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The balance of power among the three main nuclear powers is shifting as a result of tactical
and strategic military decisions made by the U.S., China and Russia. The U.S. economic and
political expansion in Europe and the Indo-Pacific presents simultaneous threats to both
China and Russia. In response to these perceived threats, China and Russia are increasingly
strengthening their bilateral strategic relations. This study seeks to examine the potential
prospects of establishing a formal military alliance between China and Russia, with a particular
focus on the nuclear domain. It answers the questions about how the nuclear alliance between
Moscow and Beijing could change the balance of power, what it would mean for both states,
their rivals and the international system as a whole. The methodology used in the research is
based on an empirical collection of evidence from previous works on the theme, which were
structured using SWOT analysis categories. After interpreting the result of the study, it was
found out that neither Moscow, nor Beijing needs to form a nuclear alliance with one another,
but if prerequisites for this occur, they would most likely be linked to the possibility of direct
nuclear threat from the U.S. as a result of a strategic miscalculation. Thus, the alliance would
be based on those conditions that would arise once Russia starts strategically supporting
China or vice versa, in response to nuclear threat from Washington and its allies. However,
both countries must maintain and strengthen their strategic nuclear cooperation in order
to effectively demonstrate their ability to deter the U.S. and maintain their positions in the
international arena.
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BbanaHc cun mexpy Tpema OCHOBHbIMU AQEPHbIMM AepXaBaMu MEHAEeTCA B pe3yfbraTte
TaKTMUYECKUX N CTpaTermyecknx BOEHHbIX peweHui, npuHATbix CLUA, Kntaem mn Poccuen.
JKOHOMMYeCcKad W nonuTuyeckasa 3KcnaHcua CWA B EBpone m MHAo-TuxooKeaHCKOM
pervoHe npeactaBnAeT OAQHOBPEMEHHble yrpo3bl Kak Kntato, Tak n Poccmn. B oTBeT Ha 3Tu
BOCMprHMMaemMble yrpo3bl Kutam un Poccna Bce 6osblue yKpennsawT CBOW [BYCTOPOHHUE
CcTpaTernyeckme OTHOWEHUA. 3TO uKccnefoBaHWe CTPEMUTCA W3YUMTb MNOTEHUMasnbHble
nepcneKkTrBbl Co38aHNA GopManbHOrO BOEHHOTO Colo3a Mexpay Kutaem u Poccuein, ygensas
ocoboe BHUMaHMe sgepHoli coepe. OHO OTBEUYAET Ha BOMPOCHI O TOM, KaK aiepHoe conmxeHmne
mMexay Mocksoi 1 MNeKMHOM MOXeT M3MeHWUTb 6anaHc cun. To ecTb, YTo 3TO ByAeT o3HauaTb
LN 060UX rOCYAapPCTB, UX COMEPHUKOB 1 MEXAYHApPOAHOW crcTeMbl B LiesioM. MeTogonorus,
ucrnonb3yemasi B UCC/IeOBaHMM, OCHOBaHa Ha 3MMMpUYeckoM cbope [AoKa3aTenbCcTB u3
npegbigyLmx paboT no Teme, KOTopbie Obl CTPYKTYPUPOBaHbI C UCMONIb30BAHNEM KAaTeropmi
SWOT-aHanu3a. locne vHTepnpeTauMy pesynbTaToB WMCC/IeQOBAHUA BbIACHUIOCH, YTO HU
Mockse, HU lNeKkrHy He HeobxoaMMOo GOPMUPOBATL CTPATErMUYEeCKUI AOEPHBIN anbaHC APYr C
LPYroM, HO ecnv NPeanocbIKX A 3TOr0 BO3HMKHYT, TO OHU, CKOpee Bcero, OyayT CBA3aHbI
C BO3MO>KHOCTbIO MPAMON AAePHON yrpo3bl co cTopoHbl CLIA B pesynbrate cTpaTermyeckoro
npocueta. Taknm 06pa3om, anbsaHc byaet popmMmnpoBaTbCa Ha OCHOBE 06CTOATENBbCTB, KOTOPble
BO3HUKHYT, Korga Poccmsa HauHeT OKa3blBaTb CTPaTermueckyto nogaepky Kntaio, unvHao6opor.
Mpu 3Tom B 060UX Clyyasix — Kak OTBET Ha A4EPHYI0 Yrpo3y CO CTOPOHbI BalumHrToHa u ero
COIO3HMKOB. B TO e Bpemsi 06e cTpaHbl JOMKHbI YKPENATb CBOE ALePHOe cTpaTernyeckoe
COTPYAHUYECTBO, 4YTOObI MPOAEMOHCTPMPOBaATb CBOK CMOCOGHOCTL caepxuBatb CLUA un
COXPaHATb CBOM NO3ULNN HA MEXAYHAapPOOHOMW apeHe.

KniwoueBble cnoBa: Poccus, Kutan, CLUA, anbaHCbl, sAepHble BO3MOXHOCTUW, 6anaHC cun,
SWOT-aHanus.

KoH)nuKTnHTEepecoB: aBTOP 3aABNAET 00 OTCYTCTBUM KOHGNNKTA UHTEPeCcoB GMHAHCOBOTO
1 HepUHAHCOBOTO XapaKTepa.

QduHaHcMpoBaHue: aBTOp 3asB/sAeT 00 OTCYTCTBUW BHELWHETO GUHAHCUPOBAHUSA.
AnayumupoeaHus: VisaHos I.I. [1BoriHOe KOHTpCAepXKuBaHMe: AHan13 nepcnekTus co3gaHnsa

$bopMann3oBaHHOro AfEepHOro anbaHca Mexay Kntaem n Poccmein. AHanus u npozHos. XKypHan
MIM3MO PAH, 2025, N2 2, cc. 39-53. DOI: 10.20542/afij-2025-2-39-53 EDN: XBJHRZ


mailto:georgigeorgievanov%40gmail.com?subject=

ANALYSIS AND FORECASTING. IMEMO Journal, 2025, N° 2

INTRODUCTION

The most recent American nuclear strategy focuses on addressing what are identified as
dual sources of threats in two distinct theaters of conflict. According to the 2022 Nuclear Posture
Review', these threats emanate simultaneously from Russia and China, posing challenges to the
American leadership on the global arena. As a result, in 2024, we saw the deployment of U.S.
medium- and short-range missiles in Denmark? and the Philippines® which served as a message
to China and Russia that political conditions on the international arena have already changed,
and, accordingly, the leverages of maintaining Washington’s position in the international system
are adapting to the new circumstances. Background for the previously mentioned situation could
be considered the collapse of the arms control system in recent decades, especially after the
U.S. withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM), Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF)
and Open Skies (OST) treaties. The culmination of this process was Russia’s suspension of its
participation in the New START, a move justified by ‘the U.S. alleged major violation of the treaty’.
While Moscow stated it would continue to honor the agreement until its expiration in 2026, there
are no prospects for a new treaty to replace it, creating uncertainty in the strategic realm. In this
context, Russia took an additional step by establishing a de facto and de jure nuclear alliance
with another nuclear power, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK). The two nations
signed a treaty that includes mutual provision of military assistance in the event of an armed
conflict®. As stated in Article 4 of the agreement:If one of the parties finds itself in a state of war
due to an armed attack by one or more states, the other party will immediately provide it with
military assistance by all means at its disposal.. .’

Turning to the relationship between China and Russia, both nations continued conducting
joint strategic bomber patrols in recent years. In 2024 the scope of these joint strategic flights
became more proximal to the Alaskan region, signaling both countries’ disapproval of perceived
challenges to strategic stability and their readiness to address potential threats accordingly®.
Simultaneously, senior officials from both sides have already expressed their intent to further
deepen ties between both countries’armed forces’.

This raises the question of whether a formal nuclear alliance between China and Russia
is possible. Accordingly, this study seeks to evaluate the potential benefits associated with the
formation of such an alliance. Many researchers address the possibility of a military and political
alliance between Beijing and Moscow, with some offering positive views and others expressing
skepticism. However, only a limited number of studies explore in detail the specific conditions
under which such an alliance might form, along with the potential prospects and risks for both
nations and their international competitors. Even fewer examine these aspects from a perspective
of nuclear strategy. This study aims to address the latter issue in detail.

Since the mid-Cold War, China and Russia’s diplomatic and military relations have undergone
changes. After a period of hostility since late 1950s and early 1960s, their ties began to improve
during the M. Gorbachev years, and tensions continued to ease following the Ukraine crisis. In
recent times, the two countries have enhanced their cooperation in nuclear deterrence, raising
speculation about the possibility of a closer alliance, though no formal military partnership has

' 2022 Nuclear Posture Review. Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation. 07.10.2022. Available at: https.//armscontrolcenter.
org/2022-nuclear-posture-review/ (accessed 07.09.2024).

2 CogewaHue ¢ nocmosHHbIMU YieHamu Cosema besonacHocmu. Mpe3ugeHT Poccun. 28.06.2024. Available at: http://www.kremlin.ru/
events/security-council/74437 (accessed 07.09.2024).

3 Judson J. US Army Deploys Midrange Missile for First Time in Philippines. Defense News, 16.04.2024. Available at: https.//www.defense-
news.com/land/2024/04/16/us-army-deploys-midrange-missile-for-first-time-in-philippines/ (accessed 26.04.2025).

4 O poccuticko-amepukarckom Jlozosope o CHB u cumyayuu, npugedweli K peweHUl0 0 npuocmaHosieHuu ezo oeticmaus. MU PO.
20.04.2023. Available at: https.//www.mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/international safety/1413415/ (accessed 23.01.2025).

* [lozosop o sceobvemoujem cmpamezudeckom napmuepcmae mexoy PO u KHAP. TapaHT. 19.06.2024. Available at: https.//base.garant.
ru/409304598/ (accessed 23.01.2025).

¢ Sonne P. Russia and China Carry out First Joint Bomber Patrol Near Alaska. The New York Times, 25.07.2024. Available at: https://www.ny-
times.com/2024/07/25/world/asia/russia-and-china-carry-out-first-joint-bomber-patrol-near-alaska.html (accessed 25.04.2025).

7 MuHucmp o6opoHbsl PO AHOpeli benoycos nposen ecmpeyy ¢ 3amecmumersnem npedcedamens LleHmpaneHo2o 8oeHHo2o cosema KHP.
MuHo6opoHbl Poccun. 10.10.2024. Available at: https:/function.mil.ru/news page/country/more.htm?id=12533073@egNews (accessed
23.01.2025).
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materialized [1]. The potential for a Sino-Russian military alliance has been a topic of intense
scholarly interest in the recent decade. Perspectives on this issue generally fall into three main
categories: some argue that a full-fledged alliance is unlikely to materialize, others contend that
an informal alliance is already taking shape but will not progress into a formal one, and a third
group believes a formal alliance is probable in the future.

A segment of the scholarly literature disputes the likelihood of a full-scale Sino-Russian
alliance. P. Bolt was an early advocate for this position, which was later supported by V. Pecherica
[2; 3]. More recent publications by D. Stefanovich® and A. Kireeva have further bolstered this
argument, adding that there is a lack of conditions on the international arena for such an alliance
to be formed [4]. J. Nye also shares this view, mentioning that the mistrust between Beijing and
Moscow is the main obstacle for both in establishing a close military relationship [5]. Additionally,
K. Kuzmina, A. Larionova and V. Morozov lend their support to this perspective, arguing that it is
not in Russia’s interest to limit its autonomy by entering into a formal strategic alliance with China
[6]. More recent publications by S. Loftus continue to challenge the possibility of a comprehensive
alliance, claiming that both states would not be able to negotiate on every aspect of a potential
alliance [7]. Broadly speaking, this school of thought highlights negative factors such as historical
distrust, conflicting regional ambitions, along with potential economic and political costs of a
formal alliance as key reasons why a proper Sino-Russian alliance is unlikely.

A second group of scholars posits that while a formal alliance may not exist, there is
evidence of an informal alliance between China and Russia. This perspective was initially
proposed by Director of the Berlin branch of the Carnegie center (hereinafter the activity of the
Carnegie Center is recognized as undesirable by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation)
A. Gabuev (recognized in the Russian Federation as a foreign agent) as he suggested the concept
of a ‘soft’ alliance, which has gained traction in various forms in recent years [8]. N. Chang-Liao
has contributed to this view additionally expressing his opinion on the high probability of status
quo in the close Sino-Russian relations in the future [9]. Scholars such as D. Trenin, K. Asmolov and
B. Babaev offer the term ‘coalition’ and ‘entente’ as the most prominent definition of the current
relations between Beijing and Moscow [10; 11]. A. Naumenko and S. Saltanov provide additional
backing for the concept of a‘quasi-alliance’[12]. Overall, supporters of this perspective frequently
highlight enhanced military collaboration, shared diplomatic positions on numerous global
matters and strengthening economic connections as indicators of this informal alliance.

The third perspective in the literature suggests that a complete Sino-Russian alliance is
not only possible but likely. This view has gained prominence in recent years, with Karaganov
being its early advocate [13]. A. Korolev has been a consistent proponent of this perspective,
with multiple publications supporting the stance that China and Russia are increasingly moving
towards becoming formal allies [14; 15; 16]. A.L. Lukin has provided additional support for
this view, stating that international crises, such as the spread of the coronavirus, are likely to
have a positive impact on the relations between the two countries in the coming years [17].
S. Trush reinforces this position, mentioning that China and Russia may be forced to form an
alliance in response to a possible strategic miscalculation by the United States - for example, if
Washington takes aggressive action or makes a mistake in a strategic confrontation, similar to
the one that almost led to a catastrophe during the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 [18]. More recent
contributions by A. Kuzycina argue that while earlier the majority of political scientists were
skeptical about the likelihood of a China-Russia alliance, the rapidly changing situation has led to
increasingly substantive discussions on the matter [19]. B. Carlson and R. Meyer zum Felde have
further addressed the potential danger of such an emerging alliance to the Western World [1; 20],
highlighting the growing prominence of this academic discourse in Western countries. Summing
up, researchers in this category often emphasize the growing strategic rapprochement between
China and Russia, their shared opposition to U.S. hegemony, and the increasing frequency and
sophistication of joint military exercises as indicators of a trajectory toward a formal alliance.

While there is no consensus, the ongoing debate reflects the complexity and significance
of this geopolitical relationship. Further research is needed to continue monitoring and analyzing

8 Stefanovich D. Can Russia Help China Counter Missile Threats? Russian International Affairs Council. 08.10.2019. Available at: https://russian-
council.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/interview/can-russia-help-china-counter-missile-threats/ (accessed 11.09.2024).
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the evolving dynamics between these two major powers, especially in terms of nuclear strategy.
Considering the three distinct schools of thought, this research aims to assess the likelihood
of a military alliance by factoring the different aspects of nuclear cooperation between China
and Russia. Article’s central argument posits that the alliance between Russia and China would
demonstrate increased nuclear collaboration and military effectiveness in direct confrontation
with the U.S., thereby showcasing its full potential. Conversely, in non-confrontational scenarios,
the lack of a formal nuclear alliance between Russia and China will lead to restricted cooperative
efforts, primarily due to the risks of destabilizing global geopolitical dynamics, significant
reputational costs and potential impacts on strategic stability within the Moscow-Beijing-
Washington triangle.

This study employs a composite methodology, primarily utilizing qualitative analytical
methods mixed with SWOT analysis classification approach. It bases on the empirical collection
and categorization of data derived from various scientific, publicistic and institutional resources.
In this context, implementing SWOT analysis as a framework for organizing the gathered data
enables the exploration of both the limitations and strengths associated with a potential nuclear
alliance between China and Russia, as well as highlighting the prospects of its realization. This
perspective contrasts with the skeptical view held by some scholars, who argue that risks and
perspectives are distinct categories that should be analyzed independently of one another. A
key point of SWOT analysis is its requirement to systematically identify and evaluate both the
challenges and risks alongside the benefits and opportunities related to the subject matter.
This approach provides a broad understanding of the study’s topic and enables the formation
of more objective conclusions. Each category implies certain meaning. Strengths denote the
conditions favoring the establishment of a formal nuclear coalition. Weaknesses represent the
barriers that hinder the formation of such a coalition. Threats outline the costs that emerge
from the establishment of a formal nuclear coalition. Opportunities describe the benefits that
both countries gain from the formation of a formal nuclear coalition. In this sense, Strengths
and Weaknesses relate to internal factors within the nuclear alliance, whereas Opportunities and
Threats are presented as external ones.

CONDITIONS AND BARRIERS SHAPING
SINO-RUSSIAN STRATEGIC COOPERATION

Beginning with this section of the analysis it should be noted that both countries could
be considered natural allies®. By natural allies we mean countries with common political styles
of ruling and similar views on foreign policy issues. Similarly, neither country is trying to
impose its ideological principles on the other one [12]. This can partially explain the difference
in the situation with each country’s individual relations with the U.S.

According to S. Loftus the Sino-Russian natural alliance is defined by a shared
understanding of state sovereignty under international law, mutual concerns about the
destabilizing influence of liberal ideologies and a commitment to promoting the idea of
diverse civilizations and regional governance models in global affairs [7]. Traditionally, Western
discourse regards the political structures of Russia and China as near-identical. It presumes
that this alignment extends to both domestic policies, characterized by relatively centralized
poltical ruling, and foreign policies that are conservative and driven by realpolitik'™. A key
focus of their cooperation lies in opposing perceived threats from U.S. military and economic
expansion in the Indo-Pacific region, including the deployment of strategic military systems
and the strengthening of alliances. Central to this partnership and relevant to this study, is
their shared common interest in condemning the deployment of theater missile defense
systems, which they argue undermine the security of other states [1].

Bruce W. North Korea, Russia and China: The Developing Trilateral Imperialist Partnership. RAND Corporation. 13.09.2023. Available at: https.//
www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2023/09/north-korea-russia-and-china-the-developing-trilateral.html (accessed 13.09.2024). The activity
of the non-profit research organization RAND Corporation is considered undesirable by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation.

1% Ibid.
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The high degree of political, military and technical cooperation between China and Russia
is another factor to consider. This collaboration is evident in the regular joint military exercises
that have taken place since 2003, peaking notably in 2007, 2014, 2016 and 2022 (Figure 1). The
increasing frequency of such exercises between China and Russia reflects changing geopolitical
dynamics. This shift can be traced back to 2007, when President V. Putin’s Munich Security
Conference speech called for the transition to multipolar world order. Around the same time,
China and Russia began strengthening their ties in the arms trade sphere'. The 2014 Ukrainian
crisis prompted Russia to further enhance its partnership with China, leading to more frequent
military exercises. Between 2016 and 2022, tensions over Taiwan, particularly after President
Tsai Ing-wen'’s rejection of the ‘one country, two systems’ model, contributed to closer military
cooperation, alongside the U.S.-China trade conflict [21]. By 2022, the escalation of the Ukrainian
conflict and the broader geopolitical standoff with the West resulted in a notable increase in
military coordination between Russia and China.

Russia also remains China's primary partner in maintaining close diplomatic contacts,
particularly through frequent bilateral meetings between leaders (Figure 2). In October 2024,
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov emphasized that military and military-technical
cooperation between Moscow and Beijing is progressing rapidly'. Both countries continue to
engage in joint military exercises, conduct air and sea patrols, and cooperate along their shared
border. Russian Foreign Minister also stated in September 2024 that Russia and China do not
require a NATO-style military alliance, as their bilateral military cooperation is already effective.
According to this position, the Sino-Russian partnership operates on a foundation of trust,
effectively constituting a de facto alliance without the need for formalization'.

Figure 1. Number of Joint Military Exercises Between China and Russia
(Bilateral and Multilateral)
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Data source: compiled by the author based on CSIS data™.

" How Deep Are China-Russia Military Ties? CSIS. 07.08.2024. Available at: https:/chinapower.csis.org/china-russia-military-coopera-
tion-arms-sales-exercises/ (accessed 23.01.2025). Hereinafter the activity of the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) is
recognized by the Ministry of Justice as undesirable in Russia.

2 Poccua v Kutaii: napTHepCTBO 1 ApY»K0a, 3aKaneHHble BpemeHeM. Pocculickas eazema, 03.10.2024. Available at: https://rg.ru/2024/10/03/
rossiia-i-kitaj-partnerstvo-i-druzhba-zakalennye-vremenem.html! (accessed 17.09.2024).

'3 MockBa 1 MeKkunH He HyX[aloTCsA B BOEHHOM anbsHce, 3aasun JlaBpos. PYA Hosocmu, 20.09.2024. Available at: https://ria.ru/20240920/
lavrov-1973917761.html (accessed 18.09.2024).

' China-Russia Joint Military Exercises. CSIS. 07.08.2024. Available at: https://chinapower.csis.org/data/china-russia-joint-military-exercises/
(accessed 23.09.2024).
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Figure 2. Number of One-On-One Meetings Between Xi Jinping and Leaders of Selected

Countries Since 2013
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Data source: compiled by the author based on CSIS data™.

The author, along with other scholars, attributes the intensification of China-Russia
cooperationin recent years to mutual agreements that ease decision-making processes for
both nations’ leadership-including on whether to maintain or limit strategic cooperation
[14]. Notable examples include the non-aggression agreement, together with the
commitment not to initiate the use of nuclear weapons against one another, formulated
in the 1st and 2nd articles of the 2001 Sino-Russian Treaty of Friendship's. Similarly, the
joint declaration on‘No Limits Cooperation’'” highlights the absence of ‘forbidden areas of
cooperation’ between China and Russia.

The establishment of strategic partnerships serves as a critical foundation for
forming alliances among nations, should they choose to pursue this path in the future
[15]. While this consistency may apply to some extent in the case of Chinese-Russian
relations, it is not applicable to Russia’s other strategic partnerships. China and Russia are
facing opposition from the U.S., leading to a closer alignment between the two, while the
situations with, for example, India and Vietnam are more complex. This complexity arises
from both countries having simultaneous strategic ties not only with Russia but also with
the U.S. Additionally, the foreign policies of India and Vietnam are influenced by factors
like India’s new non-alignment policy' and Vietnam’s shared position with Washington
on the need to counter China’s ambitions in the South China Sea'. Therefore, the China-
Russia relationship stands out as a more distinct case.

5 Series: China-Russia Relations. CSIS. 09.11.2023. Available at: https://chinapower.csis.org/series-china-russia-relations/ (accessed
23.09.2024).

6 Jlocosop o dobpococedcmae, Opyxbe u compyoHudecmse mexdy Pocculickol (Medepayueli u Kumatickoli HapodHol Pecny6nukodi.
Mpe3ungeHT Poccun. 16.07.2001. Available at: http.//www.kremlin.ru/supplement/3418 (accessed 23.01.2025).

7 Joint Statement of the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China on the International Relations Entering a New Era and the Global
Sustainable Development. President of Russia. 04.02.2022. Available at: http.//www.en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770 (accessed 25.09.2024).

8 Non-Alignment Is Still India’s Foreign Policy Alignment. Deccan Herald, 29.09.2023. Available at: https://www.deccanherald.com/opinion/
non-alignment-is-still-indias-foreign-policy-alignment-2706058 (accessed 23.01.2025).

' An Indispensable Upgrade: The U.S.-Vietnam Comprehensive Strategic Partnership. CSIS. 19.08.2024. Available at: https://www.csis.org/
analysis/indispensable-upgrade-us-vietnam-comprehensive-strategic-partnership (accessed 23.01.2025).
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From a historical perspective, several strategic partnerships have evolved into
formal alliances, with the example of the relationships among the United States, France
and Germany before and after the formation of NATO. While some critics argue that the
circumstances surrounding NATO’s expansion post-World War Il were unique, itisimportant
to highlight that the current block dynamics in the Indo-Pacific region closely resemble
those of the Cold War era, during which two military-political blocs vied for dominance
in the ideological conflict between communism and capitalism. The key distinction today
lies in the shift of ideological frameworks from communism to ‘authoritarianism’and from
capitalism to ‘democracy’, as articulated in U.S. National Security Strategy®. As A. L. Lukin
emphasizes in his study China, Russia and North Korea are currently informally working
to balance the alliance-building efforts among Japan, South Korea and the United States
[22].

Another prerequisite for the formation of a nuclear coalition between China and
Russia is the concept of ‘double counteraction to double deterrence’?'. This notion was
introduced by the foreign ministers of both nations in April 2024, possibly signaling
the intent for an active bilateral nuclear defense coalition aimed solely at countering
potential offensive nuclear actions from the countries that threaten the establishment of
a multipolar world order. In this context, the U.S. emerges as the primary actor attempting
to counter this shift in favor of maintaining its unipolar hegemony. Therefore, a possible
nuclear defense alliance is predicated on the understanding that it would only be
operational in response to a possible nuclear threat from the U.S. Notably, this framework
does not account for regional conflicts of either Russia or China, thereby allowing each
nation to remain independent from obligations to address the other’s regional disputes.
This arrangement effectively counters some of the arguments against the formation of an
alliance, as neither Russia nor China is inclined to engage in the regional conflicts of one
another.

In recent decades, the expanding military capabilities of the U.S. in the Indo-Pacific
region, particularly the strengtheningalliances and military deployments, have contributed
to a strategic alignment between China and Russia. Washington has already positioned
intermediate-range missiles in locations such as the Philippines and Denmark, while
enhancing and expanding its global anti-ballistic missile (ABM) system?2. Concurrently,
previous American administrations have focused on maintaining and strengthening the
network of regional alliances. Considering this, a recent study by A. Kydd posits that as one
of the countries in the U.S-China-Russia triangle becomes more powerful, the motivation
for the other two to resolve their differences increases [23]. Therefore, despite the existing
contradictions in Sino-Russian relations, which will be addressed further in the study, the
possibility of reaching a compromise between them appears to be growing.

A significant indication of the growing foundation for a potential nuclear coalition
between Russia and China is their joint statement issued on May 8, 2025, commemorating
the 80th anniversary of Victory in World War Il. In this statement, both parties reaffirmed
their commitment to strengthening global strategic stability, jointly addressing
emerging challenges and threats in relevant domains, and emphasized the importance
of comprehensively considering all key factors affecting international strategic stability?:.
Of particular note is the fact that Moscow and Beijing once again expressed their shared
concerns regarding the deployment of medium- and shorter-range missiles, as well as
components of missile defense systems, in close proximity to their respective borders.

2 National Security Strategy. The White House. 2022. Available at: https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Biden-Harris-
Administrations-National-Security-Strateqy-10.2022.pdf (accessed 26.09.2024).

21 CosmecmHas npecc-koHpeperyus Cepees Jlasposa ¢ MuHucmpom uHocmparHsix 0es KHP Bax Y no umozam nepe2ogopos. MoconbcTeo
Poccum B Knutae. 09.04.2024. Available at: https://beijing.mid.ru/ru/news/sovmestnaya_press konferentsiya sergeya lavrova s ministrom
inostrannykh del knr van i po itogam per/ (accessed 28.09.2024).

2 [y6uH A. CospemerHeie nnaHbl CLIA 8 cepe co30aHUA HAYUOHANMBHOU NPOMUBOPAKeMHOU 06OPOHbI: npesioMeHue 0718 BocmoyHou
Asuu. PoccuiAcknii CoBeT No MmexayHapoaHbIM aenam. 26.04.2024. Available at: https://russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/
sovremennye-plany-ssha-v-sfere-sozdaniya-natsionalnoy-protivoraketnoy-oborony-prelomlenie-dlya-vosto/ (accessed 29.09.2024).

2 CosmecmHoe 3assneHue PO u KHP o danvHeliwem yaybneHuu omHoweHul 8ceobsemiiolwjezo napmHepcmad U cmpameauyeckozo 83au-
mooeticmsus. Mpe3unaeHT Poccun. 08.05.2025. Available at: http://kremlin.ru/supplement/6309 (accessed 08.05.2025).
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It is important to recognize that the nuclear alignment between China and Russia
may be also influenced by the shift in Washington’s perception regarding China. No longer
viewed solely as an economic competitor, the U.S. now believes that Beijing?* is actively
enhancing its nuclear capabilities with the goal of reaching 1000 operational nuclear
warheads by 2030%. This evolving perspective is contributing to the perception of China
as a strategic threat.

The most important factor to consider when analyzing Russian-Chinese cooperation
is the geographic location of both countries. The length of their common border is 4,209
km. Such a huge distance dictates the need for a reliable zone of mutual guarantees,
ensuring internal security in the event of a potential military conflict [11]. In addition, D.
Madiyarova and Wu Shuai point to the well-developed and constantly improving transport
infrastructure connecting the two countries [24]. This fact gives reason to believe that in
the event of a strategic military conflict, it could become a key element of the logistics
system.

The cordial personal ties between the heads of state of Russia and China could
facilitate the ongoing strategic alignment between the two nations [20]. The leaders
exhibit similar governing styles, further united by shared long-term vision, mutual
personal affinity and even comparable age [17]. This emphasis on personal diplomacy
as an approach to interstate interaction, especially on themes such as nuclear strategic
cooperation, could prove its effectiveness in two different ways. First, it facilitates direct
communication between leaders, enabling them to discuss issues and make mutual
decisions without the involvement of lower-level officials or intermediaries. Second, it
underscores the personal relationships and trust which sometimes can break negotiation
deadlocks or enhance cooperation between states as a whole.

Despite the growing political, military and economic cooperation between Russia
and China, several barriers remain that complicate the potential for a formalized nuclear
alliance between the two nations. One key issue is the divergence in their regional priorities
and the differing nature of their relationships with the U.S.

Russia is reluctant to engage in disputes in the East and South China Seas, while
China prefers to avoid involvement in the complexities of Eastern Europe [1; 4]. Likewise,
each state has a slightly different relationship with the U.S. On the one side, China wants
to avoid any sanctions, whether they are primary or secondary, because of the economic
and reputational risks they bear?. Such could be imposed by Western countries in case
China decides to step into a formal nuclear coalition with Russia. In contrast, Russia is
already under sanctions, so forming an alliance with China wouldn’t have a significant
effect on its economic situation.

However, a problem for Russia is the fact that it is not interested in the unilateral
strengthening of China and its growing nuclear potential, as this could pose a threat in
the future [1; 2]. Additionally, Russia is afraid of becoming too reliant on China, due to
differences in their economic potentials [4]. A formal alignment between the two of them
would raise the question of leadership that arises with the formation of a formal alliance
and its internal hierarchy.

When analyzing the prospects for the formation of a nuclear alliance between China
and Russia, experts express concerns about the possible limitation of the sovereignty of
both countries within the framework of such a union

24 Biden Approved Secret Nuclear Strategy Refocusing on Chinese Threat. The New York Times, 20.08.2024. Available at: https.//www.ny-
times.com/2024/08/20/us/politics/biden-nuclear-china-russia.html (accessed 30.09.2024).

% Pentagon Says Chinese Nuclear Arsenal Still Growing. Arms Control Association. January-February 2025. Available at: https:/www.
armscontrol.org/act/2025-01/news/pentagon-says-chinese-nuclear-arsenal-still-growing (accessed 24.01.2025).

26 Sher N.Why Isn’t China Going All out to Help Russia in Ukraine? Responsible Statecraft,04.04.2022. Available at: https.//responsiblestatecraft.
0rg/2022/04/04/why-isnt-china-going-all-out-to-help-russia-in-ukraine/ (accessed 30.09.2024).
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InexploringtheprospectofanuclearcoalitionbetweenChinaandRussia,expertsexpress
concerns regarding a possible constraint on each party’s sovereignty within the alliance
[3; 4; 10]. As both nations aim to establish a strategic partnership, they must carefully
navigate their respective autonomy. Maintaining a delicate equilibrium in responsibilities
and rights is essential for ensuring a functional and cohesive coalition, especially when
facing external threats, posed by other international actors. NATO's decision-making
structure, particularly regarding nuclear deterrence, reflects a real hierarchical balance of
power among members, with the United States retaining its status as primus inter pares.
Without a clear hierarchy within joint strategic armed forces, the decision-making process
becomes protracted, leading to uncoordinated actions by one or more parties involved.
Recently, the increased frequency of joint military exercises between China and Russia,
involving coordinated command structures, might be understood as a mean of assessing
and calibrating the compatibility between their armed forces.

Presumably, if all conditions for the creation of such an alliance become favorable,
a lengthy negotiation process will be needed to finalize the coalition agreement. This
agreement must outline all the terms and obligations for each party, which will require
finding a compromise. Some researchers, as J. Nye, note the possible difficulty of
coordinating the competing national ideologies of China and Russia as an obstacle to
further military cooperation in the strategic sphere [5, p. 126]. Other authors even argue
thatitis naive to believe that Beijing and Russia will be close to agreeing on every military-
strategic aspect [7].

An alliance would directly contradict China’s non-bloc and non-alignment pledges
which are still part of Beijing’s official doctrine [17]. As reaffirmed by President Xi Jinping
in June 2024, China upholds the principle of ‘opposing bloc confrontation’ as outlined in
the ‘Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence’ and enshrined in the Chinese constitution?’.
Consequently, establishing an alliance with Russia would be interpreted as an effort to
form a defense triangle between Beijing, Moscow and Pyongyang, positioned against the
competing bloc of South Korea, Japan and the United States. Since 1964 China has also
been one of the few countries to accept the doctrine of No First Use?. Russia on the other
hand renounced the concept after the fall of the USSR. Thus, a potential alliance in the
nuclear sphere would mean that Beijing would have to change the doctrinal limitations
for using its nuclear weapons.

Last but not least by declaring the existance of a dual‘danger’coming from China and
Russia, the U.S. presents the concept of a common for the international community global
threat which strengthens its network of allies and also unites the international society
against Moscow and Beijing? [25; 26]. In this way, Washington conveys its own vision on
the current international reality, offering the world an agenda that benefits itself and its
national security interests. Understanding this strategy of the U.S. global discourse, Russia
and China would not publicly state an official united front against the U.S. in the strategic
sphere, in order for such a strategy to prove and remain ineffective.

27 B [lekuHe npows1o mopxecmeeHHoe cobpaHue no ciyyato 70-1emus nposo3sanaweHus “llamu npuHyuno8 MupHozo cocywecmeosarus” Cin
LI3avHbnunH BbICTYNWN € BaxHOM peuybto. MoconbctBo KHP B PO. 28.06.2024. Available at: http:/ru.china-embassy.gov.cn/rus/zgxw/202406/
t20240630 11444664.htm (accessed 24.01.2025).

2 Why a Substantive and Verifiable No-First-Use Treaty for Nuclear Weapons Is Possible. Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 04.06.2024.

Available at: https://thebulletin.org/2024/06/why-a-substantive-and-verifiable-no-first-use-treaty-of-nuclear-weapons-is-possible/ (accessed
02.10.2024).

2Weaver G., Woolf A. Requirements for Nuclear Deterrence and Arms Control in a Two-Nuclear-Peer Environment. Atlantic Council. 02.02.2024.
Available  at:  https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/requirements-for-nuclear-deterrence-and-arms-control-
in-a-two-peer-nuclear-peer-environment/#about (accessed 04.10.2024). Hereinafter the activity of the Atlantic Council is recognized as
undesirable by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation.
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STRATEGIC GAINS, POTENTIAL COSTS
AND GLOBAL CONSEQUENCES

Key opportunity for both nations lies in establishing a two-front defensive nuclear
alliance. Such an alliance could balance the U.S. nuclear deterrence strategy in two key
theaters of military operations, which has been repeatedly noted by experts in recent
years3® [20]. As D. Trenin notes, such coalition has the potential to diminish U.S. influence
across the eastern, western and southern regions of Eurasia, either by restraining American
forces in those areas or by compelling them to disperse their resources along the entire
front [10].

Concurrently, the combined nuclear stockpiles of China and Russia represent the
largest arsenal of nuclear weapons globally, surpassing®' that of NATO. Together, these
two powers possess enough number of nuclear warheads to alter the balance of power
inside the Russia-China-U.S. strategic tirangle3? [27]. The analysis suggests that such
a coalition would present a challenge to the military superiority of the U.S. and would
hinder American expansion efforts by necessitating the development of new deterrence
strategies and increasing military spending.

By analogy, since both Russia and China are developing their capabilities for
midcourse interception of ICBMs*, a joint air defense, anti-ballistic and early-warning
system appears promising as an area of cooperation.?® Nuclear cooperation could be
furthered in the sphere of strategic missile defense, hypersonic technology and the
construction of nuclear submarines.** Lastly, China would benefit from gaining access to
Russia’s military technologies and energy resources for civil and military purposes [15].
All this could lead to a reduction in the economic costs associated with the expenditures
on deterrence. Similar initiatives have already taken place among AUKUS members and
the U.S. in 2024, involving trilateral flight tests of hypersonic technologies with a pooled
funding approach?$. According to the U.S. Department of Defense, these campaigns aim to
accelerate testing and leverage the combined resources of the member states.

While such cooperation in the nuclear domain is viewed as a potential threat to
the Beijing-Moscow-Washington formation, it could ensure peaceful coexistence between
China and Russia, ultimately reinforcing their economic relations and maintaining a stable
balance of power between the two as a separate part of the triangle [2]. As we can observe,
economic ties are steadily growing, with Russia-China trade volumes showing consistent
increases in the last few years®’. This trend is closely linked to rising international tensions,
which have contributed to the deepening political alignment between Moscow and
Beijing.

Based on this, the nuclear alliance between China and Russia offers bilateral
benefits, such as the expansion of strategic cooperation and a stronger stance against
U.S. expansion. However, it also comes with costs. This partnership could trigger an arms

* |bid.

31 Status Of World Nuclear Forces. Federation of American Scientists. 29.03.2024. Available at: https.//fas.org/initiative/status-world-nuclear-
forces/ (accessed 05.10.2024).

32 Weaver G., Woolf A. Op. cit.

3 Mezey J. Russian and Chinese Strategic Missile Defense: Doctrine, Capabilities, and Development. Atlantic Council. 10.09.2024. Available
at: https.//www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russian-and-chinese-strategic-missile-defense-doctrine-capabilities-
and-development/ (accessed 05.10.2024).

3 Kashin V. Tacit Alliance: Russia and China Take Military Partnership to New Level. Carnegie Endowment. 22.10.2019. Available at: https://
carnegieendowment.org/posts/2019/10/tacit-alliance-russia-and-china-take-military-partnership-to-new-level?lang=en (accessed 05.10.2024).

* bid.

36 AUKUS Partners Sign Landmark Hypersonics Agreement. U.S. Department of Defense. 18.10.2024. Available at: https://www.defense.gov/
News/Releases/Release/Article/3966986/aukus-partners-sign-landmark-hypersonics-agreement/ (accessed 24.01.2025).

37 Ubinnakos C. O6 0cHOBHbIX MpeHOax pazsumus mopaosnu Poccuu u Kumas. POCCMINCKMIA COBET MO MeXAyHapoaHbIM fenam. 13.09.2024.
Available at: https.//russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/ob-osnovnykh-trendakh-razvitiya-torgovli-rossii-i-kitaya/ (accessed
24.01.2025).
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race with the United States, leading to increased global tensions and complicating arms
control efforts. At the same time, the risks of nuclear crisis increase as the international
strategic order transforms.

The risk of an accelerated arms race as a result of the security dilemma arises as the
balance of military power between NATO, Russia and China changes. Should this trend
emerge, the USA will most likely take on a strategy of outnumbering the Sino-Russian
combined nuclear capabilities or/and of qualitatively improving its nuclear arsenal [1; 28].
Such a combination of circumstances would involve the three countries in an economically
costly competition for building strategic military capabilities, similar to that during the
Cold War. Moreover, a formal nuclear coalition would strengthen mutual trust between
China and Russia at the expense of strategic stability in relations with the U.S. This shift
will eventually lead to a more adversarial environment, where arms control negotiations
become more difficult to carry out due to heightened suspicions and a lack of confidence
in each party’s intentions.

Accordingly, it is worth noting that such coalition creates strategic risks for all
competitors within the Russia-China-U.S. triangle [11]. Another danger arises from the
possibility of destabilization and potential conflict as a result of the rapprochement
between Chinaand Russiain the nuclear sphere. As Chinaand Russia continue to strengthen
strategic ties, including the possibility of forming a nuclear entente, the balance of power
will alter in a way which directly jeopardizes U.S. interests. The U.S. would have a fair
reason to continue deploying its nuclear capabilities close to the borders of Russia and
China. Consequently, such a shift could provoke tensions reminding of the Caribbean
missile crisis, when the world once stood on the brink of nuclear conflict.

DISCUSSION

Thefindingsenhanceourunderstanding oftherelationshipsamongthethree nuclear-
armed countries who are currently possessing the largest strategic capabilities. According
to the analysis, current conditions allow us to consider the possibility of a strengthening
military-nuclear cooperation between the two countries. Spheres of cooperation that could
be broadened include new technologies and joint strategic security systems. However, it is
important to address such problems as the ambiguity surrounding the internal hierarchy
of the perspective alliance and the potential threat of economic sanctions for China, as
well as the risks associated with limiting Russia’s sovereignty. An additional complication
is the need to reconcile differing nuclear doctrines, which requires the development of
mechanisms for their potential synchronization within the framework of a formalized
union. Lastly, both sides must consider the risks of an increasing international uncertainty
caused by the formation of a new nuclear alliance and likelihood of a direct confrontation.

The research does not claim to be exhaustive but it partially engages in discussions
about the evolving bloc dynamics in the Indo-Pacific region, involving China, Russia and
the United States. Of particular note is the resumption of dialogue between Russia and
the United States, which began in 2025. Under certain conditions it could also affect the
strategic balance, especially if the previous level of bilateral relations is restored. However,
this development is unlikely to have a negative impact on the sustainable dynamics of
the Russian-Chinese partnership, which is expected to maintain its previous trajectory.
Further upgrade of the research could be based on the already conducted analysis, which
emphasizes the strategic triangle of Russia, China and the U.S., but does not account for
other significant actors that could broaden the scope. Notably, the nuclear capabilities of
India and Pakistan, along with North Korea’s close partnership with Russia, which require
deeper exploration within the broader nuclear framework.

While the newly formed military alliance between Russia and North Korea may offer
a relevant basis for comparison with the Russia-China case, several key differences should
still be taken into account. The terms of the agreement between Russia and North Korea
allow both parties to share any available resources, including nuclear weapons, which



ANALYSIS AND FORECASTING. IMEMO Journal, 2025, N° 2

could serve as a model for how Russia might establish similar nuclear alliances with other
nations. However, it's important to recognize that North Korea’s economic, military and
political influence differs significantly in scale from that of larger global powers like China.
Currently, the Russia-North Korea alignment has not led to significant shifts in the balance
of power between the East and the West. In contrast, a Russia-China alliance would have a
much more pronounced effect on the global power balance, owing to China’s substantial
economic strength and military capabilities.

At the same time, an essential area for examination could be the prospects of
strengthening and sustaining the nuclear strategic cooperation between China and
Russia in the long term. This involves developing strategies that implement cautious and
less risky deterrence measures between the two nations, without committing to formal
military obligations. In other words, how to create a nuclear partnership that has the
characteristics of a formal alliance without actually formalizing it.

CONCLUSION

Neither of the two countries is inclined to pursue a formal military alliance within
the strategic domain. Both nations harbor concerns about the potential constraints on
their autonomy that such an alliance may impose. While an official nuclear partnership
could enhance the national security position of each state from a strategic standpoint, it
may also result in adverse consequences in the future, particularly concerning the risk of
miscalculations and changes in the balance of power.

Nonetheless, the possibility of such an alliance must not be fully neglected. The
formal nuclear alliance between Russia and China would most likely unleash its full
potential in a direct and inevitable confrontation with the U.S., as the only state with an
approximately equal nuclear arsenal. Based on this, Washington at this stage is the main
adversary against which the joint deterrence of Beijing and Moscow is directed. Thus,
close military-political relations are a good prerequisite for forming an alliance.

A de jure alliance between Russia and China can only be discussed once definitive
actions are taken, such as Russia providing clear strategic support to China or vice versa,
possibly in response to an offensive threat from Washington and its allies. However,
nuclear cooperation and interaction must be maintained and further developed in order
to demonstrate defensive readiness and thus deter Washington’s offensive foreign policy.
This is the key approach of maintaining stability within the framework of the nuclear
triangle, the Indo-Pacific and in the world in general.
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