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Abstract
In the contemporary world order, one of the most attention-getting issues is the recent consolidation of
defense and strategic engagement between China and Russia, specifically since the early 2010s.
Throughout a critical juncture angle, this study attempts to explain what led to the reinforcement of
these China–Russia relations, and how their strategic ties have evolved. This study argues that the three
critical junctures driven by the USA – the US Pivot to Asia, the Ukraine Crisis and the US-led sanctions
against Russia, and the US THAAD deployment to Korea – aggravated China and Russia’s perception of
threat from the USA, which contributed to the incremental China–Russia strategic and defense ties.

Key words: China–Russia relations; critical juncture; great power competition; international relations in the Asia-pacific
region

1. Introduction

As the great power competition between the USA and China intensifies, many countries are imple-
menting policies for their interests and security, aligning with like-minded countries while hedging
against those they consider a source of threat. One of the most attention-getting alignments is the
recent enhancement of strategic and defense ties between two powerful countries, China and
Russia. Although both countries have consolidated bilateral ties since the end of the Cold War,
their cooperation mostly focused on economics, and strategic collaborations were relatively intermit-
tent. However, since the early 2010s, they have concentrated more on cooperation in the realm of
security and strategy, remarkably upgraded bilateral defense collaboration with deepened, widened,
and institutionalized military engagements, and eventually raised their ties to the level of alliance.

What aspect led to the reinforcement of the China–Russia relations specifically since the 2010s?
And how have their strategic and defense ties evolved? How have they stepped up their security
and defense engagements? The recent China–Russia ties have attracted considerable attention from
scholars and policy makers, since these two countries are arguably two of the three influential actors,
along with the USA, on the contemporary international scene. The consolidating China–Russia stra-
tegic relationship would not only exert significant leverage over great power politics on the inter-
national level, but also decide on courses of many countries’ foreign policies.

In recent years, various studies have addressed their current bilateral defense and strategic ties.
Many of these studies, if not all, commonly indicate that during the 2010s China and Russia have
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established solid relationships beyond economics, and that such ties were arguably driven by certain
specific events, by common interests in specific issues, or by domestic factors (Lo, 2004; Ferguson,
2012; Muraviev, 2014; Korolev, 2016, 2018, 2019; Freeman, 2018; Bin, 2019; Yilmaz and Daksueva,
2019; Yu and Sui, 2020). Some of these studies analyze the degree of cooperation established between
China and Russia in terms of security and examine whether this relationship reaches formal military
alliance. Using several empirical criteria derived from alliances, one study examines the current level of
China–Russia defense ties and argues that both countries have established a high level of military
cooperation, with only some minor steps remaining for an alliance (Korolev, 2019). Presenting the
elements of cooperation in the military realm, Bin (2019) and Muraviev (2014) also articulate that
the China–Russia ties have moved toward a de facto or quasi-alliance.

Other studies focus on factors that arguably facilitate the growing bilateral ties or address the impact
of a growing relationship on regional security. Korolev (2018), for instance, notes that the US policies
toward China and Russia have aggravated security concerns and led them to react together. Ferguson
(2012) illustrates that the US’s military superiority has urged China and Russia to adopt soft balancing
strategies, whereas Yilmaz and Daksueva (2019) and Freeman (2018) underscore the role of energy in
explaining the current China–Russia relations.

In line with the previous research, this study also attempts to analyze the critical driving forces that
underlie the consolidation of the China–Russia security and strategic ties and how this relationship has
evolved. However, this study presents several characteristic features that differ from those of previous
studies. First, this study endeavors to identify the factors that facilitated the evolving ties between
China and Russia through a critical juncture angle. Previous studies observe several factors that
drove the current bilateral relationship, including the approaches employed by the USA toward the
two countries, and specific related events (Ferguson, 2012; Korolev, 2018). However, they tend to
focus on a limited number of events, or rather list these factors without detailed analysis. In addition,
the majority of previous research tends to describe enhanced features in the bilateral relations during
the 2010s, without paying sufficient attention to the process of the evolution of these ties based on the
shifts in their threat perceptions through each critical juncture. Through a critical juncture angle, thus,
this study investigates how their ascending bilateral strategic ties have proceeded in stages.

In addition, this study scrutinizes the growing China–Russia strategic ties in the context of the great
power competition between the USA, China, and Russia. On one hand, this study acknowledges that
many factors may have influenced the current China–Russia ties. For instance, the concerns shared
between both countries over regional terrorism and extremism may have drawn them together
(Muraviev, 2014: 181). One may argue that their expansionist aspiration toward their respective back-
yards may have required them to seek the enhancement of bilateral ties. On the other hand, given the
current great power competition among these countries, examining the US factor in understanding the
evolving ties between China and Russia is essential. Both China and Russia, two influential and power-
ful actors on the international scene, have sometimes cooperated with the USA, and at other times
have expressed different opinions against the USA over several issues. Since the Cold War ended in
the early 1990s, and at least until the 2000s, these three countries have engaged in both cooperative
and competitive great power relationships. However, since the late 2000s, these relationships have
changed: on the one hand, the USA acknowledged that these countries, specifically China, could
become a fiercer competitor than before, which might threaten US national interests in the near future,
and thus the USA decided to take active preemptive measures (US Department of Defense, 2018). On
the other hand, from the Chinese and Russian perspectives, the USA unreasonably and unilaterally
attempted to suppress them, infringe on their interests, or even impose threats to their security.
This study, therefore, specifically focuses on several critical actions taken by the USA since the
early 2010s, and analyzes corresponding threat perceptions of China and Russia: (1) the US Pivot
to Asia in the early 2010s; (2) the imposition of the US sanction on Russia as a result of the
Ukraine crisis in 2014; and (3) the US deployment of THAAD to South Korea between 2016 and 2017.

Analyzing the three critical junctures, this study argues that both China and Russia came to have a
growing sense of threat from the USA, although not at the same level, and recognized the necessity of
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seeking consolidation of their strategic ties. In addition, experiencing these three critical junctures in
order, their perception of threat from the USA intensified accordingly, causing their level of strategic
cooperation to take further leaps stage by stage.

This study proceeds as follows. The next section provides theoretical discussion explaining how
China’s and Russia’s threat perceptions led to phased development in their strategic relations. The
next three sections, dealing with the three critical junctures, analyze how China and Russia perceived
these events, and examine the evolving phases of their strategic alignments through the three critical
juncture periods. The conclusion wraps up this study.

2. External threat perception and forming coalitions

When and why does a secondary or weak state seek military alignments with other weak states?
Neorealists point out that, under an anarchical international system, where there is no central author-
ity that can regulate or control state actors’ behaviors, states cannot identify others’ intentions or trust
each other, and therefore, they are concerned about being attacked by another country (Waltz, 1979;
Mearsheimer, 2001). Specifically, when they face an excessive rising power, weak states are seized with
fear that their security is in danger because the rising power possesses intensive material power and
can attack them any time. In order to ensure their safety from the rising power, secondary or weak
states should take measures to save themselves under anarchy, and therefore, they tend to take mea-
sures to balance against a powerful country (Waltz, 1979; Walt, 1987).

However, some other realists argue that states do not balance against strong power per se, but
against a threat. Treating a threat perception as an important explaining variable, Walt (1987) refines
Waltz’s balance of power theory and insists that a country does not balance against the strongest
power, but against the most threatening one. Suggesting four different sources of threat, namely, aggre-
gate power, geographic proximity, offensive power, and aggressive intentions, he argues that a combin-
ation of these factors constitutes a perception of threat from a hegemon or a powerful country against
which a secondary state takes balancing measures (Walt, 1987: 21–26).

Scholars suggest several balancing measures that weak states can practice in order to defend their
own security and protect their national interests from a threatening country. The first measure is
‘internal balancing,’ which focuses on strengthening the country’s own military capability (Waltz,
1979: 168). By developing weapons and military equipment, implementing military modernization,
or constructing improved military strategies, weak states pursue internal balancing. However, consid-
ering that a rising power already has tremendous material resources and advanced military-related
technology, not only would it be difficult for a weak state to balance against this rising power, but
also, the gap of power between the two states would be widened if the weak state relied only on internal
balancing (Walt, 1987; Mearsheimer, 2001).

In this regard, the second measure, ‘external balancing,’ is suggested (Walt, 1987: 18). To balance
against a rising or a threatening power, secondary states inevitably need to find partners and establish a
military alliance with them. By doing so, weak states accumulate aggregate power to deal with the
powerful country. In line with this point, several formal models also show that countries have incen-
tives to form a military alliance with other countries in response to existing external threats or expect-
ation of future crisis (Morrow, 1994; Johnson, 2017). Forming alliance with other countries means that
a weak state has strong willingness to deal with external threats in cooperation with other countries in
the same situation. That is, by entering into an alliance, a weak state shows that it shares interests with
its allies and sends a strong signal to a potential aggressor that it will support them when they are
attacked or when their shared interest is damaged by the aggressor (Morrow, 1994). Moreover, allying
with other like-minded states can contribute to a more effective and successful response to the poten-
tial aggressor; signatory states involve various prewar coordination of strategic and military policy,
implement joint military exercises, share intelligence and war plans, and increase the ability to fight
together (Morrow, 1994: 272). Consequently, alliance can lead to aggregation of capability among sig-
natory states, and thus increases the probability of winning in war or preventing the potential aggressor
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from invading (Johnson, 2017). If the threatened country does not have an alliance, the potential
aggressor is more likely to win the war, and to ‘value war more than the status quo’; on the other
hand, with such a partnership, the potential aggressor is less likely to win, and will ‘no longer
value war more than the status quo,’ and therefore can be deterred (Johnson, 2017: 738). As a result,
in order to protect shared interests from external threats, to increase the probability of war against the
aggressor, and to deter the potential attacker, two threatened states tend to ally with each other when
expecting a potential attack from a third party.

However, formal alliance also raises problems regarding commitment or burden-sharing
(Mearsheimer, 2001: 157). Alliance formation can cause dilemmas because a signatory country can
be dragged into an unwanted militarized conflict when its partner is attacked by a third party (fear
of entrapment), or its partner does not comply with a treaty and not support it when it is attacked
by a third party (fear of abandonment) (Snyder, 1984). Due to these issues, states recently take soft
balancing measures designed to effectively balance against a powerful threatening power (Pape,
2005; Paul, 2005). Although they do not balance directly against specific countries, weak states ‘use
nonmilitary tools, such as international institutions, economic statecraft, and diplomatic arrangement’
with other countries in order to ‘delay, frustrate, and undermine’ a rising power (Pape, 2005: 10). This
is a relaxed version of external balancing, and focuses on consolidation of strategic, economic, and
diplomatic alignment among weak states through various initiatives or engagements. That is, confront-
ing a powerful state, weak states engage in soft balancing by involving ‘the formation of limited dip-
lomatic coalitions or ententes’ instead of entering into formal alliances (Paul, 2005: 47). While falling
short of a formal alliance, such limited diplomatic and strategic coalitions enable weak states to jointly
respond to a rising power, leaving room for upgrading the alliance in the future. If a powerful country
accelerates its threatening behaviors, and therefore external threat perception is worsened, the threa-
tened secondary states can additionally upgrade their partnerships and begin new initiatives.
Consequently, confronting a powerful threatening country, a secondary state incentivizes to form stra-
tegic coalitions with fellow countries.

Meanwhile, it needs to be considered why a secondary state has a perception of threat from a strong
power, because a strong power per se does not inevitably constitute a threat perception to others.
A remarkably threatening behavior indicating the greedy intention of a powerful state can generate
and aggravate a threat perception by another state. Stephen Walt’s discussion (1987) indicates that,
with other factors, weak states are more likely to have a greater sense of threat when the powerful
country seems to have a greater aggressive intention. And, in a similar vein, a perception of threat
caused by a powerful state’s greedy motives aggravates a security dilemma and leads to others’ balan-
cing behaviors (Glaser, 1997). If a powerful state is regarded as an aggressive and greedy state, rather
than a security seeker, it may arouse concern among weak states and be perceived as a significant
threat.1 That is, when the strong power acts intimidatingly or takes unfriendly policies which can
be harmful to the secondary country’s interests (such as coercive economic statecraft and containment
policies), and therefore imposes threats on a weak state or implants expectation of potential crisis, the
secondary state may perceive that the strong power has an aggressive intention against itself, and there-
fore, may be likely to have a sense of threat.

Some specific events, or a series of events can indicate an aggressive motive of a strong power, and
therefore trigger and constitute a threat perception. In this regard, it would be useful to identify a crit-
ical juncture, which may be regarded as ‘the triggering events that set processes of institutional or pol-
icy change, in motion,’ and as ‘pointing to the importance of the past in explaining the present’
(Hogan and Doyle, 2007: 885–886). There might be specific triggering events which impose a percep-
tion of threat on the weak state, and consequently, that lead it to form a strategic coalition with other

1According to Glaser (1992: 501), a security-seeker primarily pursues its own security, strengthens its deterrent, and
attempts to adapt itself to the status quo; on the other hand, an aggressive and greedy state primarily seeks non-security
expansion arising from its ‘desire to increase its wealth, territory, and/or prestige, to spread its ideology, and so forth,
when this expansion is unnecessary for increasing the state’s security,’ and infringes upon others’ national interests.
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weak states to balance against the threatening power. Thus, a weak state’s threat perception from a
powerful country can be derived from events during and after the critical juncture.

Overall, the discussion implies that critical junctures provide a significant threat perception from a
powerful country to weak states. When the latter face external threats, they incentivize to form a bal-
ancing coalition with other weak countries by involving strategic, defense, and diplomatic engagement,
in order to effectively deter and deal with that threat. Furthermore, alliances have some deterrent
effect, and ‘tighter alliances produce stronger deterrence than loose alliances’ (Morrow, 1994: 294).
As will be discussed in the following sections, after the USA took a strong stance against China
and Russia, or adopted specific policies that threatened their security or infringed upon their import-
ant interests, they had a strong sense of threat from the USA, or some critical junctures caused by the
US policies shifted the strategic balance of power to one unfavorable to China and Russia.
Acknowledging that a joint response to the USA was necessary, China and Russia chose to strengthen
their mutual strategic and defense cooperation system. That is, as a series of critical junctures gradually
intensified China’s and Russia’s threat perception from the USA, these two countries stepped up their
level of cooperation accordingly.

3. Critical juncture 1: the US’s Pivot to Asia

The first critical juncture emerged when the USA drew up and implemented its Pivot to Asia strategy
in the early 2010s. Recognizing China’s growing assertiveness over various issues, and having concerns
over China’s strengthening military capabilities, specifically since the late 2000s, the Obama adminis-
tration realized the necessity of rebalancing toward the Asia-Pacific region (US Department of
Defense, 2012: 2). In January 2012, President Obama clarified that the USA would execute its rebal-
ancing strategy to expand its engagement in that region, called the Pivot to Asia Strategy. Regarding its
regional allies as a key factor for this strategy, the USA began to make significant efforts to strengthen
the US-led strategic network and deepen and widen its relationships with its key allies. In the midst of
implementing its rebalancing efforts, the USA also tried to enhance its partnerships with other
regional powers, such as India and some Southeast Asian countries, initiating joint exercises and offer-
ing various defense-related resources.

3.1 China and Russia’s perceptions of the US’s Pivot to Asia

China recognized the US Pivot to Asia strategy as an expansion of the US encirclement of China. That
is, China considered the US rebalancing policy as a blatant check on its rise, and it did not hide its
concerns over the strengthening of the US–Japan alliance, expansion of cooperation with Southeast
Asian countries, and intervention in Taiwan. In fact, since 2010, China has experienced the US
check across various areas, including territorial conflicts with Japan, the US intervention in Taiwan,
conflicts with the USA over trade and tariff, and others.

This perception of threat by China was well illustrated in China’s 2013 Defense White Paper; point-
ing out that the geopolitics in the region was undergoing profound changes as the USA rebalanced its
security strategies (The State Council Information Office of the PRC, 2013), China recognized the
changes in the US security strategies as a threat to its interests. The increased perception of threat
of China by the USA was also reflected in China’s foreign strategy. Before 2012, China’s foreign strat-
egy focused on ‘peaceful development’ based on Taoguangyanghui (韜光養晦) of Deng Xiaoping.
However, when the Xi Jinping administration was about to officially launch, the emphasis on ‘core
interests’ started becoming pronounced. In November 2012, the report of the 18th National
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party stated that it would maintain its foreign policy stance of
‘peaceful development’ but, at the same time, it emphasized that it would not abandon China’s legit-
imate rights and interests nor sacrifice the country’s ‘core interests’ (Hu, 2012; Renmin ribao, 2012).

Chinese scholars have openly expressed their vigilance over the US rebalancing policy in Asia.
Many scholars judged the rebalancing policy in Asia as an excessive check on China and feared

150 Jaebeom Kwon et al.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

22
00

00
68

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109922000068


that increased US involvement would weaken China’s regional influence in the future (Fan, 2012;
Yuan, 2012; Wang and Ling, 2013). There was even a claim called for the abolition of existing policies
of non-alignment and the revival of alliance policies to respond to the threats posed by the USA. In
particular, as a practical way to prepare for the expansion of US checks, the alliance with Russia has
drawn attention. The logic was to respond to the US checks through the Sino–Russian alliance because
the two countries share common factors for cooperation such as sharing historical ideology, checks on
Western countries, territorial disputes with Japan, and checks on the expansion of the US–Japan
alliance. They projected that the reality of accelerating pressure on China because of the US Pivot
to Asia is inevitable and that China will eventually be isolated if the situation continues. If there is
no alliance, China will inevitably be at a disadvantage in the midst of future changes in the inter-
national order and, therefore, it should actively increase the number of allies (Yan, 2012a: 21; Wu,
2012; Shi, 2013: 1–3). It has even been argued that China should actively involve in South Korea
and the Philippines, which have weak connections among the existing US allies or adopt a traditional
military alliance with Russia with the aim of responding to the US threats. In addition, it was also
argued that China should bring those 12 neighboring countries in the alliance established around
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Laos,
Myanmar, Cambodia, and North Korea – which share the common factor that they are under inter-
national pressure from the USA – into China’s alliance system to ensure their security (Yan, 2012b:
21–25; Yan, 2013: 194).

Although the US rebalancing toward Asia was not perceived as a direct or serious threat by Russia,
as China perceived, Moscow also expressed its concerns. In the early 2010s, Russia recognized the
expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the establishment of the MD sys-
tem as a product of US unilateralism policy and a priority threat to its national security. Then Prime
Minister Vladimir Putin, who was facing the 2012 presidential elections, criticized NATO expansion
and Europe’s plan to build the MD system as the ‘stereotypes of a block-based mentality’ in an article
published in Moskovskiye Novosti on February 27, while referring to the MD system as an attempt to
destroy the strategic balance by damaging Russia’s strategic nuclear deterrence (Putin, 2012b).

Under these circumstances, US Pivot to Asia was another national security threat on Russia’s west-
ern border, following its eastern border. First, due to the deterioration of the US–Russia relations,
Russia perceived US Pivot to Asia as a threat to jointly respond to, with China. Relations between
the two countries, which continued to deteriorate from the mid-2000s to the Russo-Georgian War
in August 2008, improved dramatically by using the term ‘reset’ in 2009. However, when the USA uni-
laterally proceeded with expanding NATO and establishing the MD system in Europe despite oppos-
ition from Russia, and the relations between the two countries worsened again, Russia’s long-standing
habit of pursuing a geopolitical balance was revived (Lo, 2015: 142). The ‘Military Doctrine of the
Russian Federation,’ revised in February 2010, has defined: (1) ‘attempts to destabilize the situation
in individual states and regions and to undermine strategic stability’; (2) ‘deployment (buildup) of
troop contingents of foreign states (groups of states) on the territories of states contiguous with the
Russian Federation and its allies and also in adjacent waters as basic external military risks’
(Russian Federation, 2010). The ‘Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation,’ revised in
February 2013, clarified the perception of threats to ‘Pivot to Asia,’ claiming that instability in inter-
national relations is growing due to Western countries’ desire to preserve their dominant position at a
time when the global power and development potential is shifting to the Asia-Pacific region (Russian
Federation, 2013). Furthermore, the experts on Northeast-Asian affairs in Russia pointed out that in
Hillary Clinton’s article in the journal Foreign Policy in November 2011 (Clinton, 2011), there was no
mention of cooperation with Russia and the experts argued that the USA is ignoring Russia’s interests
in the Asia-Pacific region (Amirov et al., 2012: 100) and trying to strengthen its existing alliance and
create a Northeast-Asian version of NATO (Molchanov, 2019). Therefore, while the US rebalancing
strategy toward Asia did not present an immediate threat to Russia, it was recognized as a future strat-
egy to encircle Russia, given that the coalition formed against China could also be used against Russia
as coalitions rarely identify the specific threats against which they are formed to target. As a result,
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Russia had no choice but to share its perception of the threat by Pivot to Asia with China in Northeast
Asia.

Second, Russia perceived US Pivot to Asia as a threat to the development in the Far East. Russia
began to pursue development in the Far East through cooperation with countries in the
Asia-Pacific region in the early 2010s. In this regard, the ‘Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian
Federation,’ revised in February 2013, noted that ‘Russia is interested in using the possibilities offered
by the Asia-Pacific region to implement programs meant to boost Siberian and Far Eastern economy,’
stressing that the overall improvement of political and security environment in the Asia-Pacific region
is fundamental importance for Russia (Russian Federation, 2013). Thus, US Pivot to Asia was seen as a
clear threat to Russia’s interests in that it intensified strategic instability in the neighboring areas, cre-
ating a negative external environment for development in the Far East, and interrupting Russia’s
expansion of economic cooperation with the countries in the Asia-Pacific region by attracting the
countries to a US-led security and cooperation architecture.

Based on these concerns, Russia has begun to emphasize its commitment to cooperation with
China in full measure. In an article published in Moskovsky Novosti in 2012, then Prime Minister
Putin referred to China as a partner who shares a vision of a new international order, arguing that
Russia and China should work together to address regional and global challenges (Putin, 2012b).
Furthermore, in another article published in Renmin Ribao in 2012, before attending the SCO summit,
Putin emphasized, targeting the USA, that ‘We consider any unilateral attempt by a third country to
intervene in Asia to be unproductive’ (Putin, 2012a).

In the ‘Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation,’ revised in February 2013, he also stated,
‘Russia will continue to strengthen its comprehensive, equal and trusted partnerships, and strategic
collaboration with China, and actively develop cooperation with China in all areas,’ vowing to
strengthen the partnership of the two countries against the challenges and threats of the USA
(Russian Federation, 2013).

3.2 The growing China–Russia military engagement

With this growing perception of threats from the USA, China and Russia stepped up their defense and
strategic cooperation. One remarkable indicator of enhanced bilateral cooperation was the develop-
ment of their joint military exercises since the early 2010s. As Sergei Shoigu, then Russian Minister
of Defense, points out, joint military exercises are the most important issue in China–Russia strategic
cooperation, and contribute to their joint preparedness against common threats (Meick, 2017: 6).
While their first bilateral military drill started in 2003, and they have also participated in multilateral
exercises under SCO since the mid-2000s, China and Russia have expanded the size and geographical
reach of bilateral exercises, upgraded the level of integration between the two militaries, and lifted the
level of weapons for their bilateral exercises, specifically since the early 2010s, when the USA discussed
its Pivot to Asia strategy (Meick, 2017: 8). Moreover, they took the significant step of deepening their
defense engagement by launching a new bilateral naval exercise, the Joint Sea, in 2012 (Korolev, 2018:
35). Specifically, for the first Joint Sea exercise held in the Yellow Sea, both Beijing and Moscow sent
the largest-ever naval forces: the total number of forces participating was 10,000; China deployed 16
warships, two submarines, 13 aircraft, and five helicopters, while Russia sent four warships, three sup-
ply ships, four helicopters, and naval task forces (BBC, 2012). Moreover, given that the first Joint Sea
exercise was launched a few months after the Obama administration officially clarified its Pivot to Asia
strategy, the timing indicates that China and Russia recognized the need to prepare together for poten-
tial intimidation from the USA, and to expedite their defense ties.

This newly launched naval drill was neither a one-time event nor a showcase simply demonstrating
their power. Since 2012, both countries have held a Joint Sea exercise on a yearly basis, continually
expanding its level of complexity and sophistication. For the first two exercises, held in 2012 and
2013, respectively, the Chinese Navy deployed the largest-ever military force in a China-foreign coun-
try joint exercise (BBC, 2013). The exercises also covered comprehensive joint trainings. During the
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first and second Joint Sea exercises, the two navies conducted various drills, such as anti-submarine
warfare, joint maritime air defense, naval logistics, and island-seizing trainings, aimed at improving
joint mission capabilities during both peace and war time, coordination capabilities, and interoperabil-
ity (Korolev, 2018: 35).

In addition, it was argued that in many ways the second Joint Sea exercise was more significant and
comprehensive than the first drill (Weitz, 2015: 20). Most of all, through the second drill, China and
Russia sent a resolute signal to the international community that they would support each other on
sensitive issues on the international stage, considering that the exercise took place around the East
Sea/Sea of Japan while tensions over the nearby East China Sea were mounting. By deploying import-
ant naval assets to neighboring waters and conducting naval drills with live-firing, Beijing and Moscow
showed together that they would deal firmly with any attempts to infringe on their interests. Also, for
the second drill, although the number of military forces deployed were fewer than in the first, China
sent its most advanced naval assets, such as an up-to-date guided-missile destroyer equipped with
Aegis-type radar, and anti-submarine warfare frigates (Weitz, 2015: 21). The inauguration of Joint
Sea thus demonstrates China and Russia’s significant efforts to deepen and widen their mutual defense
cooperation.

Another indicator of the consolidation of the China–Russia defense engagement is meaningful
initiatives for joint arms development since 2012. Specifically, between 2012 and 2013, several mean-
ingful and important agreements and initiatives were signed, strengthening the foundation for joint
development of weapons and defense equipment. In 2012, for instance, China and Russia discussed
a framework for propelling co-production of four LADA-class diesel electric submarines; in 2013,
after the Summit, Beijing and Moscow officially signed an agreement for the joint production of
these submarines (Meick, 2017: 16). With this agreement, they could enhance their industrial cooper-
ation on mutual defense, and China was offered core technology and knowhow to build a quieter and
more advanced diesel electric submarine than the KILO-class submarine, which at that time was the
Chinese Navy’s most capable diesel submarine in service (Meick, 2017: 16).

Furthermore, since 2012, Russia has provided China with access to some of its advanced weaponry.
Of course, while Russia had been the biggest arms supplier to China in the past, it had been reluctant
to offer China its up-to-date weapon system, mainly due to concern that China could copy its tech-
nology (Schwartz, 2015: 38–39). However, around 2012, China was able to obtain the most sophisti-
cated weapon technology from Russia applicable to engines for China’s first aircraft carrier, Liaoning,
and to its A2/AD systems (Carlson, 2018a: 35). It should also be noted that, while a series of arrange-
ments of defense research and development (R&D) between China and Russia was initiated in the
2000s, the bilateral R&D for weapons began to include cutting-edge and advanced military technology
only after the early 2010s (Meick, 2017: 15).

Given the timing of these incremental shifts, it can be argued that China’s and Russia’s shared per-
ception of threat from the USA, which was derived from the US Pivot to Asia strategy, contributed to
the stepping up of the China–Russia defense ties. After the meeting in 2013, both Sergei Shoigu, the
Russian Defense Minister, and Fang Fenghui, then Chief of the General Staff of China, called for
enhanced China–Russia coordination in the context of challenges threatening regional and inter-
national peace (China Daily, 2013). Although they did not explicitly name the USA, they arguably
recognized that it was taking active measures to contain their influences or prevent them from achiev-
ing regional interests, and thus China and Russia made greater efforts to advance their security,
defense, and military engagement.

4. Critical juncture 2: the Ukraine crisis

The second critical juncture occurred around 2014, when Russia and the West collided over the
Crimean Peninsula in Ukraine. In 2013, when Viktor Yanukovych came to power in Ukraine, he
adopted a pro-Russia policy, which provoked anti-government demonstrations and resulted in blood-
shed. Consequently, he defected to Russia, and a pro-West interim government was established in
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Ukraine. Then, in 2014, the Autonomous Republic of Crimea was also formed in the eastern part of
the Crimean Peninsula where the population, which was majority ethnic Russian, demanded inde-
pendence from Ukraine. Russia then supported this autonomous government, demonstrating its
armed forces around the Crimean border and threatening the use of force. Eventually, Moscow
tried to annex the eastern part of the Crimea, which the USA and the West strongly opposed. As
Russia did not accommodate any demands from the West, the USA, in step with the European
Union (EU), imposed a series of strong sanctions against Russia.

4.1 China and Russia’s perception of the Ukraine crisis and the US-led sanctions

This event generated China and Russia’s additional concerns and aggravated their perception of threat
from the USA. At first, China’s stance on the Ukrainian crisis was ambiguous. While cooperation with
Russia became important to form an opposition front against the course of intensifying checks on
China because of the US rebalancing policy in Asia, it was also necessary to refrain from expanding
the inevitable competition with the USA in the international community by officially supporting
Russia. Therefore, at a UN Security Council meeting, China did not vote either for or against but
abstained from voting on the resolution of the referendum on Russia’s annexation of the Crimean
Republic. Regarding the issue of the Crimean Peninsula, the Chinese Foreign Ministry only provided
a theoretical stance, suggesting that ‘the means to a political settlement should be explored by estab-
lishing an international coordinating mechanism involving all relevant countries’ (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the PRC, 2014a).

However, China’s ambiguous stance turned somewhat favorable to Russia when sanctions against
Russia imposed by the USA and Europe tightened. At that time, China seemed to have seriously ago-
nized over the stability of its territorial integration. In China, there have been protests in Hong Kong
and Macau over democratic reform in connection with direct elections in special administrative
regions, and thousands of people have carried out online voting on the issue. The Communist
Party of China ignored their demands, which eventually led to Hong Kong’s so-called Umbrella
Revolution in September 2014 (SCMP, 2014). The Communist Party of China considered a series
of demonstrations as an attempt of West-backed color revolution. China defined Hong Kong protests
as an internal issue for China and an issue of territorial integration, and it was strongly wary of the
USA and others intervening or linking them to Ukrainian issues. These concerns over the US and
Western involvement have intensified anti-Western rhetoric and pro-Russian views since the
Ukrainian crisis. In other words, China shared the threat perception with Russia in that the strong
US and Western checks on Russia’s territorial integration are an imminent future threat to China
as well.

China’s strong opposition to Western intervention was confirmed clearly at the CICA meeting in
May 2014, when Russia’s annexation of a Crimean Peninsula was decided. At the meeting, Chinese
President Xi Jinping declared the New Asian security concept (亚洲新安全观) (Xi, 2014). This illus-
trates that China began to have resolute will to hedge America’s rebalancing to Asia. Through the New
Asian security concept, President Xi underscored that Asia should solve its security problems
(Navarro, 2014). What is noteworthy is that Putin attended the meeting, and Putin also responded
to Xi’s proposal, saying that the Asia-Pacific region needs a security organization with equal cooper-
ation principles and openness. Furthermore, at the Sino–Russian summit that took place along with
the meeting, the two leaders shared a sense of threat by the West by clarifying their opposition to
international sanctions against Russia after the crisis of the Crimean Peninsula and by opposing
internal intervention and calling for an end to unilateral sanctions against the USA and Europe
(Remin ribao, 2014).

The diplomatic and military establishment in China continued to perceive the USA and the West as
a threat in relation to the Ukrainian crisis, and China emphasized cooperation with Russia to over-
come this threat. For example, the Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman stressed, ‘China opposes
Western sanctions against Russia, and China will continue its strategic partnership with Russia
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regardless of how the international environment changes’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC,
2014b). In addition, in his interview with Russian medias, one Chinese high-ranking diplomat articu-
lated that the Chinese government understood that Russia is confronting threats and challenges from
the US-led Western coalition, and said that ‘China categorically stands against some undermining
other countries’ security in order to defend so-called “total security”’ (TASS, 2014). Meanwhile, per-
ceiving the Ukraine crisis as a new effort by the West to intervene, one Chinese active-duty general
claimed that such an intervention would invite a new confrontation between the West and
non-West, which would eventually cause future concerns for China (Qianjiang wanbao, 2014).

The 2014 Ukrainian crisis and Western sanctions against Russia also led to a significant escalation
of Russia’s sense of crisis. After signing the Treaty on Accession of the Republic Crimea on 18 March
2014, Russia’s awareness of threats could be identified in President Putin’s speech as follows (Putin,
2014): ‘First, the treaty perceived the “Ukrainian crisis” as an extension of the US unilateralist policy,
which continued to bomb and intervene in the Yugoslavia, involve itself in Afghanistan, Iraq, and
Libya, Color Revolution, and so on. Second, the Ukrainian crisis was perceived as a product of con-
tainment policies against Russia, including the expansion of NATO, the establishment of the MD sys-
tem, and economic sanctions.’ In particular, Putin argued, ‘The notorious containment policy
executed against Russia in the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries continues today.’ In other words,
Russia recognized the Ukrainian crisis – an extension of the US unilateralist policy and a product
of the containment policy against Russia – as a serious threat to its national security.

Meanwhile, the ‘Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation,’ revised in December 2014, also
defined the results of the Ukrainian crisis, which is ‘the establishment of a system that runs policies
to threaten Russia’s interests in neighboring countries,’ as a main external military risk (Russian
Federation, 2014). Russia has criticized the Color Revolution in Georgia and Ukraine, but the previous
‘military doctrines’ did not define it as a military risk. In addition, the ‘National Security Strategy of
the Russian Federation,’ revised in December 2015, interpreted the ‘Ukraine crisis’ as the result
of Western support for pro-Western power to disrupt Russian-led Eurasian regional integration
and pointed out economic sanctions against Russia as the factor of destabilizing the international
economic system (Russian Federation, 2015).

Based on this sense of crisis, Russia felt the need to further strengthen its relationship with China. The
‘National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation,’ revised in December 2015 defined military secur-
ity challenges in the Asia-Pacific region for the first time, particularly emphasizing ‘the development of
comprehensive partnership and strategic cooperative relations with China’ and ‘the establishment of
regional stability and security mechanisms based on non-bloc principles’ (Russian Federation, 2015).

Although China’s and Russia’s security fears regarding the US Pivot to Asia still had not dissipated,
the second critical juncture further raised their perception of the USA as a threat. From Beijing’s per-
spective, the second critical juncture gave rise to another concern; while the US rebalancing strategy
was regarded as an effort to contain China, the Ukraine crisis was deemed a potential threat to Chinese
national and territorial integration. Meanwhile, while worrying that the US rebalancing strategy
toward Asia would result in an unfavorable strategic environment in the eastern part of its territory,
Moscow regarded the Ukraine crisis as a serious security threat from the USA.

4.2 Stepping up of the China–Russia engagement

With such growing threat perceptions, after the Ukraine Crisis and the US-led pressures against
Russia, the China–Russia strategic relationship stepped up a gear. In 2015, one important mechanism
for the bilateral defense cooperation was initiated: the China–Russia Northeast Asia Security Dialogue
(NASD). It was claimed that the NASD laid a ‘new platform for regional security consultation’
between these two countries, aimed at jointly dealing with common security threats and contingencies
in this region (Korolev, 2019: 238). In this dialogue held once every 2–3 months, the Chinese and
Russian delegates, including various ranks of diplomats and military personnel, held a series of meet-
ings on a tight schedule, discussing various security-related issues (Korolev, 2019: 238–240).
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Specifically, after analyzing the stated purposes and agendas of such meetings, Korolev (2019) claims
that both China and Russia had growing concerns over the US factor regarding international security
circumstances and recognized the necessity of collaboration.

The development of a China–Russia joint drill was another important indicator of these enhanced
bilateral strategic ties after 2014. Specifically, the Joint Sea held in 2015 was the first exercise held out-
side adjacent waters of China or Russia (Meick, 2017: 9). The Joint Sea 2015 was divided into two
phases, and the first held around the Mediterranean Sea, indicating that their joint naval drill had
expanded beyond their yards. That is, considering that the first two Joint Sea exercises were held in
the waters close to the East Sea/Sea of Japan and near Vladivostok, the Joint Sea 2015 showed not
only that their geographical reach had significantly expanded, but also that both countries had suffi-
cient capabilities to coordinate on the open seas (Korolev, 2019: 244).

In addition, the size of this exercise was also increased. Specifically in terms of the number of surface
ships, China and Russia sent the largest number of surface warships for the second phase of the Joint Sea
2015; Russia sent 16 surface vessels, 12 maritime attack helicopters, and nine amphibious vehicles, while
China sent seven surface warships, five fixed-wing aircraft, five helicopters, and 21 amphibious vehicles
(USNI News, 2015; Meick, 2017: 10). This exercise, for the first time, covered amphibious assault train-
ing, demonstrating the improved and sophisticated coordination capabilities between the two navies.

The Joint Sea exercise held in 2015 was regarded not only as a ‘geographical game changer,’ but also
as a cornerstone of China–Russia defense ties (Korolev, 2019: 244). It can be argued that both coun-
tries’ shared concerns over the growing tough stance by the USA against them motivated this devel-
opment in the China–Russia defense engagement. In the announcement of a plan for the Joint Sea
2015, indeed, Sergei Shoigu stated that ‘the US factor played a pivotal role in causing an increase in
China-Russia joint exercises around the world, including the Pacific’ (USNI News, 2015).

The high-level military-to-military meetings between them also showed an incremental trajectory
in their military engagement. As seen in Figure 1, since 2012, the total number of meetings has steadily
increased. Also notable is the fact that the proportion of the higher-ranking meetings grew remarkably
between 2014 and 2015; during this period, the top-level and senior-level meetings accounted for more
than 80%, while between 2007 and 2009, these higher-level meetings accounted for less than 50%.
Moreover, in 2015, the Russian minister of defense and Chinese vice chairman of the CMC met
five times, which was the most frequent in a decade. This indicates that China and Russia have brought
up more comprehensive and sophisticated defense-related agendas since the mid-2010s.

The arms transfer and joint development for weapons between these two countries further evolved
even compared to the first critical juncture period. Most of all, after the Ukraine Crisis, there was a
milestone in the bilateral defense relationship: Russia offered its top-flight weapons to China.
Specifically, in 2014, China and Russia agreed that Russia would eventually sell its two top-flight weap-
ons, its S-400 air defense system and 24 Su-35 fight jets (Carlson, 2018a: 35–36). Although both coun-
tries had gradually traded cutting-edge weapons and engaged in joint development for defense
technology since the early 2010s, Moscow had still been reluctant to agree to sell these two weapon
systems to China. Indeed, while they began a series of negotiations for transferring S-400 and
Su-35 fighters in the early 2010s, Russia did not settle the agreement with China until the last
moment. However, experiencing the Ukraine Crisis and confronting the US pressures, Russia changed
its attitude over this issue. Most of all, after these events, Russia acknowledged that its partnership with
China was one of the most essential agendas and sought to reinforce their strategic ties a step further
by selling China its two top-flight weapons (Carlson, 2018a: 37). In addition, after a thorough inves-
tigation, the Russian government concluded that it would require quite a long time for China to copy
its S-400 and fifth-generation fighters, which alleviated Russian concerns over China’s attempts to
copy and reverse engineer (Meick, 2017; Carlson, 2018a: 37).2 Thus, in order to deal with any potential
collision with the USA and its allies, Russia, putting aside its concerns over copy-related issues,

2The report anticipated that, when China manufactures its own air-defense system through reverse engineering, Russia will
be able to develop and manufacture the next-generation air defense system, the S-500 (Carlson, 2018a: 37).
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decided to provide its most top-flight weapons to China. By doing so, both countries were able to
improve their aggregate capabilities to deal with their shared perceived threat.

Furthermore, bilateral cooperation on the defense industry and technology further intensified
between 2014 and 2015. Specifically, compared to the first critical juncture period, their joint arms
development during the second critical juncture marked several evolving features. First, both countries
signed bilateral arrangements for R&D for more frequent joint arms development, and the cooperation
fields became more comprehensive (Meick, 2017; Korolev, 2019). For instance, in November 2014,
they signed four agreements enabling their air-defense firms to engage in R&D covering fixed-wing
plane and helicopter manufacture, and engine development; in May 2015, they reached a deal to
jointly develop a next-generation heavy-lift helicopters, which led to expansion of cooperation areas
and promotion of R&D between them (Korolev, 2019: 241–242). Second, between 2014 and 2015,
bilateral R&D began to cover state-of-the-art defense technology, such as aerospace science and infor-
mation (Meick, 2017). Indeed, China and Russia initiated cooperation in earnest in the space area
around 2014. Between 2014 and 2015, they concluded a bargain to develop a satellite navigation sys-
tem as well as to cooperate for on various space-related technology (Korolev, 2019: 241). Finally, bilat-
eral cooperation for arms development shifted from one-way to reciprocal cooperation. That is, in
terms of arms development, while in the past Russia was generally the supplier and China the recipi-
ent, China expanded its role as a co-developer. Since the mid-2010s, China began to offer various
resources, information, and aids to Russia: for instance, after the West-Russia tension intensified in
2014, China played a larger role in developing space program, drone technology, and engines for war-
ships (Korolev, 2019: 242). Since 2014, in terms of joint arms and technology development, they have
become indispensable partners.

The Ukraine crisis and the US policy against Russia led the latter to perceive that a US-led network
was pressuring Russia in order to bring Moscow into submission. From the Russian perspective, the

Figure 1. High-level military-to-military meetings.
Note: the Department-level meetings include ‘those involving deputy commanders of the services and assistants to the chief of the
general staff department’; the Deputy-level meetings include ‘those involving a deputy chief of the general staff, and military region
(China) or military district (Russia) commanders’; the Senior-level meetings include ‘those involving Russian deputy defense ministers,
Chinese Central Military Commission (CMC) members, and service commanders’; and the Top-level meetings include ‘Russia’s minister
of defense and China’s vice chairman of the CMC.’
Source: Meick (2017: 19).
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USA and the West were trying to disturb Russia’s important national interests and integrity. China,
although to a lesser degree, also recognized that the USA was trying unilaterally to intervene and defeat
its competitors. After the Ukraine Crisis in 2014, therefore, China and Russia took further steps to
enhance their defense relations.

5. Critical juncture 3: the US THAAD deployment to Korea

The issues regarding the US THAAD deployment to South Korea constituted the third critical junc-
ture. While the US government had proposed the assignment of its missile defense system to South
Korea since the mid-2010s, the two countries began to discuss the deployment in earnest in early
2016, as the nuclear threat from North Korea had significantly increased. This raised strong opposition
from Beijing and Moscow. However, in July 2016, despite that constant criticism, Washington and
Seoul officially decided to deploy the system, and in March 2017, the essential components of
THAAD began to appear on Korean soil.

5.1 China and Russia’s perception of the THAAD deployment

The deployment of the THAAD has made China aware of the US threat even more clearly. China
defined the THAAD system as a check on China by the USA and a clear threat to its security interests.
Chinese Foreign Ministry has expressed its continued and clear opposition to THAAD, saying it vio-
lates China’s security interests and regional peace and stability. According to a study analyzing the
Chinese Foreign Ministry briefing on THAAD, China has highlighted its national security interests
or strategic security interests in its comments on THAAD deployment. Specifically, after the
THAAD deployment was decided, the perception of strategic threats from THAAD deployment
has increased as the frequency of expression of strategic security interests rather than that of security
interests has increased (Lee, 2017: 17–22).

In particular, China was officially concerned that the X-band radar of the THAAD system could be
monitored beyond North Korea to the middle of the Chinese continent (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
PRC, 2015). China’s major media and experts also argued that the range of X-band radar could cover
China and the Asian region, which effectively incapacitates missile bases off China’s eastern coast and
that missile test information across China would be collected during a peaceful period (Wu, 2014:
341–358; Remin ribao, 2016; Wang and Xing, 2016: 49–53).

China perceived South Korea’s THAAD deployment as an expansion of the US missile defense sys-
tem to keep China in check rather than as a means to keep North Korea in check. China believes that
since THAAD is ineffective in terms of deterrence against North Korea’s missile threats, the actual
function is to inform the US missile defense system through the THAAD radar system and to gather
accurate information on China’s intercontinental ballistic missiles through the radar and linkage of
existing Alaska Air Force bases. For this reason, it is argued that South Korea’s THAAD deployment
is a threat to China’s military strategy in Northeast Asia and an infringement on its strategic security
interests. China has long been working with Russia to declare strong opposition to the US’s missile
defense initiative. China and Russia said they strongly oppose the US missile defense plan because
it is aimed at pursuing a one-sided military and security supremacy, which would have serious side
effects on the security of Russia and China (Nangfang ribao, 2012). In particular, it was also concerned
that the US missile defense system is directly linked to the Aegis Ashore missile defense system in
Eastern Europe, which allows the USA to complete the construction of its global missile defense sys-
tem (Li, 2016: 51–52). This is why China perceived the THAAD deployment as a joint security threat
to China and Russia.

Moreover, the US decision to deploy THAAD has deepened China’s security concerns since it was
a reinforcement of the US-led alliance system as a part of the US rebalancing policy in Asia. In fact,
since the US Pivot to Asia in 2010, countries such as Japan, Australia, the Philippines, and Vietnam
have expanded their bandwagon strategies toward the USA. This bandwagoning eventually caused
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conflicts with China over territorial, territorial waters, and trade issues. Under these circumstances,
South Korea’s decision to accept THAAD was interpreted as bandwagoning to strengthen the
US security frame against China (Jiefang junbao, 2016). South Korea’s acceptance also meant that
China’s diplomatic strategy to weaken the US–South Korea alliance through strengthening
ties between South Korea and China had failed, while raising concerns over strengthening of
US–Japan–South Korea alliance to keep China in check in the future.

This threat perception of China eventually forced itself to prepare strong countermeasures against
threats and checks by the USA. Even in the Chinese media and others, there has been an increase in
explicit requests that the Chinese government should respond strongly to US threats. The Chinese
State-run media Huanqiu Shibao argued that ‘as the purpose of THAAD is to curb China and
Russia’s military power, China’s nuclear threats should be strengthened to deal with potential threats
from the THAAD deployment’; it also declared that ‘the US has broken the strategic balance by
deploying a missile defense system at China’s doorstep,’ and ‘in order to regain the strategic balance,
it should establish a full-scale strategic partnership with Russia and respond to the threats by the US’
(Huanqiu Shibao, 2017). Other claims have been made to deepen missile technology cooperation with
Russia to defend the common security interests or to emphasize the need for military solidarity
(Renminwang, 2016; Xie, 2017). As such, China perceived the deployment of THAAD as a US threat
to expand checks on its country and, in response, it was necessary for China to further strengthen its
cooperation with Russia, which shares security threats regarding the USA.

The deployment of THAAD also sounded an alarm bell for Russia. The establishment of the global
MD system that the USA is pushing for has been Russia’s most critical external threat since the early
2010s. The USA claims that the purpose of the THAAD deployment was not to keep Russia (and
China) in check, but Russia interpreted it as an attempt to strengthen US unilateralist policies at
the global level by destroying the strategic balance between the two countries, which was secured
by the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty; thus, Russia saw the USA as gaining a strategic advantage.
The ‘National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation,’ revised in December 2015, claimed that
‘The opportunities for maintaining global and regional stability are shrinking significantly with the
siting in Europe, the Asia-Pacific region, and the Near East of components of the US missile defense
system in the conditions of the practical implementation of the ‘global strike’ concept and the deploy-
ment of strategic non-nuclear precision weapon systems’ (Russian Federation, 2015). In addition, the
‘Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation’ revised in November 2016 also emphasized the
willingness to actively respond to the establishment of the US global MD system by saying, ‘Russia
views the establishment of the US global MD system as a threat to national security and has the
right to adopt appropriate countermeasures’ (Russian Federation, 2016). After all, although Russia’s
concern about the THAAD deployment by the USA may not have been as serious as China’s concerns,
considering the geographical location of the THAAD, the deployment complicated Moscow’s strategic
calculations about the future because expanding deployments in Korea could also occur in Europe
(as evidenced by the deployment to Romania).

Against this backdrop, Russia could not easily accept the US and South Korea’s claim that the deci-
sion to deploy THAAD in South Korea, in July 2016, was aimed at responding to the threats by North
Korea, and rather perceived it as a measure to build the US global MD in the Asia-Pacific region fol-
lowing Europe. On 8 July 2016, through the Russian Foreign Ministry’s statement on the decision to
deploy THAAD in South Korea, the Ministry expressed a ‘very serious concern.’ The statement
described the deployment of THAAD in South Korea as the Asian-Pacific segment of the US global
MD system that the USA is building with its allies, and criticized that such actions would not only
have a negative impact on global strategic stability, but they are also a ‘threat that can sharpen regional
tensions’ and ‘creating new difficulties in solving complex problems on the Korean Peninsula, includ-
ing the denuclearization challenges’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016a,
2016d). In addition, on the same day, Deputy Foreign Minister Igor V. Morgulov delivered Russia’s
‘very serious concerns’ in consultation with South Korean Vice Foreign Minister Kim Hyung-jin
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016b).
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In response to the claim that the deployment of THAAD in South Korea had a ‘defensive nature’
only for the containment of North Korea’s missile threats, Russian Ambassador to South Korea
Alexander A. Timonin also said, in an interview with TASS, that Russia refuted it as an extension
of the US efforts to build a new regional segment of global MD in Northeast Asia near the Russian
border, and argued that the basic goal of the US global MD system is to reduce the efficiency of
Russia’s missile potential as much as possible, which is a direct threat to Russian security. He also
added that the deployment of THAAD in South Korea has clearly exceeded the scope of the task
of curbing the ‘threats by North Korea,’ as it could lead to the erosion of the existing strategic balance
and damage Russia’s continuous efforts to strengthen mutual trust, partnership, and cooperation in
Northeast Asia (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2017).

In the fifth round of the Russia–China Dialogue on Security in Northeastern Asia, held in 2016, the
two countries expressed concern about the desire of the USA and some other countries to use North
Korea’s nuclear and missile programs to change the strategic balance in Northeast Asia. In this con-
text, they highlighted the negative impact of the decision to deploy THAAD in South Korea (Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016c). The ‘Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian
Federation,’ revised in November 2016, mentioned that, ‘Russia will continue to strengthen its com-
prehensive, equal and trusted partnerships, and strategic collaboration with China and actively develop
cooperation with China in all areas. The agreement between the two countries’ fundamental
approaches to solving key problems in global politics is considered to be a fundamental part of
regional and global stability in Russia. On this basis, Russia will develop mutual cooperation in the
areas of foreign policy with China in various ways, including responding to new challenges and threats,
solving sensitive regional and global problems, and cooperation in international and multilateral orga-
nizations,’ and once again, emphasized that it will cooperate with China in full measure (Russian
Federation, 2016).

China’s and Russia’s concerns over US policies in the Pacific region and Crimean Peninsula had
not been fully addressed. In this context, US efforts to deploy its missile defense system in South
Korea in 2016 and 2017 further aggravated Chinese and Russian threat perceptions of the USA.
They were already concerned that the US had been targeting them with containment policies as
part of its rebalancing policy and sanctions against Russia. Moreover, after the THAAD deployment,
both China and Russia perceived that they were now confronting an additional threat: a real threat
from the US missile defense system.

5.2 Further development of China–Russia ties

The deployment of the US THAAD further strengthened China–Russia defense ties. Most of all, since
2016, the China–Russia strategic and security relationship has become more institutionalized, with the
signing of the ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’ in 2016, of the ‘Roadmap on Military
Cooperation for 2017–2020’ in 2017, and of the ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership of coordination
for a new era’ in 2019 (The Diplomat, 2017; Xinhua, 2019a). As they upgraded their security ties with
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership initiatives, they agreed to regularize more dialogue platforms at
various levels, promote ranks of delegations for several meetings, and expand existing bilateral exer-
cises or launch new ones. Moreover, the ‘Roadmap on Military Cooperation for 2017–2020,’ designed
to make top-level design and draw up general plans for China–Russia military cooperation, enabled
them to prepare an action plan for joint responses to common threats and for regional peace (The
Diplomat, 2017).

A further incremental shift in China–Russia strategic ties was seen in their outstanding military
drills after the THAAD deployment was discussed in early 2016. During this period, China and
Russia not only extended the existing bilateral drills, but also launched and conducted several brand-
new trainings and patrols. First, given the intensifying tension with the USA, China and Russia showed
a high level of military engagement through several remarkable exercises. For instance, during discus-
sion over the THAAD deployment between the USA and South Korea, China and Russia held the
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large-scale Joint Sea 2016 around the South China Sea, deploying various up-to-date military assets.
Specifically, the training content and location attracted international attention because this was the
first China-Foreign joint naval drill around the disputed South China Sea, showing their resolute
will to jointly defend their security and territorial integrity. Moreover, during this exercise, for the
first time both countries carried out ‘three-dimensional seizing and controlling of islands and reefs’
involving joint army–navy–air force actions, and also used a joint command information system to
proceed with ‘posture sharing, document distribution…[and] command order transmission […] for
command posts at all levels and for all combat units’ (Meick, 2017: 9). The Joint Sea 2016 demon-
strated that both countries had further upgraded the effectiveness of joint drills and constructed a
high level of mutual confidence.

China’s participation in the existing Russia-led exercises marked another remarkable cornerstone in
their incremental defense ties. In 2018, for the first time China officially sent 3,200 troops, 30 aircraft,
and 900 tanks to the Vostok-2018 exercise (Carlson, 2018b; Bin, 2019). This was the first time China
participated in a large-scale Russian exercise on Russian soil. In 2019, following Russia’s invitation,
China participated in another Russia-led exercise, Tsentr-2019, along with India and Pakistan
(CNBC, 2019). These two exercises were conducted in a multilateral format, so that China and
Russia not only improved their bilateral defense engagement, but also enhanced interoperability
and mutual trust with other countries. One important motive for China’s participation in the
Russia-led exercise and Russia’s acceptance of the Chinese army on its territory was their broad con-
sensus on the growing sense of threat from the USA (Bin, 2019: 118).

During the late 2010s, they actively launched new bilateral and multilateral exercises. One notice-
able event was the first computer-based joint missile defense exercise Aerospace Security in late 2016.
In May 2017, after the USA and South Korea officially announced the deployment of THAAD, Beijing
and Moscow held a series of consultations on bilateral cooperation over missile defense, specifically
in response to the US missile defense system (Rinna, 2018: 93). In 2017, they conducted the second
Aerospace Security in 2017. Given that such a computer-based exercise required both countries to ‘put
their cards on the table’ and to disclose their own C4ISR (Command, Control, Communications,
Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance) systems, the two rounds of Aerospace
Security signify that China and Russia had now established a high degree of mutual trust (Blank,
2019: 217). That is, confronting a growing threat from the US missile defense system, their joint
exercise began to cover missile defense area, which was regarded by both ministers of defense as a
breakthrough in the China–Russia military cooperation (Rinna, 2018: 94).

During the late 2010s, China and Russia also initiated new multilateral exercises with other coun-
tries. In late 2019, they held the first trilateral naval exercise with Iran around the northern Indian
Ocean and Gulf of Oman; in the same year, they conducted another trilateral naval drill with
South Africa around the western Indian Ocean (CNN, 2019; Xinhua, 2019b). For both exercises,
China and Russia sent advanced military assets and carried out various joint trainings, improving
interoperability, coordination capabilities for maritime security, information sharing, and joint mis-
sion capacity (Xinhua, 2019b). By consistently expanding their size, complexity, frequency, and geo-
graphical reach, China and Russia sent a clear message to the USA that they had become genuine
security partners (Rinna, 2018: 93).

Through the third critical juncture period, bilateral cooperation regarding arms transfers and tech-
nology has become more vivid and audacious. The dramatic increase in the volume of arms transfers
between China and Russia is one concrete indicator of incremental China–Russia ties during this per-
iod. Although the downward trend of arms transfers from Russia to China between the mid-2000s and
early 2010s stopped in 2012, a practical increase in the volume between 2012 and 2015 was marginal;
however, since 2016, the size of bilateral arms transfers has increased exponentially compared to the
previous critical juncture periods, and eventually hit a record high for the past decade in 2018
(Figure 2).

Furthermore, in 2019, it was reported that Moscow would offer to sell China a Su-57E, a variant of
the Su-57 which is still under development and will be Russia’s fifth-generation multirole stealth
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fighter (The Diplomat, 2019a). Considering that Russia’s ultra-advanced military technology is applied
to this next-generation fighter, it is exceptional that Russia attempted to offer it to China in advance of
completion. Although China has not yet officially responded to this offer, this event indicates that
arms transfers between them have become more decisive than during the past two critical juncture
periods.

Moreover, in the late 2010s they initiated joint development in a new area, an early attack missile
warning system. At one conference held by the Russian International Affairs Council, Evgeny
Buzhinsky, a retired Russian general, implied that there was a high probability of cooperation between
China and Russia over a missile attack warning system, and in the same year, President Putin officially
announced that Russia was helping China to develop its own such system (The Diplomat, 2019b).
Although not a lot of details about their cooperation were revealed, Russia is presumably offering
China important technical aid, and resources and data for software development, as well as training
for operating personnel (The Diplomat, 2019b). This joint development of a missile attack warning
system probably required that the two countries share a huge amount of data on global missiles
and rocket launches, and their own missile defense systems, and thus shows that their level of mutual
trust once again rose to greater heights.

After the THAAD deployment, the China–Russia strategic cooperation was deeper and wider than
before. They increased the size, frequency, and sophistication of joint exercises while also launching
new ones; their arms transfer and joint development widened and deepened, and their engagement
became more institutionalized. It is noteworthy that, confronting a growing missile threat from the
USA, they now focused on enhancement of joint missile defense capabilities. From the Chinese
and Russian perspectives, the US THAAD deployment signified a shift in the strategic balance of
power in favor of the USA, which imposed threats on the other two countries (Blank, 2019: 213).
Immediately after the USA and South Korea decided to deploy THAAD, China and Russia issued
a joint statement fiercely criticizing their decision, saying they would made significant efforts to
enhance their own bilateral strategic coordination (Ruonan and Feng, 2017). After that, China and
Russia not only launched a computer-based Aerospace Security exercise, but also initiated joint devel-
opment of a missile attack early warning system.

Figure 2. Volume of arms transfers from Russia to China (millions of dollars).
Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI (2021)
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6. Conclusion

While since the end of Cold War, China and Russia have enhanced bilateral cooperation in various
areas, during the 2010s, their defense and strategic bilateral cooperation, specifically, has shown an
exceptional evolving trajectory. Regardless of the US purposes and intensions, three events – the
US Pivot to Asia, the Ukraine crisis and the US-led sanctions against Russia, and the THAAD deploy-
ment to South Korea – intensified China’s and Russia’s perception of threat from the USA.
Confronting a series of these events, Beijing and Moscow deemed that US actions were designed to
strategically isolate and contain them. Such growing concerns over the US in turn accelerated the
China–Russia defense cooperation. Since the early 2010s, they have launched brand-new joint military
drills – from traditional maritime security to air and space defense – and increased the frequency,
complexity, and geographical reach of existing exercises, deploying their advanced military assets.
Meanwhile, their bilateral defense ties became institutionalized with the conclusion of several new
defense agreements and initiatives. China and Russia also expanded their exchanges of arms and
defense-related technology, covering even their most sensitive and cutting-edge elements. Most of
all, as their perception of threat from the USA has grown through the three critical junctures, the
level and scope of cooperation has evolved accordingly.

Of course, it should be mentioned that the China–Russia strategic alignment is still short of being a
military alliance, and there still remain several competing issues between them. They may have differ-
ent aims and intentions when attempting to consolidate their bilateral relationship, such as potential
competition over Central Asia and the Arctic Ocean, energy resources, or Russia-India arms transfers,
which may sometimes have negative impacts on their current bilateral ties. Nevertheless, it can be
argued that, experiencing assumed unfavorable and menacing moments caused by the USA, China
and Russia have substantially consolidated their ties during the 2010s. With the critical junctures as
a momentum, the bilateral strategic alignment took further steps forward.
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