China-
Russia joint strategic aviation patrol once again took wing in December 2025, as a new China-Japan
diplomatic crisis continued to escalate.®® Since regular exercises of nuclear-capable bombers along rival
powers’ flanks is becoming more common, such behaviors may deepen great power threat perceptions and
should be limited or curtailed by the exercise of reciprocal restraint if possible.

The military exercises that China and Russia have undertaken since 2005 help reveal the limits of

cooperation. These exercises are frequent and increasingly sophisticated, but still limited in scale. They are
smaller than those undertaken either by NATO or the U.S. and its allies in East Asia. The largest China-Russia
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naval exercise involved 15 warships, while large U.S.-led multilateral exercises in both Europe and East Asia
routinely gather 40 to 50 warships and sometimes even more.®* Since China and Russia rank as the second
and third largest fleets, they could quite easily match or exceed these numbers, but they choose not t0.%?
That indicates that Beijing and Moscow are exercising moderation in their quasi-alliance.

WEAPONS AND TECHNOLOGY COOPERATION

A more worrisome trend that stretches back over three decades concerns the aid that the two sides have
rendered to one another in military-technical development. That tendency is hardly hidden, since most of
China’s front-line fighter aircraft and bombers are derivative of Soviet designs. The same is true when it
comes to surface combatants, conventional submarines, as well as crucial air-defense, air-to-air, and anti-
ship missiles, not to mention sensors.®®

Russian assistance in the development of Chinese weaponry has occurred in two major waves, the first
during the 1950s and the second during the 1990s and 2000s.%* While this military-technical assistance
has generally declined over the last decade, long-term cooperation remains likely, including in critical areas
such as submarine development. That is because both militaries see opportunities to improve and both
remain isolated from advanced Western technology. Undersea warfare should be a focus of concern to U.S.
defense analysts given that the PLA Navy can still benefit substantially from Russia’s extensive experience,
particularly in developing nuclear submarines to counter the U.S. Navy.®®

With respect to undersea warfare, a Russian report in mid-2025 suggested that Russian torpedo
development could benefit from Chinese advances in artificial intelligence.®® This Russian admiration for
Chinese military engineering is relatively new and reverses decades of one-way transfers of military-technical
expertise. While various Chinese military sectors can still benefit from Russian military achievements, it's
interesting to imagine that Russia’s future navy might well be partially designed and built in China.®” In a
worst-case scenario for the U.S., China’s industrial heft might be combined with Russia’s strategic and
military design prowess, potentially enabling a much more powerful Chinese military. In such a future, the
U.S. might no longer be the world’s most powerful armed forces. While that development would not be
devastating for U.S. national security, it could be concerning nonetheless.

Likewise, their joint lunar project involves close cooperation between the two space establishments.®® Space
cooperation could form a leading indicator for both countries’ scientific establishments more generally.

AD HOC COOPERATION IN WARS AND HOTSPOTS

Russia and China also support one another in more ad hoc ways, as illustrated by the Russia-Ukraine War.
While withholding direct military aid and finished weapons, China has provided widespread economic and
diplomatic support.®® China has also apparently furnished key inputs into Russian military production,
including nitrocellulose for munitions and the co-production of drones, while even provisioning Russia with
vital satellite imagery support.”

It is likely that the Chinese military is receiving reports on how to counter advanced U.S. weaponry from

Russia.”* Thus a military partnership between Beijing and Moscow that grows out of the current relationship
could indeed pose major challenges for Washington.

9 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES il



ASSESSING THE CHINA-RUSSIA
QUASI-ALLIANCE

Russia’s deployment of North Korean troops into the Russia-Ukraine War, moreover, has raised concerns
about a “trilateral axis” emergent in Northeast Asia, but there is little evidence of this beyond photos from a
2025 military parade in Beijing attended by both Vladimir Putin and Kim Jong-un.”? In interviews with the
author undertaken in Shanghai in late 2025, Chinese experts were at pains to emphasize that no alliance
joining China, Russia, and North Korea is under consideration.”

China and Russia have also cooperated in a more ad hoc manner in various other hotspots. For example,
since the U.S. pullout from Afghanistan in 2021, Beijing and Moscow have made plans to help stabilize the
volatile situation there, focusing on refugees, drug flows, and risks related to terrorism.” In the Middle East,
China and Russia have undertaken trilateral naval exercises with Iran.”® During the 2026 U.S.-Israeli war
against Iran, both Russia and China have notably declined to become directly involved, even as they've
offered some limited diplomatic, economic, and intelligence support.” Other trilateral naval exercises have
occurred in cooperation with South Africa.””

EVEN THE COMMERCIAL RELATIONSHIP IS
COMPLICATED

Strategic cooperation in military affairs is the issue of most concern for U.S. observers, but it is worth
emphasizing that economics and development remain the beating heart of China-Russia cooperation,
whether or not one considers this part of their quasi-alliance. China-Russia commercial interactions are, by
and large, the natural outcome of market dynamics among the two large neighbors and not part of any
alliance formation scheme.

The economic structures of the two Eurasian powers are quite complementary. China badly needs the
natural resources, especially energy, that Russia has in abundance. Russia benefits from access to China’s
enormous manufacturing base as well as its wide experience in global trade and in penetrating markets
across the world.

The two countries’ trade and investment relationship grew steadily over the last couple of decades (until last
year), with impressive gains even in non-energy sectors, such as agriculture and high technology.’® In part,
this reflects the successive rounds of Western sanctions that were slapped on Russia and that significantly
intensified in 2022. China has used a variety of mechanisms to evade these sanctions, including creating
shell companies, using specialized banks, and taking advantage of transshipment points.”®

Trade volume between Russia and China grew at a torrid pace during 2022 and 2023, by an average of 30
percent per annum, likely reflecting major adjustments such as import substitution due to the Ukraine war.2°
However, trade grew by only about 2 percent in 2024, and there was a decline in China-Russia trade volume
in 2025 in part because of slumping energy prices and market saturation during that period.®*
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CHINA-RUSSIA TRADE VOLUME (2012-2025)

2024 marks the highest level
of trade between the two countries.
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Source: "Russia-China Trade Dips to $228bn in 2025 After Years of Growth." Intellinews, [February 13, 2026].
https://www.intellinews.com/russia-china-trade-dips-to-228bn-in-2025-after-years-of-growth-425961/.

China-Russia trade growth also reflects the reality that the trade ties between the two nations remain
underdeveloped. For example, the first highway bridge linking the two countries over the Amur River was only
completed in 2019 and did not open until 2022.8? And despite all of China’s frenetic high-speed rail building,
there is still no linkage to Russian cities despite this being planned for many years.®

The Russians have long bemoaned the structure of China-Russia trade in which natural resource
commodities (e.g. fossil fuels) are often exchanged for finished, manufactured goods.®* This reflects a
mentality in Russia that they should not just be a “gas station” for other countries but should themselves
engage in high-tech manufacturing. In the context of the China-Russia relationship, this sensitivity is
heightened since during the last period of intensive China-Russia interaction (1950-1960), the roles were
reversed, with relatively advanced finished products going from Russia to China rather than in the other
direction.®

Related tensions have occasionally flared regarding environmental despoilation precipitated by voracious
Chinese demand for Russian resources, particularly timber in Siberia. In 2019, protests reportedly erupted in
many Russian cities over Chinese logging practices in Siberia.®® And while Russians are no doubt thankful
that Chinese goods are filling crucial consumption gaps caused by Ukraine-related economic sanctions, they
remain concerned that Chinese firms have gained monopolies in Russian markets.®’

Western pressure has created some specific instances of strategic partnering in the commercial realm. The
combination of the alleged Kremlin-directed cyber-attacks on U.S. elections in 2016 with the first Trump
administration’s assault on the Chinese digital communications company Huawei during 2018-19 led
Huawei to undertake a major expansion in Russia that may have included hiring as many as 1,000 new
research scientists.®®If both Russia and China were to be squeezed out entirely of Western information and
communications networks, then it was logical they would seek synergies in this domain.®® The following year,
Huawei in collaboration with Russian partners reported record data transfer speeds in Russian
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communication networks that could have national security implications, according to some Western
analysts.®®

In any case, China and Russia remain far behind the world’s most active bilateral trading relationships, such
as between the U.S. and its major economic partners, including China.?* That is another reason not to
exaggerate the strategic importance of China-Russia relations. On the whole, this trading relationship should
be considered normal and not part of an alliance or excessively related to security issues.

To summarize these elements of cooperation, the quasi-alliance remains far below the level of a formal,
highly developed alliance. There are very regular China-Russia military drills, but their size and scope are
relatively limited. The exercises do not suggest that the Kremlin would take on the risks of direct involvement
in a war with the U.S., including allowing Chinese staging from Russian bases, or that China would do so for
Russia. The two countries’ national defense establishments have close ties, including in education and
research, but the list of actual joint military development projects remains quite small. The two Eurasian
powers do not permanently base one another’s military formations on each other’s territory, as is common in
U.S. alliance arrangements. Increased trade ties add glue to their strategic cooperation, but this is only partly
a strategic choice driven by Western pressure and is mostly due to more fundamental economic factors.

U.S. POLICIES COULD STILL DRIVE CHINA AND
RUSSIA CLOSER TOGETHER

Wiser policies in Washington that embrace restraint, particularly by avoiding deploying military forces
proximate to both China and Russia, can avert a more dangerous future in which Beijing and Moscow
consider elevating their security partnership to something like a formalized alliance. Such an alliance could
entail large-scale military exercises in new domains around the world, further integration of China’s and
Russia’s military-educational and military-industrial complexes, and setting up for combined warfare by
integrating command structures and permanent basing forces on one another’s territory.

Both Beijing and Moscow have long objected to what they see as inappropriate interference by Washington
in their nearby domains. China is concerned about U.S. deployments to the Korean Peninsula and in the
South China Sea, but it's very clear that Taiwan is viewed as “the core of China’s core interests.”®? According
to Kremlin pronouncements going back over a decade, Russian leaders view U.S. military activities in the
former USSR with similar fear and loathing.*?

If sufficiently antagonized on core security interests, China could conceivably alter its policy to start directly
arming Russian forces in Ukraine. Another far-fetched but unpleasant future would be if Chinese submarines
armed with nuclear weapons began to operate from Russia’s Arctic ports—a launch point significantly closer
to the U.S. homeland than China’s very distant submarine bases. This strategic option has been floated in
the Russian press.?* Such a militarization of the Arctic would undoubtedly be negative for U.S. national
security, not least as it would drive an enormous and expensive set of countermeasures.

Such escalatory steps will hopefully remain far-fetched, but understanding the U.S. role in the China-Russia
quasi-alliance could help us prevent this dark and dangerous future. As Gilbert Rozman explained a decade
ago, “The lesson of the Sino-Soviet dispute and the failure to resolve it until 1989 [for Beijing and Moscow]
is that any distractions from confronting U.S. power are dangerous.”®®* Rozman noted that the relationship is
built on a deeply shared identity that “reject[s] the old idea... that the West is superior to the East.”®® He
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concluded that Beijing and Moscow “define ‘core national interests’ in similar ways.... In both cases, these
are defined in opposition to U.S. interests.”®’

Both Russia and China have flirted with stepping up their quasi-alliance. Putin stated explicitly that a China-
Russia alliance is a possibility.?® And while officially Beijing has not wavered from its principled stance of non-
alignment [41~45 #], some leading scholars in China have publicly advocated for a much tighter bond with
Russia.®

How would such a development affect U.S. national security interests? On one hand, it might not, given the
depths of deterrence provided by mutually assured destruction. On the other hand, China could become a
much more formidable nuclear weapons power under Russian tutelage, given Russia’s vast experience in
this area, a point that has been made by Chinese nuclear strategy experts.*®°

Such moves, plausible in theory, could prove destabilizing, since both undersea operations and nuclear
forces are widely viewed as critical to great powers. It is noteworthy that Chinese and Russian strategists
may be more attuned to the dangers of triggering the “security dilemma” (where defensive acts are
perceived by adversaries as offensive, triggering deeper insecurity) than their Western counterparts.*®* Since
2022, such deliberations have been muted in both capitals. Russia, now in circumstances of greater
isolation, might wish for a closer bond with China, but China is more reluctant, wishing not to be dragged into
Putin’s costly, unending war against Ukraine. And though Kremlin pundits may wish for a Taiwan war to
divert Western pressure, there is little to no hint that Russia will get directly involved in such a conflict. In
other words, both powers wish to avoid entrapment in the other’s risky gambits.

‘REVERSE KISSINGER’ OR ‘DOUBLE
KISSINGER’?

The second Trump administration has brought a new approach to foreign policy that seems in certain
respects a departure from the strategy developed in Trump’s first term. In particular, the effort to improve
relations with Russia has sought to make good on Trump’s campaign promise to end the tragic Russia-
Ukraine War. Many foreign policy experts have read into this an additional goal of wooing the Kremlin away
from China’s embrace.'°?

In February 2025, Secretary of State Rubio said the new administration was very concerned that “two
nuclear powers [are] alighed against the U.S” and explicitly suggested that new U.S. policies were aimed at
“peeling [Russia]... off a relationship with the Chinese.”**® U.S. efforts to focus on the more dangerous of the
two Eurasian powers have a definite historical echo and have been widely characterized as a “reverse
Kissinger”—mimicking National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger’s successful efforts to more closely align
China with the U.S. against the USSR.

Starting in 1969, the Nixon administration began to reappraise U.S. strategy toward China after violent
clashes on the Ussuri River border between China and Russia convinced American leaders that the Sino-
Soviet split was genuine and deep. President Richard Nixon had earlier expressed an interest in engaging
with China, but these dramatic events crystalized Washington’s determination to exploit the fracture for
American advantage. It took almost three years to accomplish the breakthrough with Nixon’s visit to Beijing,
and a full decade to normalize U.S.-China relations, but this maneuver is often regarded by strategists as
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masterful, raising American prestige around the world and even playing some role in bringing the Cold War to
a peaceful denouement.*®*

Nixon’s diplomatic maneuver yielded handsome results across the board, not least by resetting the global
balance of power and easing the trauma of American defeat in Vietham. After Nixon’s visit to Beijing,
America was not only reestablished as the world’s preeminent peacemaker but once again stood tall in Asia
too.

Yet few remember now that Kissinger made a simultaneous effort to improve the U.S. relationship with
Moscow. The goal was to enhance relations with both Eurasian powers and leverage improved ties with
China toward diplomatic gains with the Kremlin.°® That is exactly what happened as Nixon achieved several
historic breakthroughs with Moscow the same year he went to Beijing. These agreements, namely the
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) and Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) system treaties, became not only the
cornerstones of nuclear arms control but ushered in an era of détente, lowering tensions worldwide.

The Trump administration could conclude that driving a wedge between Beijing and Moscow is impossible
given the breadth and depth of the quasi-alliance. It is notable how the first Trump administration sought to
use the abrogation of the INF (Intermediate Nuclear Forces) Treaty to foster tensions between Moscow and
Beijing, hoping that Russia would blame China for the treaty’s downfall since the U.S. maintained that
China’s missile buildup made the treaty impossible to adhere t0.1° But as Brian Carlson notes, in the wake
of the treaty’s demise, “Russia... took steps to alleviate China’s concerns. Putin vowed that Russia would
deploy no missiles previously forbidden by the treaty in any regional theater unless the U.S. were to deploy
them in that theater first.”*°’

Carlson notes that the Kremlin steadfastly refused to put pressure on Beijing to join strategic arms control
negotiations. In fact, one reason such wedge strategies are unlikely to succeed is that both Russian and
Chinese strategists are particularly attuned to this possibility.'®

A so-called “double Kissinger” is a better approach. Such a policy would reflect that China-Russia relations in
and of themselves are not the central problem for U.S. national security. Rather, it is the extant danger of
escalation with either one that could prove catastrophic.

A policy to defuse those dangers would focus on circumscribing U.S. involvement in both Ukraine and
Taiwan. In each case, Washington has encroached on the spheres of influence of other great powers.
Limitations in U.S. support—and avoiding any more formal commitments to defend Ukraine or Taiwan—would
reduce both Russia’s and China’s incentives to advance their quasi-alliance.

With respect to Russia, a “double Kissinger” effort would include removing many sanctions while seeking
economic and diplomatic engagement, for example in the Arctic and with respect to nuclear arms control. Of
course, the biggest single factor in lowering U.S.-Russia tensions would be to settle the conflict in Ukraine
and even address the Kremlin’s laser-like focus on the “root causes” of the conflict. To its credit, the current
administration has taken steps in these directions, but so far without significantly positive results.

The other side of this dual approach could be harder for the current administration, but it might also be less
fraught since thankfully there is no war in the western Pacific. Progress could be made to lower tensions with
China, whether on the Korean Peninsula or in the South China Sea. On the former, a quadrilateral
framework (China, North Korea, South Korea, and the U.S.) could be used pursue a peace treaty. On the
latter, the U.S. could agree not to build up in the Luzon Strait (proximate to Taiwan) in return for Chinese
restraint in and around flashpoints, such as Scarborough Shoal.
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As always, Beijing will measure Washington’s intentions on Taiwan policy most carefully. Here too there are
relatively simple steps that can be taken, such as removing U.S. troops from the island, decreasing U.S. Navy
warship transits of the Taiwan Strait, upholding the One China policy, and exercising restraint in force
deployments to proximate areas, such as in the Ryukyu Islands. The Trump administration has taken some
steps to lower tensions in the Asia-Pacific, for example returning to “strategic ambiguity” and backing away
from “strategic clarity,” but much more can be done.

A “double Kissinger” approach will not only lower that all too real danger of great power war, but attenuate
the China-Russia quasi-alliance, since American pressure has always been a fundamental factor behind the
relationship. This would help stabilize the current global situation and support U.S. national security interests
by creating the strongest possible foundation for future peace and prosperity.

ADAPTING U.S. NATIONAL SECURITYTO A
MULTIPOLAR WORLD

This explainer has assessed the China-Russia quasi-alliance and concludes that it does not pose a major
threat to U.S. national security interests. Of course, there are genuinely substantive concerns about the
China-Russia military relationship, whether over future submarine or space development or in sharing
insights from the Russia-Ukraine War.'® These domains bear close watching, but the overall course of the
partnership is unlikely to evolve into a full-blown alliance of threatening proportions. This is because Moscow
and Beijing continue to have many real disagreements.

Moreover, both Moscow and particularly Beijing recognize that a tight, militarized China-Russia alliance
would destabilize the world order. This has been consistently revealed in both Russian and Chinese
statements and actions, and it deserves careful reflection by American strategists.**° A Chinese appraisal of
China-Russia relations from late 2025 explains that the countries are aiming to develop “a new paradigm of
cooperation that transcends bloc confrontation.”*!

Yet it's also true that the U.S. has been a main force behind the China-Russia quasi-alliance. This includes a
U.S. tendency toward excessive balancing, exerting continuous geopolitical pressure especially over both
Ukraine and Taiwan. This has contributed in no small part to pushing Russia and China together, fueling
deeper insecurity in the U.S. and an increased risk of war.

One way the U.S. can defuse tensions is to set aside threat inflation concerning the China-Russia quasi-
alliance in favor of a more pragmatic and realistic approach to national security. Decreasing threat inflation
will require stepped-up diplomatic and people-to-people engagement with an attendant focus on abjuring
damaging language like the term “adversary” when discussing both China and Russia. Another suggestion is
for national security officials to avoid conjoining China and Russia as a single problem to be solved. The two
countries are extremely different as are their respective positions in the world order. Treating them as a
single issue only supports the exaggeration of threats and ultimately harms U.S. national security.

Simultaneous overtures toward both Russia and China in the form of “double Kissinger” diplomacy will go a
long way to lower global tensions and prompt both Beijing and Moscow to adopt more independent
approaches to national security given a less threatening overall strategic situation. This approach could
move world politics away from a messianic struggle between good and evil, or democracy and
authoritarianism, and toward a more stable coexistence among the great powers.
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