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Timothy W. Crawford

How to Distance Russia
from China

Military alignment between Russia and China is increasing.1

Although some still downplay its significance, alarm is warranted.2 Many per-

ceive the dangerous trend but conclude that the United States can do little to

detach Moscow from Beijing.3 Still, there are serious calls for the United

States to find ways to improve relations with Moscow and draw it away from

China.4 These are, in essence, calls for the United States to use a wedge strat-

egy—a policy to move or keep a potential adversary out of an opposing alliance.5

Yet, when it comes to how to do that, debate is constricted by the usual grooves of

foreign policy orthodoxy and flawed answers to two basic questions: first, what is

the mainspring of Russia-China convergence? Misdiagnosis here makes it harder

to discern potential remedies and easier to prescribe ones that make matters

worse. Second, what is the essential danger that their convergence poses? Con-

fusion here makes it harder to gauge whether this can and should be changed

at an acceptable cost.

I argue that the mainspring of Russia-China convergence is their growing

encirclement by the United States’ amalgamating system of formal military alli-

ances, such as NATO, and less formal strategic partnerships, such as with India,

Georgia, and Ukraine. This increasing organization of military relations against

Russia and China pushes them together in a way that would not otherwise

occur. The main problem this convergence poses for US grand strategy is not

that Russia and China will better combine military forces, but that increased

expectations of support from Moscow will encourage greater Chinese risk-

taking in Asia. The political focus of a wedge strategy to divide Russia from
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China should be to weaken those expectations; nothing more extravagant. It will

require costly steps to reduce the pressure of US military alignments against

Russia, even as such pressure against China increases. The drawbacks of this

costly approach must be considered alongside their potential to boost efforts to

restrain and deter China.

What Is the Mainspring?

To form a clear picture of how the United States can distance Russia from China,

one must first diagnose what is now causing them to converge. Several causes are

often cited, usually in combination. One catalyst is said to be their authoritarian-

ism and ideological animus toward a US-led liberal international order.6 Writ

large, that order is thought to pose “an existential threat” to them.7 A more

policy-specific view holds that the strongest force for Russia-China alignment

is, as professor Thomas Christensen puts it, their “shared aversion” to Washing-

ton’s previous “pursuit of regime change and so-called color revolutions in areas

ruled by repressive regimes.”8 Vaguer notions like US pursuit of leadership, hege-

mony, or primacy are also typically thrown into the mix.

But the last five years have proven that the most important cause of Russia’s

and China’s moves toward military alignment is the spread of the US alliance

system around their borders, especially Russia’s. (This is not the same thing as

saying that US preponderance and pursuit of primacy drives them together,

because a large and ever-growing alliance system is not necessary for the

United States to preserve its relative power

position and could, on net, weaken it.) The

alliance system’s role as a general source of

their convergence is easy to discern: the

network of US military ties expanded in a

big way after the Cold War, well before

Russia and China began serious moves

toward alliance, and it continues to sweep

forward in US efforts to groom new allies

and strategic partners around Eurasia. Given

this expansion, it would be strange if Russia

and China did not increasingly align. Even-

tually, the basic dynamic of an alliance “spiral” goes to work, with one alliance’s

growth feeding fears that prompt another’s.9

But it is possible to get a firmer grasp on the matter now, thanks to the Trump

administration’s distinctive approach to competing with Russia and China.

When Trump took office in 2017, the White House dialed down ideological

The Trump admin-
istration’s distinc-
tive approach
helped get a firmer
grasp on the cause
of alignment
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and institutional competition. He praised the governing prowess of Vladimir

Putin and Xi Jinping, winked at their success in entrenching personal rule, and

routinely flattered other authoritarian “strongmen.”10 He ignored the human

rights agenda. It is hard to imagine a more decisive reversal of the “color revolu-

tion” cheerleading of previous administrations. Trump also often disparaged the

competency and reliability of allied liberal democratic governments while culti-

vating deeper strategic ties with authoritarian regimes. At the level of the liberal

rules-based order, the Trump administration, with its “America First” formula,

targeted multilateral enterprises—like the Trans Pacific Partnership, the

WTO, the Paris Accords, and the JCPOA—that expressed US leadership in

global trade, climate, and non-proliferation agendas.11 It largely neglected the

United Nations, where Russia and China—with permanently institutionalized

peer status at the apex of the organization—gained practical influence as a

result. In sum, many of the conditions thought to drive Russia and China conver-

gence were sharply weakened by the White House in those years.

But with military alignments, it was rather different. There, the Trump adminis-

tration continued military counters to Russian and Chinese activism. The presi-

dent’s rhetorical slams on NATO free-riders notwithstanding, Washington

bolstered the alliance—especially the eastern flank—in significant ways. It

turned the 2014 European Reassurance Initiative into the European Deterrence
Initiative (EDI) to accentuate its anti-Russia focus and multiplied the DoD

budget for EDI activities.12 It pressured NATO allies into higher levels of defense

spending and approved NATO membership for Montenegro and North Macedo-

nia. It ratcheted up US troop rotations in Poland, the Baltics, and Romania; pro-

grams to prepare longer-term basing arrangements in such countries; and naval

activities in the Black Sea region. It adopted a more confrontational approach to

security assistance for Ukraine and Georgia. In Asia, meanwhile, it revived efforts

to consolidate an anti-China front with Japan, Australia, and India, via the

“Quad” (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue). It launched the 2019 “Indo-Pacific

Strategy” to restore US primacy in the region by building up its own forces and

investing in old allies and new strategic partners to lean against China’s growing

power and influence. It forged new agreements to deepen strategic partnership

with India, courted Vietnam, boosted arms sales to Taiwan, and encouraged impor-

tant increases in Japanese defense spending. And to complete the picture, the

Trump administration—along with allied governments—sought to promote stron-

ger strategic linkages between the NATO and Indo-Pacific alignment networks.13

All of this activity culminated in a rapid magnification of military alignments

against Russia and China. It is not surprising, then, that some of Russia’s and

China’s most eye-catching moves toward military partnership occurred in the

last few years, including step-level changes in the pattern and qualities of military

technology transfers, collaboration and planning, and joint training exercises and
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maneuvers.14 The Office of the Director of National Intelligence’s annual world-

wide threat assessments provide a useful barometer of the progression. The 2016,

2017, and 2018 reports discussed at length the challenges posed by Russia and

China in their respective regions and at the level of global influence, but they

did not raise alarms about their military cooperation.15 The 2019 report,

however, placed special emphasis on this cooperation and warned that the two

powers had become more aligned than they had been at any time since the

early Cold War.16 The 2021 report treats deep military cooperation between

the two as a given.17 When other ideological and institutional factors thought

to encourage Russia-China convergence were most muted, their military partner-

ship advanced rather significantly. What were not muted at that time—indeed

were intensified—were US efforts to strengthen and enlarge military alignments

against them both.

Many obscure, if not altogether ignore, this driver. The latter approach

appeared in former Secretary of Defense James Mattis’ September 2018 assertion:

“I see little in the long term that aligns Russia and China.”18 Ironically, he was

then leading the long-term project of expanding US military presence in

Eastern Europe and the rollout of a new Indo-Pacific strategy aimed at extending

and deepening military partnerships in South and East Asia. A similar kind of

omission appears in more serious analyses calling for the United States to

ratchet up military and economic pressure on Russia that do not note that

such actions will drive Russia deeper into alignment with China much less con-

sider the costs for US grand strategy of such consequences.19

Even when one recognizes that US military policies stimulate Russia-China

convergence, it is easy to minimize or obscure the implications of that mechan-

ism.20 So it is with the claim that the two regimes’ authoritarianism and revisio-

nist hostility to the US-led liberal order makes their alignment natural and

inevitable.21 Presuming these to be primary drivers of their convergence makes

the growing US alliance system seem epiphenomenal and implies that their align-

ment trajectory cannot be changed by any restraint in America’s. National secur-

ity strategist Matthew Kroenig goes further, suggesting that closer Russia-China

military ties would not be so bad for American security because the authoritarian

defect that unites them also makes them poor cooperators “unlikely to form an

enduring and coordinated alliance that will pose a major threat to the United

States.”22

The implications of the mainspring are also obscured in the new mantra that

the American alliance system is a powerful source of “leverage” against the

Russia-China combination.23 There is an obvious truth in this, if we think of

leverage like investors do, as borrowed power. But the image skips over the

way that the creeping expansion of the alliance system—especially toward

Russia’s border—can backfire and drain leverage by weakening the unity
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within NATO that helps deter Russia and by strengthening the Russia-China

alignment that makes it harder to deter China.

What Can Be Gained from Weakening the Convergence?

Whether or not it would be worth making concessions to Russia to distance it

from China depends on the difference it would make for America’s

primary strategic priorities to have a Russia that is

(or is not) closely aligned with China. Those priori-

ties concern China and how to restrain and deter

its ambitions in Asia. One can approach this

issue by asking how closer alignment with Russia

can affect China’s military capabilities, or its politi-

cal calculations, or both. But one should not treat

it as primarily a military capabilities issue and con-

clude that matters are overblown because a closer

Russia will only marginally add to Chinese military

strengths. This is doubly flawed: while Russian

cooperation can (and does) help China’s military

strength in important ways, the graver concern is how expectations of

Russian support may affect China’s strategic intentions and willingness to

run risks.

Others have compiled a convincing case that Russian defense ties help China

field forces better able to challenge US military power in the air and seas around

China.24 Two recent step-level changes in their cooperation are worth noting:

Russia is helping China upgrade its strategic early warning missile system, a

very high-end capability, and the two are increasingly doing combined military

exercises of conventional war scenarios that give Chinese forces unique opportu-

nities to train with and learn from an advanced military power with recent, tan-

gible experience in conducting major military operations.25

But more than these material aids to China’s military strength, Russia’s align-

ment with China increases the likelihood of Chinese adventurism. It is not only

that political crises or military confrontations between the United States and

Russia in Eastern Europe will invite China to “exploit US preoccupation” by

applying pressure on points of conflict in Asia26—even absent such European

crises, closer Russian partnership with China can embolden Beijing because

the increased potential of Russian involvement in a US-China clash significantly

boosts the risks and complications of a US response.27 And the plausible prospect

that such risks and complications would inhibit, delay, or weaken US reaction

will enlarge China’s perceived freedom of maneuver. The closer their military

The issue is how
expectations of
Russian support
may affect China’s
willingness to run
risks
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ties, and the more complex and engrained the channels of strategic cooperation,

the larger the “halo” of political expectations of support will become, particularly

if the two cross the formal alliance threshold.28

This potential points to an important benefit of doing things now to weaken

Russia-China alignment. If expectations of direct support from Russia (or a diver-

sionary reaction by it), will make China’s leaders willing to run greater risks of

conflict with the United States, reducing or complicating such expectations

should, by the same token, make it easier for the United States to deter China.

The pay-off, then, could be very large, even if it only comes in the invisible cur-

rency of bad things that don’t happen. Because it is hard to quantify how these

risks aggravate the military power problem, it is tempting to dismiss them. But

anyone who worries, for example, that China’s newly minted “strategic partner-

ship” with Iran will embolden Tehran to step up its regional or nuclear ambitions

surely intuits the logic.29

This issue of expectations is skirted by those who argue that because Russia

cannot be flipped into an ally against China, there can be no significant payoff

from weakening its ties with China, or that

even if it could be flipped there is little to

gain because Russia cannot help in any

serious way to balance against China.30 Both

arguments incorrectly suggest that a wedge

strategy must lead an adversary to switch

sides to be successful and, more practically,

they ignore the strategic value to the United

States of less dramatic changes in Russia’s

alignment. Depriving China of a close

Russian ally may cause it to avoid a war that

it would be willing to risk if it were more con-

fident of Russian support, whether it was actually forthcoming or not, or to pursue

more limited aims if it does use force. There are two other cardinal virtues of trying

to weaken, rather than reverse, Russia’s alignment: it is easier and less costly to do.

Selective Accommodation: Distancing Russia from China

What might a serious attempt—one involving real costs—to distance Russia from

China look like? In terms of general principles, it would conform to the “selective

accommodation” logic of wedge strategy.31 It is called that because the state

doing it does not accommodate opponents indiscriminately, but rather does so

in a fashion calculated to achieve strategic effects against the constellation of

opposing forces. The point, as international relations scholar Frederick

A wedge strategy
need not lead an
adversary to switch
sides; there is value
in less dramatic
changes
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Hartmann once put it, is to “deliberately hol[d] down the opponent’s number of

allies by making policy adjustments that satisfy the requirements of third

nations.”32

A policy of selective accommodation to divide Russia from China would thus

avoid simultaneously confronting Russia and China with heavy alliance press-

ures: on one side or the other, it would restrain those pressures. To do it right,

it would need to distinguish between the two powers and prioritize, which

means resisting the prescriptions of ideological bloc concepts that encourage

the kind of simultaneous confrontation that drives Russia and China together.33

If China is the primary great power competitor, then the weight of US confron-

tation should fall on China, not Russia. This also implies that a serious policy to

distance Russia from China would not treat all of the interests, commitments, and

relationships covered by the US alliance system writ

large as if they were equally important, intercon-

nected, and indispensable. Concessions somewhere

must be made.

More specifically, a policy to accommodate Russia

to distance it from China should reflect five prin-

ciples. First, the goal should not be to flip Russia

into an ally against China, but to stop its strategic

ties with China from growing deeper and to weaken

them. If the purpose is to reinforce deterrence of China by reducing the expec-

tations halo created by closer Russian alignment, that may be enough. And it

is easier and less costly to induce limited alignment change than to produce dra-

matic realignments.

Second, accommodations should focus on the mainspring of Russia’s conver-

gence with China—the creeping growth of US military alignment against Russia

on its western frontier.34 There, discussed further below, the United States has

accommodation options that are very valuable for Russian security, less so for

the United States, and largely under Washington’s control; such asymmetry is

helpful.

Third, the adjustments should offer Russia some immediate or near-term

benefits that involve tangible security gains, not just symbolic, nebulous, or

distant ones. While avenues of longer-term potential engagement and

cooperation between the United States, its allies, and Russia (such as in cyber,

energy, or environmental issue areas) should be exploited, they will not influence

Russia’s trajectory toward China if the pressures of US-led military alignments

against Russia remain unchanged.

Fourth, the move to extend these tangible security benefits should be credible

—that is, not made subject to others’ vetoes or predicated on the outcome of

lengthy and indeterminate multilateral political negotiations in Europe.

A strategy to dis-
tance Russia from
China should reflect
five principles
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Fifth, the accommodations should be compatible with the preferences of

America’s most important and capable (“core”) allies: Britain, France, and

Germany. Thus, the accommodation policy should conserve America’s existing

formal NATO alliance commitments and improve cohesion between the

United States and its primary allies.35

At least in the public sphere, cohesive proposals for how to accommodate

Russia in a way that will divide it from China are rare.36 Usually, they are

replaced by blanket statements about what the mainstream policy consensus

will not countenance or about the futility or unacceptability of anything that

grants Russia a veto, a sphere of interest, or the rewards of aggression or in any

way relinquishes American military advantage, values, commitments, credibility,

leverage, or leadership. To stimulate serious thinking about what even a modestly

ambitious policy to divide Russia from China would have to entail, and to clarify

trade-offs that are often muddled, the framework that follows is guided by the

general principles laid out above.

End Formal NATO Enlargement
A serious move to distance Russia from China would start with a public signal

that Washington’s drive for further NATO enlargement is over.37 The United

States has always been the prime mover behind enlargement. As a practical

matter, an administration can unilaterally stop it by announcing that it will

oppose the extension by the North Atlantic Council of any more Membership

Action Plans (MAPs) to partners seeking to join the alliance. Such a declaration

would be highly controversial and could not tie the hands of future adminis-

trations, but it would make it harder to go back to a pro-enlargement stance

and would consolidate the existing resistance

of core NATO allies—like France and

Germany—to further expansion on Russia’s

periphery.

This declaration would credit Russian

security interests in two major areas. The

first concerns Finland and Sweden, who have

longstanding close strategic ties to the

United States and NATO and are often

described as allies “in all but name.”38

Moscow has clearly warned that their going

further by formally joining NATO would be

a major provocation.39 Because some NATO

members would welcome them—if only they would ask for admission—the

general US signal that it opposes further MAPs would be a valuable assurance

to Russia on this score.

A US declaration
to oppose further
MAPs to join NATO
would credit
Russian security
interests in two
ways
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The second, and more important, area concerns Georgia and Ukraine. For

Russia, the tightening of US military alignments against it is most caustic in

these two former Soviet republics. Indeed, Russia accepted the high costs of

using force against them in 2008 and 2014 to impose situations that complicated

their admission into NATO.40 Here, the general policy against further NATO

enlargement would both directly accommodate Russian vital interests and
improve NATO cohesion by bringing US policy into line with the preferences

of core NATO allies, Germany and France. For over a decade now, they have

mounted persistent opposition to approving MAPs for Georgia and Ukraine.

This opposition emerged at the April 2008 NATO Summit in Bucharest,

when the United States first pushed for NATO to offer them MAPs. France

and Germany blocked it then, but as a concession to Washington agreed to a col-

lective statement that Georgia and Ukraine would in the future “become

members of NATO.”41 Russian intervention in Georgia in August 2008 halted

its progress toward formal membership, for many NATO allies are unwilling to

assume the obvious and immediate risks of direct conflict with Russia.42 Since

then, there has been no explicit retraction of NATO’s promise to eventually

admit Georgia. Something similar would only come if the United States issued

a blanket abeyance of support for further MAPs.

But in reality, such a declaration would be less of a concession than it might

seem because there has not been any sign of consensus within NATO’s ranks

to offer Georgia a MAP. At NATO’s 2014, 2016, and 2018 Summits, France

and Germany quashed calls to expedite Georgian membership, insisting that it

can only become a member through the MAP-to-accession requirement, ensur-

ing that any NATO member can single-handedly block it.43 In August 2018,

Chancellor Angela Merkel left little ambiguity on the matter: “I do not see Geor-

gia’s prompt accession to NATO. This is the position of Germany.”44

A parallel pattern has solidified with respect to Ukraine. After Russia’s 2014

seizure of Crimea and its deeper intervention in Ukraine’s civil war, opposition to

admitting it into NATO’s ranks—already pronounced—became rooted in the war-

ranted fear of entrapment in conflict with Russia.45 Thus, in 2015, French President

FrancoisHollande stated publicly thatmembership forUkrainewas “undesirable…

we must state it clearly, we should tell other countries the truth, including what we

are not ready to accept. This is the position of France”; in 2016, at the NATO

Warsaw Summit, German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier stated, “I

see a partner relationship between Ukraine and NATO, but not membership.”46

In sum, a declared end to US support for further MAPs will ameliorate primary

points of friction in the US-Russian strategic relationship, helping to distance

Russia from China and to improve NATO unity by bringing US policy into

line with the revealed preference of core NATO allies against Georgian and

Ukraine membership.
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Unwind US Military Ties to Georgia and Ukraine
But the substance of US military alignments with Georgia and Ukraine runs far

deeper than official support for their joining NATO. Indeed,

absent adequate support within the alliance for their admission, the United

States has steadily groomed them as de facto military allies and NATO auxiliaries

(which politically implicates even NATO members that do not want them as

allies). To the goal of preparing them for eventual NATO membership, the

United States has added the more immediate one of improving their capacity

to fight jointly with NATO against Russian forces.47 Both are now designated

Enhanced Opportunity Partners (EOP) of NATO, part of a select group that sig-

nificantly contributes to its operations, missions, and exercises, with forces and

equipment that meet (or are training to meet) NATO interoperability standards.

For Georgia, this boost came with the 2014 “Substantial NATO-Georgia

Package,” which led in 2015 to the creation of a NATO-Georgia Joint Training

and Evaluation Center (which now partners directly with NATO’s Joint Force

Training Center) and the integration of Georgian troops in NATO’s rapid-reac-

tion Response Force; the hosting of NATO-Georgia joint exercises in 2016,

2019, and 2020; and the integration of Georgia into NATO’s Black Sea

forward presence project starting in 2017.48 There have also been many US-

led multinational exercises with Georgian forces—reflecting increasing troop

levels and sophistication—that have involved the participation, not under

formal NATO auspices, of forces from other countries in the alliance.49

In 2020, Ukraine likewise attained EOP status after receiving a 2016 NATO

Comprehensive Assistance Package. That program coincided with an increasing

tempo of US-led multinational training missions, outside the formal NATO

context, with the Ukrainian armed forces centered in the expansion of the

Yavoriv Combat Training Center, under the lead of the US 7th Army Training

Command (based in Germany), and including the participation of elements of

the 173rd Airborne Brigade and 2nd Infantry Brigade and several national

guard contingents.50 In 2018, the United States also led the Ukraine-centered

multinational Clear Sky air force exercise, which, along with the United

States and Ukraine, involved forces from Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, the Neth-

erlands, Poland, Romania, and the UK and included flights from bases in Poland

and Romania to practice ground support missions in western Ukraine.

The United States supports these developments with bilateral military aid

agreements. Thus in 2017, it began the three-year Georgia Defense Readiness

Program to upgrade Georgian forces’ ability to interoperate with NATO and,

according to the State Department, “defend [Georgian] territory and deter

Russia.” The same year, it began to provide major lethal weaponry, with an

initial transfer of 400 Javelin portable anti-tank missiles.51 At the same time,

over opposition from some NATO allies, the United States moved forward
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with similar aid to Ukraine.52 In 2018 and 2019, for example, it provided Ukraine

360 Javelin portable anti-tank missiles and two coastal patrol boats. In 2019,

Washington promised Ukraine an additional 391 million dollars in military

aid, including other lethal weapons systems and another patrol boat for the

Ukrainian navy in the Black Sea.53

If the nature of US military alignment with Georgia and Ukraine goes much

deeper than rhetorical support for their bids to join NATO, a serious policy to

relax tensions with Russia would go beyond softening that position to include

more concrete reduction of military ties to those countries. In practice, that

would mean stopping further transfers of lethal military hardware and scaling

back US-led multilateral military exercises and training with them, and the pro-

digious flow of legislation out of Congress to extend such activities. It would also

mean additional signals against other formal steps to strengthen the alignment,

for which Ukraine’s and Georgia’s governments consistently lobby.54 Thus, an

administration could indicate that it will not support legislation out of Congress

to grant Ukraine’s and Georgia’s requests to be designated as “major-non-NATO

allies,” an upgrade that would, among other things, permit permanent basing of

US forces in their territories.55

CurtailingUSmilitary ties toGeorgia andUkraine would be a potent reduction

of the creeping pressure that pushes Russia toward China. No doubt these conces-

sions to Russia’s security interest would be costly—a

point I will return to later—but they need to be if

they are to have an impact on Russian alignment.

Unlike other possibilities, which might carry similar

political weight as accommodation signals, Washing-

ton has greater flexibility to politically decouple from

Georgia and Ukraine and can do so without contra-

vening its formal NATO collective defense commit-

ments.56 The flexibility is also enhanced by the

political fact that core NATO allies are likely to

welcome such steps. The United States can magnify

this advantage by combining the retraction of military

ties to Georgia and Ukraine with continuing efforts under the European Deter-

rence Initiative to bolster NATO’s primary collective defense missions.57

Other Opportunities for Military Restraint to Create Distance
Within that latter NATO context, there are several other ways the United States

could conciliate Russia with signals of military restraint. First, it could re-affirm

that—consistent with understandings in the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding

Act—it will avoid permanent stationing of substantial combat forces in the

Curtailing US mili-
tary ties to Georgia
and Ukraine could
be a potent
reduction of Russia-
China alignment
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territory of Eastern allies. This re-affirmation would not contradict the current

practice of the United States and NATO to maintain enduring or continuous

multilateral force rotations and frequent complex defense exercises in those

allied territories. But against the background of frequent calls, intensive lobbying,

and Congressional support for the permanent, forward basing of high-end con-

ventional US forces in the East—in Poland especially—it would still convey

an important message of restraint. And insofar as core NATO allies are them-

selves averse to violating the terms of the 1997 Founding Act, it would once

again boost NATO cohesion.58

Second, Washington could declare its continued intention to limit the

mission of its Aegis Ashore Ballistic Missile Defense systems in Romania and

Poland (the latter of which remains under construction and suffers chronic

delays) to targeting the Iranian missile threat. The more important implication

of this would be that the United States and NATO—which have considered

the option—would refrain from steps to “re-calibrate” these systems to shoot at

Russian cruise missiles, which Moscow would see as a move to weaken its

nuclear deterrent.59 The less important implication, because the repurposing is

far less feasible, would be that the systems would not be converted in some

way into an offensive strike capability against Russia.60 If such assurances are

unlikely to allay Russian suspicions, they too would have the advantage of pro-

tecting NATO cohesion, because any decision to repurpose those sites requires

NATO-wide consensus and would almost certainly engender strong internal

resistance.61

Third, Russia’s deployment of SSC-8 nuclear-capable cruise missiles in its

western areas starting in 2017 and the 2019 US withdrawal from the Intermediate

Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty make it likely that the United States will further

respond by deploying some equivalent new nuclear forces in Europe. While

doing so,Washington could re-affirm that it will continue to conform to the com-

mitment (also in the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act) not to store or deploy

nuclear weapons in NATO’s Eastern allies. Even if Washington also claims that

this part of the Founding Act has become defunct due to changed strategic cir-

cumstances, the signal to continue this “practice” until further notice will offer

Russia some accommodation and hold out the prospect of a larger agreement

to restrain nuclear deployments in Europe. Alongside this, then, the United

States should initiate efforts to negotiate a new treaty with Russia to prevent

or limit the forward deployment of intermediate range nuclear missiles in

Eastern Europe and in Western Russia.62 Beyond the direct goal of trying to

avoid a new arms race in this domain, the political point would be to bring

Moscow into a new channel of bilateral bargaining over US-Russia security

cooperation in Europe focused on a matter of strategic significance to both

sides, which will help distance it from China.
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Across the spectrum of measures described above, the ones involving NATO

enlargement, Georgia, and Ukraine would be the most influential. They would

also be the most politically costly, in both domestic and foreign policy arenas.

They would undoubtedly face resistance from the foreign policy bureaucracy,

Congress, and public discourse more broadly for

appeasing Russia and rewarding Putin’s pressure

tactics. In light of this certain opposition, it is

worth noting that these recommendations do not
mean abandoning the policy of not recognizing

Russian moves to absorb captured Georgian and

Ukrainian territory nor lifting economic sanctions

imposed in response to those moves and other

recent provocations. Military opposition is not a

necessary component of such stances. Likewise, the

approach does not require an end to values-based cri-

ticism of Moscow’s human rights record. The idea is

not a grand bargain with Russia but a more focused and incremental reduction

of military pressure in Europe to offset the opposite pattern in Asia.

Strategy and Priorities

The accommodations sketched above would nevertheless entail other serious

foreign policy downsides.63 There is risk that Moscow will perceive a general

weakening of US resolve and thus challenge NATO more directly (e.g., in the

Baltics). There is risk that Beijing too will perceive a general weakening of US

resolve and step up its challenges in Asia. Perceptions of US reliability held by

its formal allies, in NATO and elsewhere, may also suffer. So too would the per-

ceived value of NATO partnership status and programs for other countries (such

as Bosnia-Herzegovina today) that might seek to convert partnership into full

membership in the alliance. There will also be a loss of some US leverage to

pressure Russia to withdraw from captured Georgian and Ukrainian territory

and settle those conflicts on terms acceptable to Tbilisi and Kiev.

Such costs cannot be valued in isolation. The calculus for accepting (or reject-

ing) them should consider two kinds of off-setting considerations. Above all,

there is the first-order strategic priority to balance against China and the poten-

tial strategic gains in relation to that purpose. In short, accommodating Russia

could strengthen deterrence and restraint of China by reducing its chances of

forming closer alignment or even a strategic alliance with Russia—one that

might encourage China to expect Russian support in a US-China conflict. The

calculus would recognize too that by reducing confrontation of Russia in

The idea is not a
grand bargain with
Russia but an incre-
mental reduction of
military pressure in
Europe

How to Distance Russia from China

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ FALL 2021 187



Europe, the United States can better concentrate on balancing in Asia and even,

perhaps, encourage America’s most capable European allies to do the same. Redu-

cing US-Russia tensions more generally may also advance the Indo-Pacific strat-

egy indirectly by further encouraging India’s growing strategic partnership with

the United States in efforts to deter China. Russia and India maintain tradition-

ally strong defense ties; as long as they do, US-Russia conflict will limit Washing-

ton’s efforts to align New Delhi with its Indo-Pacific strategy. It is easier for

countries to ally with each other when they do not have contradictory relations

with important third parties.

The calculus would also include other ways in which accommodation’s effects

could mitigate the most salient downside risks outlined above. Thus, the danger

that Russia might misinterpret the concessions as a weakening of US commit-

ment to NATO’s core collective defense mission would be offset by improved

NATO cohesion resulting from bringing US policy into line with its core Euro-

pean allies. Likewise, the danger of emboldening China by suggesting a weaken-

ing of general American resolve would be offset by the overt purpose of reducing

tensions in Europe to distance Russia from China and to concentrate US efforts

on bolstering its Indo-Pacific strategy to deter China.

One final point about this approach should be emphasized. The movement to

these accommodations should come before a major crisis in Asia or step-level

strengthening in Russia-China alignment

occurs. Such situations might create an

urgency to divide Russia from China that

would make accommodating Russia in these

ways more politically conceivable in the

United States, but the potential influence

and utility of accommodations would then be

much diminished. Extending them in reaction

to a crisis in Asia would be far more damaging

to US credibility than doing so in a deliberate

fashion, from a position of strength, in the

context of an overall upgrade of NATO’s

core collective defense posture. And the closer Russia-China alignment

becomes, the less influence accommodations like those described above will

have on Russia. With selective accommodation, it is harder to divide a tight alli-

ance than to prevent one from forming.

For US grand strategy, the biggest problem posed by Russia and China’s

growing alignment is that it encourages China to expect Russian support in con-

flicts with the United States and its allies and thus makes deterring China more

difficult. The point of trying to distance Russia from China is to discourage such

Moving to these
accommodations
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a major crisis, or
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expectations—not to flip Russia into a balancer against China, but to remove it

as an enabler of Chinese risk-taking.

To do this, it is necessary to address the mainspring of their strategic conver-

gence which, on Russia’s side, is the expansion and intensification of US military

alignments against it on its borders. If the goal is to distance Russia from China

now, before their strategic partnership deepens, the United States should begin to

scale back its military ties to Georgia and Ukraine.

Of course, a full-fledged effort to pull Russia from China’s orbit should involve

the pursuit of many other kinds of concrete cooperation with Russia, across issue

areas and different time horizons. The pursuit of a next-generation US-Russia

strategic arms control framework, in particular, offers special opportunity to influ-

ence Russia’s alignment longer term, because of the unique salience and strategic

interdependence of the US-Russia relationship in this area.64 But such avenues of

engagement will gain little traction if the increasing pressure of US military align-

ments on Russia’s border that are driving it toward alliance with China today is

not altered.

Notes

1. Worldwide Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community, U.S. Senate Select Committee
on Intelligence (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, January 29, 2019),

https://www.odni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/2019-ATA-SFR—SSCI.pdf; Andrea Kendall-

Taylor and David Shullman,Navigating the Deepening Russia-China Partnership (Washington,

DC: Center for New American Security, 2021), https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/

navigating-the-deepening-russia-china-partnership; Jacob Stokes and Julianne Smith,

“Facing Down the Sino-Russian Entente,” Washington Quarterly 43, no. 2 (2020), 137–56,

https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2020.1771048; Richard Weitz, The Expanding China-
Russia Defense Partnership (Washington, DC:Hudson Institute, 2019).Also see “MilitaryAlli-

ancewithChina toTieRussia’sHands, ScareOff Partners, Says Expert,”RussianNewsAgency,
October 22, 2020, https://tass.com/defense/1218485; Catherine Wong, “China-Russia Drill

Makes Room for Combined Force against U.S.,” South China Morning Post, August 13,

2021, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3145010/china-russia-militar

y-drill-makes-room-combined-force-against.

2. For a rigorous analysis see Alexander Korolev, “On the Verge of an Alliance: Contempor-

ary China-Russian Military Cooperation,” Asian Security 15, no. 3 (2018): 233–52,

https://doi.org/10.1080/14799855.2018.1463991.

3. Angela Stent, “Why Are US-Russia Relations So Challenging?” Brookings Institution,

April 27, 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/votervital/why-are-us-russia-

relations-so-challenging/. Also see Eugene Rumer and Richard Sokolski, “Kissinger

Revisited. Can the United States Drive a Wedge between Russia and China?” Carnegie

Moscow Center, March 2, 2021, https://carnegie.ru/commentary/83970; Michael

Kofman, “The Emperor’s League: Understanding Sino-Russian Defense Cooperation,”

War on the Rocks, August 6, 2020, https://warontherocks.com/2020/08/the-emperors-

league-understanding-sino-russian-defense-cooperation/; Elbridge A. Colby and A. Wess

How to Distance Russia from China

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ FALL 2021 189

https://www.odni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/2019-ATA-SFR---SSCI.pdf
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/navigating-the-deepening-russia-china-partnership
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/navigating-the-deepening-russia-china-partnership
https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2020.1771048
https://tass.com/defense/1218485
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3145010/china-russia-military-drill-makes-room-combined-force-against
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3145010/china-russia-military-drill-makes-room-combined-force-against
https://doi.org/10.1080/14799855.2018.1463991
https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/votervital/why-are-us-russia-relations-so-challenging/
https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/votervital/why-are-us-russia-relations-so-challenging/
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/83970
https://warontherocks.com/2020/08/the-emperors-league-understanding-sino-russian-defense-cooperation/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/08/the-emperors-league-understanding-sino-russian-defense-cooperation/


Mitchell, “TheAge ofGreat Power Competition: How theTrumpAdministration Refash-

ionedAmerican Strategy,”ForeignAffairs 99, no. 1 (2020), 129, https://www.foreignaffairs.
com/articles/2019-12-10/age-great-power-competition; Hal Brands, “Trump Can’t Split

Russia from China—Yet,” Bloomberg, July 31, 2018, https://www.bloomberg.com/

opinion/articles/2018-07-31/trump-can-t-split-russia-from-china-yet; Jacob Stokes,

“Russia and China’s Enduring Alliance: A Reverse Nixon Strategy Won’t Work,”

Foreign Affairs, February 22, 2017, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2017-

02-22/russia-and-china-s-enduring-alliance.

4. Charles A. Kupchan, “The Right Way to Split China and Russia: Washington Should Help

Moscow Leave a Bad Marriage,” Foreign Affairs, August 4, 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.

com/articles/united-states/2021-08-04/right-way-split-china-and-russia; Robert D. Blackwill,

Implementing Grand Strategy toward China: Twenty-Two U.S. Policy Prescriptions (New York,

NY: Council on Foreign Relations, 2020), 36, 23; John J. Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail:

The Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order,” International Security 43, no. 4

(2019), 50, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00342. Also see Kendall-Taylor and Shullman,

Navigating the Deepening Russia-China Partnership, 30–31; The Longer Telegram: ANew Amer-
ican China Strategy (Washington, DC: Atlantic Council, 2021), 63, https://www.

atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/atlantic-council-strategy-paper-series/the-longer-telegram

/; KathrinHile, KatrinaManson, Henry Foy, andChristian Shepherd, “U.S.Urged to Exploit

Cracks in Russia-China Relationship,” Financial Times, July 26, 2020, https://www.ft.com/

content/b59bd581-a9f8-4415-9be6-4dff722e87a9; Thomas Graham and Dmitri Trenin,

“Towards a New Model for US– Russian Relations,” Survival 62, no. 4 (2020): 130–31,

https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2020.1792101; Thomas Graham, “Let Russia Be Russia:

The Case for a More Pragmatic Approach to Moscow,” Foreign Affairs 98, no. 6 (2019):

142–45, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2019-10-15/let-russia-be-russia;

Edward Luttwak, “Play Russia Against China: 6 Out of the Box Ideas for Trump,” Politico
Magazine (January/February 2017): 8–9, https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/01/

outside-the-box-ideas-policies-president-trump-administration-214661; Albert B. Wolf,

“Drive a Wedge between Russia and China,” National Interest, April 4, 2014, https://

nationalinterest.org/commentary/drive-wedge-between-russia-china-10189.

5. For theoretical work on wedge strategies see Timothy W. Crawford, The Power to Divide:
Wedge Strategies in Great Power Competition (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2021);

Alexander Cooley and Daniel H. Nexon, Exit from Hegemony: The Unraveling of the
American Global Order (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 57–60; Stacie

Goddard and Daniel H. Nexon, “The Dynamics of Global Power Politics,” Journal of
Global Security Studies 1, no 1 (2015), 4–18, https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/ogv007; Yasu-

hiro Izumikawa, “To Coerce or Reward: Theorizing Wedge Strategies in Alliance Poli-

tics,” Security Studies 22, no. 3 (2013), 498–531, https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.

2013.816121; Timothy W. Crawford, “Preventing Enemy Coalitions: How Wedge Strat-

egies Shape Power Politics,” International Security 35, no. 4 (2011), 155–89, https://doi.

org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00036.

6. Mark L. Haas, “Ideological Polarity and Balancing in Great Power

Politics,” Security Studies 23, no. 4 (2014), 750–52, https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.

2014.964991.

7. Matthew Kroenig, The Return of Great Power Rivalry: Democracy vs. Autocracy from the
Ancient World to the US and China (Oxford University Press, 2020), 217; Rumer and

Sokolsky, “Kissinger Revisited.”

Timothy W. Crawford

190 THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ FALL 2021

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-12-10/age-great-power-competition
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-12-10/age-great-power-competition
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2018-07-31/trump-can-t-split-russia-from-china-yet
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2018-07-31/trump-can-t-split-russia-from-china-yet
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2017-02-22/russia-and-china-s-enduring-alliance
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2017-02-22/russia-and-china-s-enduring-alliance
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-08-04/right-way-split-china-and-russia
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-08-04/right-way-split-china-and-russia
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00342
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/atlantic-council-strategy-paper-series/the-longer-telegram/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/atlantic-council-strategy-paper-series/the-longer-telegram/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/atlantic-council-strategy-paper-series/the-longer-telegram/
https://www.ft.com/content/b59bd581-a9f8-4415-9be6-4dff722e87a9
https://www.ft.com/content/b59bd581-a9f8-4415-9be6-4dff722e87a9
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2020.1792101
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2019-10-15/let-russia-be-russia
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/01/outside-the-box-ideas-policies-president-trump-administration-214661
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/01/outside-the-box-ideas-policies-president-trump-administration-214661
https://nationalinterest.org/commentary/drive-wedge-between-russia-china-10189
https://nationalinterest.org/commentary/drive-wedge-between-russia-china-10189
https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/ogv007
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2013.816121
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2013.816121
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00036
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00036
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2014.964991
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2014.964991


8. Thomas J. Christensen, “There Will Not Be a New Cold War: The Limits of US-Chinese

Competition,” Foreign Affairs, March 24, 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/

united-states/2021-03-24/there-will-not-be-new-cold-war.

9. Glenn H. Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics,” World Politics 36, no. 4
(July 1984), 462, https://doi.org/10.2307/2010183.

10. David Shepardson, “Trump Praises Chinese President Extending Tenure for Life,”

Reuters, March 3, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-trump-china/trump-praises-

chinese-president-extending-tenure-for-life-idUSKCN1GG015; Domenico Montanaro,

“6 Strongmen Trump Has Praised,” NPR, May 2, 2017, https://www.npr.org/2017/05/

02/526520042/6-strongmen-trumps-praised-and-the-conflicts-it-presents.

11. Ivo Daalder and James Lindsay, Empty Throne: America’s Abdication of Global Leadership
(Public Affairs, 2018).

12. Congressional Research Service, “The European Deterrence Initiative: A Budgetary

Overview,” updated June 16, 2020, https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/

IF10946/5

13. Shannon Tiezzi, “NATO Huddles with Asia-Pacific Democracies to Talk China, The
Diplomat, December 3, 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/nato-huddles-with-asia-

pacific-democracies-to-talk-china/.

14. For details see Kofman, “The Emperor’s League”; Weitz, Expanding China-Russia Defense
Partnership.

15. Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community, before the Senate Armed Ser-
vices Committee, 114th Cong. (February 9, 2016) (statement of James R. Clapper, Director

of National Intelligence), https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/SASC_Unclassified_

2016_ATA_SFR_FINAL.pdf;Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Commu-
nity, before the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, 115th Cong. (May 11, 2017) (state-

ment of Daniel R. Coats, Director of National Intelligence), https://www.dni.gov/files/

documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/SSCI Unclassified SFR - Final.pdf; Worldwide
Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community, before the Senate Select Committee
on Intelligence, 116th Cong. (February 13, 2018) (statement of Daniel R. Coats, Director

of National Intelligence), https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/

2018-ATA—Unclassified-SSCI.pdf.

16. Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community, before the Senate Select
Committee on Intelligence, 116th Cong. (January 29, 2019) (statement of Daniel

R. Coats, Director of National Intelligence), https://www.odni.gov/files/ODNI/

documents/2019-ATA-SFR—SSCI.pdf.

17. Annual Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community (Washington, DC: Office of

the Director of National Intelligence, April 9, 2021), 6, 9. https://www.dni.gov/files/

ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2021-Unclassified-Report.pdf.

18. Quoted in Alexander Gabuev, “Why Russia and China are Strengthening Security Ties,”

Foreign Affairs, September 24, 2018, 1, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/

2018-09-24/why-russia-and-china-are-strengthening-security-ties.

19. Michael McFaul, “How to Contain Putin’s Russia: A Strategy for Countering a Rising

Revisionist Power,” Foreign Affairs, January 19, 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/

articles/ukraine/2021-01-19/how-contain-putins-russia; Daniel Fried and Alexander

Vershbow, “How the West Should Deal with Russia,” Atlantic Council/Eurasia Center,
November 23, 2020, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/

russia-in-the-world/; Victoria Nuland, “Pinning Down Putin: How a Confident US

How to Distance Russia from China

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ FALL 2021 191

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-03-24/there-will-not-be-new-cold-war
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-03-24/there-will-not-be-new-cold-war
https://doi.org/10.2307/2010183
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-trump-china/trump-praises-chinese-president-extending-tenure-for-life-idUSKCN1GG015
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-trump-china/trump-praises-chinese-president-extending-tenure-for-life-idUSKCN1GG015
https://www.npr.org/2017/05/02/526520042/6-strongmen-trumps-praised-and-the-conflicts-it-presents
https://www.npr.org/2017/05/02/526520042/6-strongmen-trumps-praised-and-the-conflicts-it-presents
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10946/5
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10946/5
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/nato-huddles-with-asia-pacific-democracies-to-talk-china/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/nato-huddles-with-asia-pacific-democracies-to-talk-china/
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/SASC_Unclassified_2016_ATA_SFR_FINAL.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/SASC_Unclassified_2016_ATA_SFR_FINAL.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/SSCI
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/SSCI
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/2018-ATA---Unclassified-SSCI.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/Newsroom/Testimonies/2018-ATA---Unclassified-SSCI.pdf
https://www.odni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/2019-ATA-SFR---SSCI.pdf
https://www.odni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/2019-ATA-SFR---SSCI.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2021-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2021-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-09-24/why-russia-and-china-are-strengthening-security-ties
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-09-24/why-russia-and-china-are-strengthening-security-ties
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/ukraine/2021-01-19/how-contain-putins-russia
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/ukraine/2021-01-19/how-contain-putins-russia
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/russia-in-the-world/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/russia-in-the-world/


Should Deal with Russia,” Foreign Affairs 99, no. 4 (July/August 2020), https://www.

foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/2020-06-09/pinning-down-putin.

20. For example, see Stokes and Smith, “Facing Down the Sino-Russian Entente,” 140;

Kendall-Taylor and Shullman, Navigating the Deepening Russia-China Partnership, 4.
21. Haas, “Ideological Polarity and Balancing in Great Power Politics,” 750–52.

22. Matthew Kroenig, “The United States Should Not Align with Russia Against China,”

Foreign Policy, May 13, 2020, https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/13/united-states-shoul

d-not-align-russia-against-china-geopolitical-rivalry-authoritarian-partnership/.

23. Stokes, “Russia and China’s Enduring Alliance”; Christensen, “There Will Not Be a New

ColdWar”; Rumer and Sokolsky, “Kissinger Revisited”; Kofman, “The Emperors League.”

24. Weitz, Expanding China-Russia Defense Partnership, 11–12.
25. Artyom Lukin, “The Russia-China Entente and Its Future,” International Politics (June

2020), https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41311-020-00251-7; Dmitri Trenin,

“How Cozy Is Russia and China’s Military Relationship?” Carnegie Moscow Center,

November 19, 2019, https://carnegie.ru/2019/11/19/how-cozy-is-russia-and-china-s-mili

tary-relationship-pub-80363.

26. Weitz, Expanding China-Russia Defense Partnership, 15–16.
27. Oriana Skylar Mastro, “China/Russia Strategic Alliance,” Newt’s World, Westwood One

Podcast Network, October 27, 2019, 9:24–10:12.

28. On halos of expectations, see Glenn H. Snyder,Alliance Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Uni-

versity Press, 1997), 356–59.

29. “The China-Iran Axis,” Wall Street Journal, March 29, 2021, https://www.wsj.com/

articles/the-china-iran-axis-11617059716.

30. Rumer and Sokolsky, “Kissinger Revisited”; Kroenig, “The United States Should Not

Align with Russia Against China”; Stokes, “Russia and China’s Enduring Alliance,”

2–3; James Jay Carafano, “Why the China-Russia Alliance Won’t Last,” Heritage Foun-
dation, August 7, 2019, https://www.heritage.org/defense/commentary/why-the-china-

russia-alliance-wont-last. On why Russia will not balance against China, see Robert

S. Ross, “Sino-Russian Relations: The False Promise of Russian Balancing,” International
Politics 57 (2020), 834–54, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41311-019-00192-w.

31. The following discussion draws from Crawford, Power to Divide, chaps. 1, 11.
32. FrederickH.Hartmann,TheConservation of Enemies (Westport, CT:Greenwood, 1982), 147.

33. For more on this theme, see Kupchan, “The Right Way to Split China and Russia”;

Kendall-Taylor and Shullman, Navigating the Deepening Russia-China Partnership;
Stephen Walt, “Keeping the World Off-Balance: Self-Restraint and US Foreign

Policy,” in America Unrivaled: The Future of the Balance of Power, ed. G. John Ikenberry

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2002), 147–48.

34. For a discussion of options that fall outside this focus, see Graham and Trenin, “Towards a

New Model for US– Russian Relations,” 130–31.

35. Proposal for a U.S Permanent Presence in Poland (Warsaw: Ministry of National Defense,

Republic of Poland, 2018), https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/

Proposal-for-a-U.S.-Permanent-Presence-in-Poland-2018.pdf; Alexandra Kuimova and

Siemon T. Wezeman, “Georgia and Black Sea Security,” SIPRI Background Paper (Stock-
holm International Peace Research Institute, 2018), 8–10.

36. But see Kupchan, “The Right Way to Split China and Russia.”

37. Also see Charles Kupchan, “NATO Is Thriving in Spite of Trump: Adversity Has Made

the Alliance Stronger,” Foreign Affairs, March 20, 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/

Timothy W. Crawford

192 THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ FALL 2021

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/2020-06-09/pinning-down-putin
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/2020-06-09/pinning-down-putin
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/13/united-states-should-not-align-russia-against-china-geopolitical-rivalry-authoritarian-partnership/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/13/united-states-should-not-align-russia-against-china-geopolitical-rivalry-authoritarian-partnership/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41311-020-00251-7
https://carnegie.ru/2019/11/19/how-cozy-is-russia-and-china-s-military-relationship-pub-80363
https://carnegie.ru/2019/11/19/how-cozy-is-russia-and-china-s-military-relationship-pub-80363
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-china-iran-axis-11617059716
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-china-iran-axis-11617059716
https://www.heritage.org/defense/commentary/why-the-china-russia-alliance-wont-last
https://www.heritage.org/defense/commentary/why-the-china-russia-alliance-wont-last
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41311-019-00192-w
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Proposal-for-a-U.S.-Permanent-Presence-in-Poland-2018.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Proposal-for-a-U.S.-Permanent-Presence-in-Poland-2018.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-03-20/nato-thriving-spite-trump


articles/2019-03-20/nato-thriving-spite-trump; Graham, “Let Russia Be Russia,” 142–45;

Luttwak, “Play Russia Against China,” 8–9.

38. Charles Kupchan, “Is NATO Getting Too Big to Succeed?” New York Times, May 25,

2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/25/opinion/nato-russia-donald-trump.html.

39. Jason Lemon, “Russian Defense Minister Threatens Response If Sweden and Finland Join

NATO,” Newsweek, July 24, 2018, https://www.newsweek.com/russian-defense-minister-

threatens-response-if-sweden-finland-join-nato-1040806.

40. KimberlyMarten,Reducing Tensions betweenNATOandRussia, Council Special Report 79
(New York: Council on Foreign Relations, March 2017), 12, https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/

default/files/pdf/2017/03/CSR_79_Marten_RussiaNATO.pdf; Andrew T. Wolff,

“NATO’s Enlargement Policy to Ukraine and Beyond: Prospects and Options,” in

NATO’s Return to Europe: Engaging Ukraine, Russia, and Beyond, eds. Rebecca R. Moore

and Damon Coletta (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2017), 81–83.

41. Bucharest Summit Declaration, Heads of State and Government Participating in the North

Atlantic Council in Bucharest, April 3, 2008, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/

official_texts_8443.htm.

42. Congressional Research Service, Georgia: Background and U.S. Policy (Washington, DC:

CRS, updated June 10, 2021), 11–12, https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/

R45307/15; Congressional Research Service, Ukraine: Background, Conflict with Russia,
and U.S. Policy (Washington, DC: CRS, updated April 29, 2020), 31, https://

crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45008

43. Robin Emmott and Sabine Siebold, “NATO Split on Message to Send Georgia on Mem-

bership Hopes,” Reuters, November 27, 2015, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nato-

georgia/nato-split-on-message-to-send-georgia-on-membership-hopes-

idUSKBN0TG1HP20151127; “Joint Statement of the NATO-Georgia Commission at

the Level of Foreign Ministers, Warsaw, Poland,” NATO, July 8, 2016, https://www.

nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_133175.htm; “NATO-Georgia Commission

Declaration at the Brussels Summit,” NATO, July 12, 2018, https://www.nato.int/cps/

en/natohq/official_texts_156627.htm

44. See “No Fast-Track NATO Membership for Georgia: Merkel,” France24, August 24,

2018, https://www.france24.com/en/20180824-no-fast-track-nato-membership-georgia-

merkel.

45. CRS, Ukraine, 31; Adam Taylor, “That Time Ukraine Tried to Join NATO—And

NATO Said No,” Washington Post, September 4, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.

com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/09/04/that-time-ukraine-tried-to-join-nato-and-nato-sai

d-no/.

46. Ted Galen Carpenter, “Poking the Russian Bear with the NATO Umbrella,” American
Conservative, October 23, 2018, https://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/

poking-the-russian-bear-with-the-nato-umbrella/.

47. “Anchoring the Western Alliance,”U.S. Department of State, June 5, 2018, https://useu.

usmission.gov/remarks-by-a-s-wess-mitchell-anchoring-the-western-alliance/.

48. CRS, Georgia, 11; Alexandra Kuimova and Siemon T. Wezeman, Georgia and Black Sea
Security (Stockholm: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2018), 5–6,

https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2018-12/bp_1812_black_sea_georgia_0.pdf

49. Kuimova and Wezeman, “Georgia and Black Sea Security,” 9–10.

50. CRS, Ukraine, 31, 39–40; Stuart Gallagher, “Mission Ukraine: US Army Leads Multina-

tional Training Group to Counter Russian Threat,” Association of the United States

How to Distance Russia from China

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ FALL 2021 193

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-03-20/nato-thriving-spite-trump
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/25/opinion/nato-russia-donald-trump.html
https://www.newsweek.com/russian-defense-minister-threatens-response-if-sweden-finland-join-nato-1040806
https://www.newsweek.com/russian-defense-minister-threatens-response-if-sweden-finland-join-nato-1040806
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/pdf/2017/03/CSR_79_Marten_RussiaNATO.pdf
https://cdn.cfr.org/sites/default/files/pdf/2017/03/CSR_79_Marten_RussiaNATO.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_8443.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_8443.htm
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45307/15
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45307/15
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45008
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45008
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nato-georgia/nato-split-on-message-to-send-georgia-on-membership-hopes-idUSKBN0TG1HP20151127
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nato-georgia/nato-split-on-message-to-send-georgia-on-membership-hopes-idUSKBN0TG1HP20151127
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nato-georgia/nato-split-on-message-to-send-georgia-on-membership-hopes-idUSKBN0TG1HP20151127
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_133175.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_133175.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156627.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156627.htm
https://www.france24.com/en/20180824-no-fast-track-nato-membership-georgia-merkel
https://www.france24.com/en/20180824-no-fast-track-nato-membership-georgia-merkel
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/09/04/that-time-ukraine-tried-to-join-nato-and-nato-said-no/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/09/04/that-time-ukraine-tried-to-join-nato-and-nato-said-no/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/09/04/that-time-ukraine-tried-to-join-nato-and-nato-said-no/
https://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/poking-the-russian-bear-with-the-nato-umbrella/
https://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/poking-the-russian-bear-with-the-nato-umbrella/
https://useu.usmission.gov/remarks-by-a-s-wess-mitchell-anchoring-the-western-alliance/
https://useu.usmission.gov/remarks-by-a-s-wess-mitchell-anchoring-the-western-alliance/
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2018-12/bp_1812_black_sea_georgia_0.pdf


Army, May 19, 2020. https://www.ausa.org/articles/mission-ukraine-us-army-leads-multin

ational-training-group-counter-russian-threat.

51. CRS, Georgia, 19-20.
52. Charles Kupchan, “Why Giving Ukraine Lethal Aid Would Be a Massive Mistake,”

Washington Post, August 7, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-

opinions/wp/2017/08/07/why-giving-ukraine-lethal-weapons-would-be-a-massive-

mistake/; Adrian Croft and David Alexander, “European Defense Ministers Oppose

Sending Weapons,” Reuters, February 5, 2015, https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-

ukraine-crisis-nato-weapons-idAFKBN0L91RV20150205.

53. CRS, Ukraine, 38.
54. CRS, Georgia, 10; CRS, Ukraine, 31.
55. Eugene Kogan, “United States-Georgia Charter on Strategic Partnership,” Middle East

Institute, November 17, 2020, https://www.mei.edu/publications/united-states-georgia-

charter-strategic-partnership-defense-and-security; Eduard Abrahamyan, “Can Major

Non-NATO Ally Status Temporarily Solve Georgia’s Security Dilemma?” New Eastern
Europe, February 5, 2019, https://neweasterneurope.eu/2019/02/05/can-major-non-nato-

ally-status-temporarily-solve-georgias-security-dilemma/; Joe Gould, “Key US Lawmakers

Want to Give Ukraine Anti-Ship and Anti-Aircraft Missiles to Counter Russia,” Defense
News, May 31, 2019, https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2019/05/31/key-us-

lawmakers-want-to-give-ukraine-anti-ship-and-anti-aircraft-missiles-to-counter-russia/.

56. Such as discussed in Joshua Shifrinson, “Time to Consolidate NATO?”Washington Quar-
terly 40, no. 1 (2017), 114–16, https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2017.1302742.

57. On this theme, see Sara Bjerg Moller and Sten Rynning, “Revitalizing Transatlantic

Relations: NATO 2030 and Beyond,” Washington Quarterly 44, no. 1 (2021): 177–97,

https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2021.1896133.

58. Congressional Research Service,U.S. Military Presence in Poland (Washington, DC: CRS,

updated August 4 2020), 2, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/IF11280.pdf; Proposal for a U.S
Permanent Presence in Poland (Warsaw: Ministry of National Defense, Republic of

Poland, 2018), https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Proposal-for-a-U.

S.-Permanent-Presence-in-Poland-2018.pdf.

59. Julian Barnes, “NATO Considers Missile Defense Upgrade, Risking Further Tensions

with Russia,” New York Times, July 5, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/05/

world/europe/nato-nuclear-missile-defenses-russia.html.

60. David Axe, “Why Russia Is Angry at America’s Missile Defense Systems,” National Inter-
est, October 22, 2019, https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/why-russia-angry-americas-

missile-defense-systems-90111.

61. Barnes, “NATO Considers Missile Defense Upgrade.”

62. Ernest J. Moniz and SamNunn, “The Return of Doomsday. TheNewNuclear Arms Race—

and HowWashington and Moscow Can Stop It,” Foreign Affairs 98, no. 5 (2019), 156, 159,
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/2019-08-06/return-doomsday.

63. On this, also see Wolff, “NATO’s Enlargement Policy to Ukraine and Beyond,” 86–87.

64. On this theme, see TimothyW. Crawford and Khang Vu, “Arms Control as Wedge Strat-

egy,” International Security 46, no. 2 (Fall 2021), forthcoming.

Timothy W. Crawford

194 THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ FALL 2021

https://www.ausa.org/articles/mission-ukraine-us-army-leads-multinational-training-group-counter-russian-threat
https://www.ausa.org/articles/mission-ukraine-us-army-leads-multinational-training-group-counter-russian-threat
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/08/07/why-giving-ukraine-lethal-weapons-would-be-a-massive-mistake/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/08/07/why-giving-ukraine-lethal-weapons-would-be-a-massive-mistake/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/08/07/why-giving-ukraine-lethal-weapons-would-be-a-massive-mistake/
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-ukraine-crisis-nato-weapons-idAFKBN0L91RV20150205
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-ukraine-crisis-nato-weapons-idAFKBN0L91RV20150205
https://www.mei.edu/publications/united-states-georgia-charter-strategic-partnership-defense-and-security
https://www.mei.edu/publications/united-states-georgia-charter-strategic-partnership-defense-and-security
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2019/02/05/can-major-non-nato-ally-status-temporarily-solve-georgias-security-dilemma/
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2019/02/05/can-major-non-nato-ally-status-temporarily-solve-georgias-security-dilemma/
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2019/05/31/key-us-lawmakers-want-to-give-ukraine-anti-ship-and-anti-aircraft-missiles-to-counter-russia/
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2019/05/31/key-us-lawmakers-want-to-give-ukraine-anti-ship-and-anti-aircraft-missiles-to-counter-russia/
https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2017.1302742
https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2021.1896133
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/IF11280.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Proposal-for-a-U.S.-Permanent-Presence-in-Poland-2018.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Proposal-for-a-U.S.-Permanent-Presence-in-Poland-2018.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/05/world/europe/nato-nuclear-missile-defenses-russia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/05/world/europe/nato-nuclear-missile-defenses-russia.html
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/why-russia-angry-americas-missile-defense-systems-90111
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/why-russia-angry-americas-missile-defense-systems-90111
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/2019-08-06/return-doomsday

	What Is the Mainspring?
	What Can Be Gained from Weakening the Convergence?
	Selective Accommodation: Distancing Russia from China
	End Formal NATO Enlargement
	Unwind US Military Ties to Georgia and Ukraine
	Other Opportunities for Military Restraint to Create Distance

	Strategy and Priorities
	Notes


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


