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Russia in the South China Sea: Balancing and
Hedging1

AL E X A N D E R KO R O L E V

University of New South Wales

Although on the surface Russia remains distant and disengaged from the
South China Sea (SCS) dispute, its comprehensive strategic partnership
relations and large-scale arms deals with China and Vietnam—Russia’s
closest Asian allies but also major rival parties to the dispute—reveal that
Moscow has strategic interests and goals that affect, directly or indirectly,
the evolution of the dispute. Russia’s ambivalent stance toward the dispute
in the form of supporting both China and Vietnam is the manifestation of
two different modes of great power behavior that unfold at different levels
but happen to intersect in the SCS. One is systemic balancing, which is
aimed at checking and blocking the strongest power in the system—the
United States. The other is regional hedging, which combines engage-
ment and containment and helps to avoid taking one side at the obvi-
ous expense of another. These two different modes of great power behav-
ior coexist in Russia’s behavior toward the SCS. Untangling the two levels
sheds light on the essence and evolution of Russia’s policies in the region,
which have created a win-win situation, however imperfect, for China and
Vietnam and have contributed to the formation of a more manageable
negotiation environment.

Introduction

Russia’s behavior in the South China Sea (SCS) dispute represents a puzzle for inter-
national relations scholars. On the surface, Russia’s official approach is to persuade
the rival claimants and the broader international community that Russia is an extra-
regional player that has no direct stakes in the SCS and, therefore, prefers not to be
involved. However, behind the façade of disengagement are large-scale energy and
arms deals with the major disputants. Most puzzling are Russia’s relations with China
and Vietnam—the two major rival parties in the SCS and, simultaneously, Russia’s
closest and most important Asian partners. According to some assessments, having
close ties with both countries places Russia in a difficult position (Portyakov 2015,
84); Russia must eventually choose a side. However, in parallel with the intensifica-
tion of China-Vietnam territorial tensions since 2010, Moscow has pursued a policy
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of enhancing military and economic cooperation with both countries. Russia’s part-
nership with China has progressed substantially but so has Russia-Vietnam coopera-
tion. The simultaneous enhancement of military cooperation with both Beijing and
Hanoi inevitably makes Russia a factor in the geopolitical configurations surround-
ing the SCS dispute, revealing that although Moscow has no territorial claims, it has
strategic goals and interests that can have a direct effect on the dispute.

Most of the existing assessments interpret Russia-China-Vietnam relations in zero-
sum terms.2 Thus, the resumption of the Russia-Vietnam partnership is pictured as
a means for Russia to contain or balance against the alleged Chinese threat (Rinna
2016; Tran, Vieira, and Ferreira-Pereira 2013). According to this narrative, Russia
worries about overdependence upon an increasingly influential China and tries to
arm or conclude economic deals with Vietnam and other actual or potential adver-
saries of China in the SCS and in Asia more broadly. The converse side of such an
interpretation is based on the evidence of a growing military entente between China
and Russia. It pictures Russia as siding with China at the cost of relations with other
regional partners, including Vietnam, particularly after the Ukraine Crisis. Accord-
ing to this story, as a China-Russia strategic alignment grows, Russia is likely to snub
those of its partners who are at odds with China (Baev and Tønnesson 2015).

Although these interpretations grasp some divergent trends in Russia’s behavior,
they are incomplete and present only snapshots of the complex reality. First, they
make the coexistence of the Russia-China and Russia-Vietnam strategic partnerships
a sheer paradox. However, both relationships have existed and even progressed for
quite some time, which reveals that their coexistence possesses a certain degree
of sustainability. Second, although Russia does try to enhance cooperation with
Vietnam and other regional states, its cooperation with China continues to grow,
and there is no evidence of Russia intentionally trying to slow it down. Rather,
Moscow is willing to push cooperation with Beijing to new levels. Should Russia
have serious worries about China, it would be trying, or at least showing an inten-
tion, to limit the scale and depth of the China-Russia partnership. Third, the Russia-
Vietnam partnership should not be underestimated because it has been growing
despite and independently of Russia-China relations. In summary, cooperating with
both China and its rival claimants in the sovereignty dispute characterizes Russia’s
policies in the SCS.

This paper argues that to untangle this situation, one must “zoom out” to see the
logic of both international systemic and nonsystemic (regional and domestic) lev-
els of great power behavior. Theoretically, the paper contributes by clarifying the
concepts of hedging and balancing and demonstrating how they can be used for
the analysis of great power politics and policies involving complex international is-
sues. Empirically, it explains the complexity and ambivalence of Russia’s behavior
toward the SCS dispute. The paper shows that the SCS is the point of intersection of
Russia’s policies of “systemic balancing” and those of “regional hedging.” The for-
mer are motivated by the power distribution and threat perception within the inter-
national system, and they materialize in a balancing response against the unipolar
dominance of the system leader—the United States.3 The latter is a non-system-
level “insurance policy” that is motivated by causal forces other than the systemic
power-and-threat distribution and emerges as measures aimed at the diversification
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of Russia’s regional links and the prevention of potential instability that can harm
its economic interests in the Asia-Pacific region. The different incentives generated
by these two prongs explain the pattern of Russia’s behavior in the SCS, particularly
Russia’s relations with China and Vietnam.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 1 outlines Moscow’s official approach
to the SCS dispute and policies toward both China and Vietnam. Section 2 elab-
orates the theoretical framework by specifying “balancing” and “hedging” as two
intrinsic but distinct aspects of great power behavior. Section 3 examines the
systemic-balancing component of Russia’s behavior toward the SCS, whereas Sec-
tion 4 explicates its hedging dimension. Section 5 concludes by further elaborat-
ing how the potential prevalence of balancing vis-à-vis hedging, and vice versa, can
shape Russia’s policies in the SCS dispute or elsewhere. Throughout the analysis,
the paper draws on original Russian sources, including official documents, media,
analytical reports, and academic publications that have been absent from English-
language analyses of Russia’s policies toward the SCS.

Russia’s Approach to the South China Sea: Formal Rhetoric and Actual Behavior

At the official level, Russia has consistently been displaying a neutral “middle of the
road” posture toward the SCS dispute. Because Moscow is not a territorial claimant,
it has never formally accepted or publicly backed any involved country’s sovereignty
or position over the disputed territories. Russia’s official line emphasizes disengage-
ment and includes:

• advocating a peaceful resolution of the SCS dispute while calling for self-
restraint among the disputants and for political-diplomatic solutions ac-
ceptable to all;

• not taking a position on the legitimacy of territorial claims;
• calling for adherence by all parties to the United Nation Convention on

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) of 1982;
• supporting the implementation of the 2002 ASEAN-China Declaration on

the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC) and emphasizing the
importance of moving from DOC to a well-developed Code on Conduct
(COC) of Parties in the South China Sea;

• standing against any interference by extra-regional nations in the dispute.

These principles have been reiterated in different forms and settings, and Russia
has been consistently propagating them to the international community and to both
China and China’s opponents in the SCS dispute.4

Unlike the United States, Russia has never publicly questioned the legitimacy of
China’s “nine-dash line,” which in the context of growing China-US tensions has
at times been interpreted as indirect support of China (Lenta.ru 2016). However,
in response to media speculation, Russian Foreign Ministry spokesperson Maria
Zakharova stated on July 14, 2016: “[Russia] had never been a participant in the
South China Sea disputes,” that it “would not be involved in them,” and that “we
consider it a matter of principle not to side with any party” (MoFARF 2016c).
Moscow’s official rhetoric changed slightly toward being more pro-China after the
July 2016 Hague Tribunal Ruling on the SCS dispute in favor of the Philippines.
However, upon closer examination, it is clear that the related official statements

4
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were carefully crafted against the legitimacy of the institution of The Hague Arbi-
tration Court, which Moscow has its own strong reason to challenge, and do not
indicate support of anyone’s territorial sovereignty. Moreover, the subsequent of-
ficial statements made by Russian diplomats in Thailand, China, and other places
reiterate the aforementioned positions of neutrality and disengagement.5 As far as
the SCS dispute is concerned, Moscow has been unwilling to spend political capital
to support either Beijing or its rivals and has preferred to remain aloof from the
SCS conundrum.

Moscow’s diplomatic posture of disengagement, however, is in discord with
Russia’s actual behavior in the region, which suggests the existence of broader
strategic goals. In 2014, Russian naval activities in Southeast Asia intensified sub-
stantially and included drills in the Philippine and Coral Seas, with calls to the ports
in Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia (MoDRF 2014). During the G20 Summit in
Brisbane on November 15–16, 2014, the ships of the Russian Pacific Fleet conducted
operations off Australia’s Queensland coast (BBC Russia 2014). Throughout 2015
and 2016, the Russian Pacific Fleet conducted tens of maneuvers with the Navy task
groups either passing through the SCS or operating in the nearby areas to demon-
strate Russia’s capacity to mount considerable military power in the region.

In this context, Russia-China relations have been developing steadily and have
reached the level of “comprehensive strategic partnership of equality, mutual trust,
mutual support, common prosperity and long-lasting friendship” (Embassy of the
People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Slovenia 2016). At the Munich
Security Conference on February 4, 2012, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov
stated, “We will never participate in any arrangements aimed at containing China”
(MoFARF 2012). Simultaneously, both Moscow and Beijing emphasized that their
positions on major international issues are “either similar or identical” (Portyakov
2015, 143). President Putin has even referred to China as Russia’s “natural partner
and natural ally” (Sputnik 2014). In 2014 and 2015, China and Russia concluded
historic energy deals, and on June 25, 2016, Putin and Xi signed The Joint Dec-
laration of the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China, which states that
both sides should support each other “on the issues concerning each other’s secu-
rity, territorial integrity, sovereignty, and other core interests” (President of Russia
2016). Moscow’s arms supply to Beijing, which occupies the lion’s share of China’s
total arms imports, recently included twenty-four Sukhoi Su-35 fighter jets and four
battalions of S-400 anti-aircraft missile systems (Krecyl 2014). Simultaneously, the
geographic scope of Russia-China joint annual naval drills, the “Joint Sea,” has ex-
panded considerably. Thus, “Joint Sea-2015” occurred in the heart of NATO—the
Mediterranean (Marcus 2015). “Joint Sea-2016” became the first drill of this kind
that involved China and another country in the waters of the disputed SCS after
the Hague tribunal came up with the ruling on China’s territorial claims under the
“nine-dash line” and included “joint island-seizing” exercises, which were absent
from the previous “Joint Seas” (Panda 2016). Given the international circumstances,
the very existence of these exercises has triggered speculation about Moscow un-
equivocally siding with China and switching toward proactive military support of
China in the SCS (Buckley 2016).

This, indeed, could have been true if not for Russia’s growing relations with Viet-
nam. In July 2012, Russia and Vietnam signed the Joint Statement on Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership Intensification, which has elevated their bilateral relations to the
status of “comprehensive strategic partnership,” roughly similar in nature to the re-
lations Russia has with China (President of Russia 2012). When visiting Moscow in
2012, the President of Vietnam Trương Tấn Sang stated, “[The] consolidation of
relations of our traditional friendship and development of comprehensive strategic
partnership with the Russian Federation is one of the top priorities of Vietnam’s

5
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foreign policy” (Kobelev 2014, 7). During his visit to Hanoi in November 2013,
President Putin called Vietnam “a key partner of Russia in the Asia-Pacific region”
(Kozyrev 2014, 9). Simultaneously, Russia enhanced energy and military coopera-
tion with Vietnam and increased the transfers of advanced weapons systems that
enhance Vietnam’s defense capabilities. In this context, the Vietnamese Defense
Minister called Russia “Vietnam’s leading strategic partner in the area of military-
technical cooperation” (Sputnik 2013). In 2013, the two countries concluded a mil-
itary cooperation pact that formalized Russia-Vietnam defense cooperation and es-
tablished mechanisms for information exchange. At the same time, Russia has been
assisting Vietnam in building a submarine base and repair dockyards at Cam Ranh
Bay (a former Soviet military base in Vietnam). In November 2014, the two coun-
tries signed an agreement considerably simplifying the use of this facility by the
Russian Navy and Air Force (TASS 2014). Vietnamese President Trương Tấn Sang
clarified that Russia’s new activity at Cam Ranh Bay does not mean turning the base
over to Russia for use as a military base. However, he emphasized that the port will
be used for the development of military cooperation between the two countries and
that, as a traditional friend and strategic partner, Russia will enjoy definite strategic
privileges there (Lokshin 2014, 52).

Similar to how Russia’s cooperation with China can be interpreted as an indica-
tion of its support for China in the SCS dispute, Russia’s policies toward Vietnam
can be viewed as an indication of Moscow’s support of Hanoi. To explain this pat-
tern of Moscow’s behavior, it is useful to discern two modes of behavior related to
two different levels of great power foreign policy—balancing and hedging—and to
demonstrate how these two modes operate in the context of the SCS dispute. The
moves by Russia that appear to work both in China’s interests and against them can,
in fact, be manifestations of parts of different strategies of balancing or hedging.
The same applies to Russia’s policies toward Vietnam, depending upon the degree
of US involvement in the region’s affairs.

Hedging, Balancing, and Great Power Politics

The terms “balancing” and “hedging” are widely used in the international relations
literature. However, the conceptual distinction between the two requires further
elaboration. As demonstrated below, balancing and hedging represent two differ-
ent modes of state behavior that are associated with different patterns of causation
and different levels of analysis. Balancing is a system-level phenomenon, whereas
hedging is best explained by nonsystemic causal factors.6 This conceptualization is
based on several theoretical distinctions.

The first distinction is that balancing is a behavior of great powers and is directed
against the strongest power or the greatest threat in the system. However, hedging
involves a vast range of players, large and small, engaged in a mix of versatile day-
to-day policies in various areas of state interests that are not necessarily aimed at
the system leader. Indeed, according to Levy (2003, 141), “when most balance of
power theorists talk about states balancing power, there is generally an unstated as-
sumption that it is the most powerful states in the system (. . .) who do balancing,
not states in general.” At the same time, the great powers balance against the most
powerful state—the one that threatens to achieve, or has already achieved, a po-
sition of hegemony in the system. Hedging, in turn, characterizes the behavior of

6
The initial idea of presenting hedging as a nonsystemic mode of state behavior by contrasting it to systemic bal-

ancing can be found in Korolev (2016b). One must recognize, however, that the theoretical distinction here is made
in terms of relative, rather than absolute, utility of different levels of analysis. It is not implied that the system-level
explanations are completely irrelevant for understanding regional hedging or that unit-level factors have absolutely
nothing to say about balancing; to have a full picture, variables of all levels must be considered. Rather, it means that
for hedging, the systemic forces are not the immediate drivers and that it is nonsystemic factors that will generate a
greater causal yield.
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both small and great powers,7 with the latter simultaneously balancing at the sys-
temic level and doing many other things (e.g., hedging) to utilize the abundant
international opportunities they have and to fulfill their multiple interests that are
not directly related to the pressure coming from the systemic hegemon. The sys-
tem should be better at explaining basic patterns of balancing that involve the most
powerful states, whereas hedging should be more directly affected by other causal
forces, such as situations in immediate geopolitical environments or other unit-level
circumstances.

The second difference is that hedging is less linear than balancing is and is best
described as an “engage-and-resist strategy” that consists of both agreements and
disagreements over certain issues simultaneously occurring between states. Accord-
ing to Goh (2005, viii), hedging is a set of strategies that “cultivate a middle position
that forestalls or avoids having to choose one side at the obvious expense of an-
other.” As such, hedging consists of counteracting actions that are a mix of “balanc-
ing/containment and engagement” (Goh 2006); of “cooperation and competition”
(Medeiros 2005); of “risk contingency,” which can take the shape of indirect balanc-
ing, and “return maximization,” which can turn into limited bandwagoning (Kuik
2008, 171). Hedging, thus, can include the elements of balancing and bandwago-
ning in one pattern of action. According to Medeiros (2005, 145), hedging involves
policies that “on the one hand, stress engagement and integration mechanisms and,
on the other hand, emphasize realist-style balancing in the form of external secu-
rity cooperation.” Nadkarni (2010, 45), who analyzed relations between second-
tier great powers such as Russia, China, and India, associates hedging with “neither
classic balancing nor bandwagoning” but instead views it as the “engage-and-resist”
strategies, which are routine policies responsive to domestic and regional environ-
ments. For example, as Russia or India develops closer ties with China, their mutual
partnership “serves as a hedge for each in the event of a downturn in their respec-
tive ties with China” (Nadkarni 2010, 102). Hedging, therefore, is inherently contra-
dictory and can meander between counteracting cooperation and competition, or
balancing and bandwagoning, as long as it serves the goal of diversifying stakes and
risks, avoiding overdependence, or preventing some other undesirable scenarios.

Although balancing might take different forms, its overarching target is always
to check and block an aggressor—a rising or established hegemon. Balancing is “a
countervailing policy designed to improve abilities to prosecute military missions in
order to deter and/or defeat another state” (Elman 2003, 8). Balancing can be ex-
ternal or internal, but in both cases, it “involves blocking the ambitions of the other
side, taking actions to prevent it from achieving its goals of dominance” (Vasquez
2003, 91). Thus, bandwagoning or otherwise cooperating with the potential aggres-
sor or hegemon (which is a part of the dual nature of hedging) would not be bal-
ancing because it does not check, block, or otherwise detract from, or perhaps even
aids, the power of the hegemon. Nor can the neutral middle position that forestalls
or avoids having to choose one side at the obvious expense of another that charac-
terizes hedging be counted as instances of systemic balancing because it does not
straightforwardly check or block.

The straightforward nature of balancing makes it a good fit with the systemic
monocausal explanations, whereas presenting hedging as being due to systemic
pressure would mean explaining by the same variable both balancing and bandwag-
oning by the same state, toward the same state, and at the same time. The result is a
situation in which both the evidence of a phenomenon—balancing in all shades—
and its counterevidence—bandwagoning in all shades—which are combined in the
concept of hedging, are explained by one causal force—the structural configuration
of the international system. In this situation, systemic theories become unfalsifiable

7
For hedging by small states, see, among many, Goh (2006); Kuik (2008); Jackson (2014). For great power hedging,

see, Tessman and Wolfe (2011); Tessman (2012); Wolfe (2013).
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because there will always be some evidence that proves the role of the system. Es-
tablishing causality becomes impossible because any evidence will be a good fit with
the theory, and any causal argument can be asserted through a rational actor recon-
struction of the presumed motives of state behavior. Structural realists diverge on
whether second-tier powers should be expected to bandwagon the system leader or
balance against it. However, because realism is a parsimonious theory that is insen-
sitive to domestic or regional geopolitical conditions, one would expect a uniform
behavior that is either balancing or bandwagoning and not a combination of both
(Mouritzen and Wivel 2012, 121).

The third difference is ontological and concerns the difference between “for-
eign policy” and “international politics,” as highlighted by Kenneth Waltz (1996).
Namely, hedging, as it stands in the literature, is a better fit with foreign policy
rather than with the international politics approach. In the Waltzean theory, the
crux of international politics is the irreversible emergence of balancing, driven by
the structural pressure of the international system, and the restoration of the bal-
ance of power. It is not about the “how” and “when” of state behavior but rather
about dispositional pressures of the system and basic reactions to such pressures. Ac-
cording to Waltz, system-level forces are good at explaining international outcomes
and general modes of great power behavior, such as balancing and bandwagoning,
but not the varieties of states’ acts in a particular place at a particular time. The
move to the third image (the systemic level of explanation) in his theory of interna-
tional politics comes with an important caveat: “Of necessity, realist theory is better
at saying what will happen than in saying when it will happen . . . international po-
litical theory deals with the pressures of structure on states and not with how states
will respond to the pressures [emphasis added]. The latter is a task for theories about
how national governments respond to pressures on them and take advantage of op-
portunities that may be present” (Waltz 2000, 27). The key parameters of structural
realism—balance of power and security—can explain balancing, but taken alone
they fail (or do not claim) to explain the various motives and acts of states that oc-
cur outside of the realm of systemic balancing and involve the plethora of day-to-day
agreements and disagreements over certain issues that constitute “hedging.”

Hedging is a better fit with foreign policy, which can take a variety of forms and
is subject to a myriad of causes other than the pressure of the international system
(Waltz 2010). The foreign policy analytical approach focuses on a specific policy
process and outcome and addresses a particular state(s) and its motivations, poli-
cies, directives, and behavior with respect to specific international affairs and situ-
ations.8 Although system-level forces might remain relevant, they are too distant to
provide sufficient explanation of specific foreign policies. A foreign policy approach
provides a different frame of reference that encourages examination in greater de-
tail of the process of goal selection, the internal and external factors that impinge
on those processes, or the institutional framework from which external behavior
emerges. This frame is a good fit with hedging, which is conceptualized as a policy
or state behavior in an area of important national security or economic concerns,
for example, stable delivery of oil or gas, rather than a restoration of an interna-
tional outcome such as a balance of power. Goh argues, for example, that there are
multiple targets and aims of hedging and that “any analysis of hedging includes ex-
amination of what state(s) and what outcome(s) a country is hedging against.” At
the same time, “recognizing the necessary complexity of hedging strategies means
that it becomes essential to ask which part of a combination of policies is in fact ‘the
hedge’” (Goh 2006). Thus, hedging is better explained by variables of a level lower
than the systemic level and more related to diverse regional economic and political
interstate and intrastate interests.

8
For contrasting “international politics” and “foreign policy,” see Liu and Zhang (2006).
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The above discussion helps clarify the essence of “hedging” vis-à-vis “balancing.”
Figure 1 visualizes the patterns of balancing and hedging within a hypothetical and
simplified anarchic international system consisting of one unipole, two great pow-
ers, and multiple smaller powers, and it lists corresponding independent variables.
Balancing among great powers is indicated by thick arrows in the rectangle called
“balancing.” Its explanatory variables are system-level phenomena listed in the cor-
responding square to the left. As shown in the figure, the baseline trends of great
power balancing are surrounded by a mesh (small arrows) of hedging that involves
all types of international actors and constitutes an everyday milieu of international
politics. Shifting analytical emphasis from balancing to hedging (lower-right rectan-
gle) requires refocusing on nonsystemic independent variables, examples of which
are listed in the lower left square of the figure. Both balancing and hedging can be
detected in Russia’s behavior in the SCS dispute.

Russia’s Systemic Balancing and the SCS dispute

In light of the above conceptualization, Russia, as a systemic balancer, is expected
to check, block, or otherwise frustrate the geopolitical projects of the United States.
Russia is also supposed to perceive the United States (the system leader) and the
US-led NATO’s eastward expansion as a major threat to its existence and national
security. These expectations are borne out by Russia’s actual attempts to challenge
the US-led system in multiple ways, as demonstrated by its policies in Georgia in
2008, Ukraine in 2014, and Syria in 2015; all three run counter to the system leader’s
interests and significantly frustrated its geopolitical projects. From this standpoint,
for Russia the SCS is a part of a larger global strategy that dictates a peculiar stance
on regional disputes. The imperatives of systemic balancing push Russia to side
with China (which also resists the American unipolar domination)—but only with
respect to resisting American hegemony, not issues of territorial rights. This is a cru-
cial qualification that highlights the systemic balancing component of Russia’s SCS
policies; Russia sides with China not because it supports the latter’s territorial claims
but because, and as much as, doing so aids Russia’s anti-US balancing attempts.

The pressure coming from the US-dominated global system makes Russia’s and
China’s assessments of external threats in the SCS largely coincide in that both
countries view the United States’ “rebalancing to Asia” as a threat. While Beijing
considers it, and particularly the strengthening of American military alliances in
Asia, a strategy of containing China,9 Moscow reads the United States’ “rebalancing
to Asia” through the lens of its own balancing against the United States—even more
so after US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton took a more active anti-China stance at
the 2010 ASEAN Regional Forum in Hanoi, thus shifting the crux of the SCS issue
from sovereignty over isles and islands to the systemic competition between China
and the United States. Simultaneously, the United States’ moves to strengthen ca-
pacity among China’s opponents in the SCS dispute further pushed the originally
regional issue to the level of the global China-US power game.

In this context, and as can be judged from a large number of publications in
Russian leading international relations and regional studies journals such as Rossiya
v Global’noi Politike [Russia in Global Affairs], Mezhdunarodnaya Zhizn’ [International
Affairs], Problemu Dal’nego Vostoka [Far Eastern Affairs], and Aziya i Afrika Segodnia
[Asia and Africa Today], as well as various specialized web portals, the Russian polit-
ical elites and the academic community interpret American “rebalancing to Asia”
as a manifestation of Washington’s desire to strengthen its international positions
by means of containing China.10 Some view the United States’ activity in Asia as

9
For a straightforward criticism of American alliances in Asia by Chinese officials and media, see Ruwitch (2014)

and Wang (2015).
10

For a detailed analysis of Russia’s assessments of American pivot to Asia, see Portyakov (2015, 255–66).
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a preventive measure against the possibility of Asian countries gathering around
China, which “promotes the alternative model of development and has a goal to re-
form the present international regime” (Mihnevich 2012), which Russia supports.
Russia’s leading political scientist and editor-in-chief of Russia in Global Affairs, Fyo-
dor Lukyanov, argues that the United States utilizes the security concerns of some
countries that tend to worry about China’s rise (e.g., Australia, the Philippines, Sin-
gapore, Thailand, Japan, Vietnam, and India) to strengthen its alliance system in
Asia such that “there is a sense that a containment ring is being closed around
China” (The Voice of Russia 2012). According to Viktor Trifonov, a former diplomat
and now a researcher at the Moscow Institute of Far Eastern Affairs, all aspects of
United States’ activity in Asia Pacific, including the deployment of regional antimis-
sile defense (AMD), the revamping of military bases at Guam and Okinawa, and the
increasing of military assistance to the American allies in Asia Pacific, are directed
at the SCS region, in which the United States has undertaken a course of direct
confrontation with China (Trifonov 2012). According to Yana Leksyutina, Professor
at St. Petersburg State University, disputes in the SCS between China and ASEAN
members create a favorable environment for Washington’s “rebalancing to Asia.”
On the one hand, they increase US-ASEAN interactions, while on the other hand,
they help the United States contain China’s influence in the region (Leksyutina
2011, 39). The list of assessments can be continued, but the dominant view in Russia
of the developments in the SCS is permeated by concerns about the United States’
hegemonic policies, which strike a chord with China’s assessments and reflect the
expected systemic balancing logic.

In turn, President Putin, in his article titled “Russia and the Changing World,”
emphasized the increasing role of the Asia-Pacific region in international affairs
and stated that “with its stand in the international arena, China does not provide
any reason to talk about its desire to dominate. Indeed, China’s voice does resonate
more confidently in the world and we greet this, since China shares our views on
the evolving multipolar world order” (Putin 2012). Echoing Putin, Russia’s mili-
tary experts consider China’s military activity and assertiveness in the Asia-Pacific
region and in the SCS beneficial for Russia’s national security. Some believe that
“the construction of Chinese military infrastructure [in the South China Sea] will
provide Russia with projection in the area against US Aegis systems, Navy ships, and
SM-3 and Tomahawk missiles” (Litovkin 2016). Others propose to form a perma-
nent Russia-China joint naval operations group supported by Russia’s Tu-22M3
strategic bombers to contain the US-Japan coalition naval forces in the area
(Mardasov 2016). By supporting China, some argue, Russia will accelerate the
restoration of the balance of power in Asia Pacific that will eventually provide sta-
bility in the region (Novikov 2015). This is a typical logic of checking and blocking
the power of the hegemon as a part of the systemic antihegemonic balancing con-
ceptualized in the previous section.

That Russia is involved in such balancing, rather than simply supporting
China, is borne out by the fact that Moscow consistently resists the “interna-
tionalization” (i.e., greater involvement of the United States) of the SCS dis-
pute but does not openly support anyone’s, including China’s, territorial claims.
In 2013, then Russian ambassador to China, Sergei Razov, stated in an in-
terview that “lifting the bilateral dispute to the international, collective level
would fail to generate acceptable solutions” (MoFARF 2013a). In 2016, in his
interview for the Chinese, Japanese, and Mongolian media, Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov reemphasized, “It is necessary to terminate any meddling
by extra-regional countries into the negotiations taking place between the direct
participants of the dispute and to stop any attempts to internationalize the issue”
(MoFARF 2016a). The current ambassador to China, Andrey Denisov, also empha-
sized that a new stalemate in the SCS was instigated artificially because of “the



ALEXANDER KOROLEV 273

interference of non-regional actors in conflict settlement” (MoFARF 2016b).11 Al-
though one can read this as support of China, it is so only insofar as it concerns
resisting the United States’ interference in the dispute and does not spread beyond
that to the actual dispute, that is, to China’s tensions with the regional disputants
such as Vietnam, the Philippines, or others.

The same applies to Russia’s position on the Hague Tribunal’s ruling on the
SCS in favor of the Philippines. In his press conference at the G20 Summit in
Hanzhou, China, on September 5, 2016, President Vladimir Putin stated, “Russia
supports China’s decision not to recognize The Hague Arbitration Court ruling”
(TASS 2016). He added, however, that Russia’s position is based purely on judicial
rather than political considerations, namely, that to have ruling power, any arbitra-
tion must listen to both disputing parties. “We know that China never turned the
case to the Court and that its position was not listened to in the Court. Then, how
can one recognize such decisions as fair?” (TASS 2016). Putin also emphasized that
“Russia is not interfering in the dispute” and that “any interference by outsiders is
detrimental and counterproductive” (TASS 2016). Thus, Russia officially supported
the right of China to ignore the Hague-based arbitration but did not openly rec-
ognize China’s historical rights in the SCS. This position is determined by Russia’s
ongoing confrontation with the West over Ukraine rather than by the developments
in the SCS. As emphasized by Vasili Kashin, in August 2016, Ukraine’s Foreign
Minister Pavlo Klimkin mentioned that Ukraine would also launch the arbitration
process against Russia over Crimea, which means Russia is likely to face similar ar-
bitration, which will most likely be supported by the West (Kashin 2016b). In this
context, Moscow is interested in delegitimizing the entire institution of the Hague-
based Permanent Court of Arbitration as a “propaganda act” (Kosurev 2016). For
Moscow, the Chinese decision to ignore the UNCLOS arbitration jurisdiction on
the sovereignty clause sets up a useful precedent.

Russia’s anti-US balancing can also be traced in its relations with Vietnam, which
shows the strength of the imperatives of system-level factors in shaping great power
behavior and proves the point that presenting Russia-Vietnam military cooperation
purely as a measure to check China is a gross simplification. At first sight, it might
appear that Russia seeking good relations with both Vietnam and China is not con-
sistent with the logic of balancing and the balance of power. However, since systemic
balancing, as highlighted above, is directed against the strongest power (which is
the United States, not China) or a greatest threat in the system (which for Russia
is the United States, not China), the baseline logic of Russia’s balancing follows the
principle that everything works as long as it helps Russia to contain or avert the
hypothetical or actual threat coming from the United States. Thus, Russia seeking
cooperation with both China and Vietnam is in accord with the balancing assump-
tion as long as it aids Russia’s goals of antihegemonic balancing.

A case in point is the aforementioned return of Russia to Cam Ranh Bay military
base in Vietnam. In accordance with the new Russia-Vietnam agreement, Russia
could station at Cam Ranh Bay the IL-78 tanker aircrafts that were used for refueling
TU-95 nuclear strategic bombers for the resumed patrols close to Japan and the
American territory Guam. The activity of Russian bombers close to Guam triggered
Washington’s admonition of Hanoi in January 2015 for letting the Russians use Cam
Ranh Bay, which, according to Washington, raised tensions in the region (Lee and
Collin 2015).

Quite tellingly, in this context, are the Russian State Duma’s internal discus-
sions of reestablishing military presence in Vietnam, which intensified after the
American chief of staff of the army, General Mark Milley, stated, “Armed conflict
between the United States and the Russian Federation is almost guaranteed” and
that “the United States is taking all of the necessary measures to prepare for a

11
It should be noted that by “non-regional” or “extra-regional” actors, the Russian officials imply the United States.
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large-scale war” (Live Journal 2016). The Duma Parliamentarians urged that the
base in Vietnam be fully restored and its military modernization accelerated, ar-
guing that our “strategic partners” in Washington “do not understand the language
of diplomacy and rattle the sabre” (Olizhevsky 2016). Russia’s military bases in Viet-
nam and Cuba, it was argued, will be an “unpleasant surprise for the American mil-
itarism” (Live Journal 2016). According to Russia’s First Deputy Chair of Federation
Council Committee on Defense and Security, Franz Klinzewitsch, “Russia undoubt-
edly needs military bases in Cuba and Vietnam . . . Let’s remember that we have a
dozen military bases abroad, whereas the Americans have 800—400 active and 400
frozen. And they are still saying that they are protecting their own country without
threatening anyone? Why cannot Russia do the same? Look at the map! We simply
have to follow the same tactics” (Olizhevsky 2016). This once again demonstrates
the role of systemic balancing in Russia’s strategic calculations in the region, which
makes Russia’s policies toward the SCS dispute complex and multilayered.

Russia’s Regional Hedging and the SCS dispute

Balancing is only one force that shapes Russia’s behavior toward the SCS dispute. To
have a deeper understanding of the complexity of Russia’s policies, it is necessary to
descend from the systemic level and examine the strategic motivations and patterns
of behavior unfolding at the interstate interactional level, which is not under di-
rect influence of system-level trends and is subject to various regional and domestic
circumstances. While system-level forces might remain relevant to some extent, the
analysis below demonstrates that Russia’s hedging behavior is driven by more imme-
diate regional and domestic circumstances rather than by a causally distant systemic
power-and-threat distribution that can push in a different direction. At this level,
Russia utilizes the abundant opportunities available to great powers to realize its
commercial interests and to diversify its economic model and its external relations
in Asia, which requires maintaining a more or less cooperative environment in the
region and dictates a different behavior—hedging—in the SCS. Regional hedging,
therefore, is nonsystemic not only because it occurs in a region but also because
evidence does not show it to be driven by the system.

The milieu and the driver of Russia’s hedging behavior in the SCS is its compre-
hensive socioeconomic “reorientation to Asia,”12 which became a national develop-
ment strategy and was announced as “Russia’s national priority for the entire 21st

century” after Putin’s return to power in 2012 (President of Russia 2013). Its main
goal is to accelerate Russia’s domestic socioeconomic development, primarily the
projects of intensive development of Siberia and the Far East, by enhancing Russia’s
embeddedness in the mechanisms of Asia-Pacific integration. Putin wrote in 2015,
“Today we see the future of Russia’s Far East as one of the country’s key centers of
socioeconomic development, which must be effectively integrated in the developing
Asia-Pacific region” (President of Russia 2015). The essence of the new strategy is to
go beyond just an “energy pivot to China” and to make the development of the Far
East and Siberia truly international, with diverse sources of labor, technology, and
investments. The most desirable arrangement is the “concert of interests,” in which
none of the countries participating in the development of Russia’s eastern territo-
ries gains an overwhelmingly predominant role (Chechevishnikov 2014, 59). The
main long-term goal is “maximum extension and diversification of economic links,”
which will allow Russia to gain from globalization and exercise truly multivector
policies (Kashin 2016a). While all of these goals can arguably be somehow linked
to system-level causal factors and explained with balance of power logic, the actual
policy-making calculus and the dynamics of related policies prove to be driven more

12
Often called in Russia “Povorot na Vostok [turn to the East].” See Karaganov and Makarov (2014) and Korolev

(2016a).
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by nonsystemic considerations of regional economic diversification than by inten-
tions to block or check the power of the hegemon.

Thus, Moscow tries to hedge its regional economic and security bets by expanding
cooperation with as many Asian countries and multilateral organizations as possible
and seeks to export, for example, energy, arms, agricultural products, machinery,
space technologies, and educational services to different Asian markets. Therefore,
whereas from the perspective of systemic balancing, China is the main, if not the
only, great power Russia can align with to effectively balance the American global
dominance, from the standpoint of regional hedging, Russia needs a more diverse
portfolio of partners. Moreover, Moscow can even engage in regional geopolitical
competition of low intensity with China and employ tactics of engagement and re-
sistance, containment and cooperation with various Asian partners—all to avoid un-
desirable regional developments that can hinder the “reorientation to Asia” strategy
and harm Russia’s regional economic interests. This pattern of behavior cannot be
sufficiently captured and explained by the systemic theory.

In this context, although the SCS is far from the Russian borders, disputes
there became a concern for Moscow, and how Russia addresses them is affected
by its regional calculations related to hedging that, when intersecting with the
layer of system-level balancing, leads to the inherent ambivalence of Russia’s SCS
policies.

Vietnam, for example, is an extremely important partner for Russia both in its
own right and as a gate to multilateral regional organizations in Southeast Asia. It
is Russia’s largest trade partner in Southeast Asia, with the volume of trade grow-
ing, on average, by 20 percent annually since 2010. Even in 2015, when because of
Western sanctions Russia’s trade with almost all countries, including China, shrank,
Russia-Vietnam trade increased by 31 percent and reached $US 3.84 billion com-
pared with $US 2.94 billion in 2014 (Russian Exports 2016). Driven by the need to
diversify its energy cooperation and hedge its economic bets, Russia’s Gazprom in
2012 signed a deal with the state-owned PetroVietnam on the development of two
large-scale gas projects on Vietnam’s continental shelf in the parts of the SCS that
fall under the nine-dash line. Subsequently, Moscow and Hanoi agreed to extend
this energy partnership through 2030 (Gazprom 2016). Of particular importance
for Russia are the long-term technology-intensive cooperation projects, such as its
participation in Vietnam’s ten-year plan for the development of the national elec-
trical power industry (Kobelev 2014, 8). Simultaneously, Vietnam has become the
first Southeast Asian country to sign, in July 2016, a free-trade agreement (FTA)
with the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). According to the EAEU’s
minister of trade, Veronika Nikishina, the new agreement serves Russia’s plans to
diversify its economic relations in Asia Pacific, particularly in the sphere of the au-
tomobile industry because Vietnam has agreed on the industrial assembly of cars
and trucks with Russian producers. In other words, the assembled vehicles will be
considered manufactured in Vietnam and will have free access to the ASEAN mar-
kets (Fedorov 2016). This, according to some assessments, could pave the way to
a Russia-ASEAN FTA (Sumsky and Kanaev 2014). Russia’s intentions to cooper-
ate with different ASEAN member-states is also evidenced by the Russian Railway’s
involvement in the construction of the 240 km-long West Kutai-Balikpapan coal
railway in East Kalimantan, Indonesia, at a cost of approximately $2.4 billion (The
Jakarta Post 2012). According to the Indonesian local officials, Russia’s planned in-
vestments in infrastructure in East Kalimantan amount to $33.9 million and include
a railroad, twenty-three bridges, a science park, and other projects (Mattangkilang
2015).

Vietnam has also been consistently helping Russia establish connections with
ASEAN—it did so in 1996 by pushing the case for Russia becoming a full-fledged
ASEAN dialogue partner and subsequently pushing for Russia’s participation in the
East Asia Summit (EAS). The Joint Russia-Vietnam Declaration of 2006 states that
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“in the spirit of relations of friendship and cooperation, Russia and Vietnam express
their firm resolve to further strengthen cooperation within the ASEAN-Russia
Dialogue Partnership . . . and to strive to render mutual assistance in the multilat-
eral structures now operating and taking shape in the Asia-Pacific region” (Kobelev
2014, 6). In July 2012, in an interview to Rossiyskaya Gazeta [The Russian Gazette, a ma-
jor Russian government daily newspaper], Vietnamese President Trương Tấn Sang
stated that “I clearly see a bright future for Russia-ASEAN relations . . . Vietnam
and all the other ASEAN members heartily welcome the deepening of cooperation
with Russia,” adding that “we deem it very important to build up Russia’s activity, as
a weighty political player, in ASEAN-centric forums on a regular basis” (Rossiyskaya
Gazeta 2012). Hanoi played a notable role in supporting Russia’s presence in the
major regional economic and security institutions, including the ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF), Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the East Asia Summit
(EAS), and the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). On 26 April 2016, Russian Defense
Minister Sergei Shoigu hosted the very first Russia-ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Infor-
mal Meeting in Moscow (MoDRF 2016).

All of these developments facilitate the realization of Russia’s goals of diversifi-
cation under its “reorientation to Asia” initiative rather than its goals of balancing
against the United States. They also directly bear on Russia’s approach to the SCS.
Russia, while at the systemic level balancing the unipole, is also interested in forging
a regional environment that is conducive to tackling the existing contradictions in
nonexplosive ways so as not to severely frustrate its regional economic and devel-
opment goals. This requires maintaining some sort of geopolitical equilibrium in
the SCS that prevents absolute preponderance, military or diplomatic, of any of the
disputants. As emphasized by Victor Sumsky, director of the ASEAN Centre at the
Moscow Institute of International Affairs, the SCS disputes cause serious tensions
between China and the ASEAN member states (mostly Vietnam and the Philip-
pines), between China and ASEAN as a whole, within ASEAN, and between China
and India, that is, between Russia’s close, highly valued partners. Thus, Moscow
“needs to think more about how to neutralize these unhappy trends,” and “special
relations with both Beijing and Hanoi are a resource that should not be underes-
timated” (Sumsky 2012). Some Russian experts also argue that Russia should show
consistency with its partnership relations with Vietnam and encourage the forma-
tion of some sort of China-Vietnam alignment (Mosyakov 2013). In other words,
Moscow must both hedge and be a hedge for others.

These calculations on Russia’s part explain why the burgeoning Russia-China mil-
itary cooperation and China’s status of a “privileged partner” (which is a system-
level balancing) in Russia’s foreign policy coexist with Moscow’s increased attempts
to create a regional security system involving ASEAN13 and its willingness to be a
strategic partner and the largest arms supplier to Vietnam (which is an element
of regional hedging). They also explain the presence of Russia’s energy projects
on Vietnams’ continental shelf. Worth noting is that whereas Russia’s arms sales to
both China and Vietnam have been driven since the 1990s by commercial consid-
erations, with the intensification of the SCS dispute since 2010, they have gained
a serious strategic component, providing Russia with certain strategic leverage in
the region. Thus, whereas commercial considerations for Moscow are not unimpor-
tant, they are interlinked with the strategic side of the issue in the current regional
context.

This hedging behavior on Russia’s part fails to make everyone happy, but it largely
satisfies the involved parties’ basic national interests and facilitates the search for
a diplomatic solution or at least helps preserve some form of status quo in the
SCS, which for Russia is better than facing a victory of either party. Thus, Moscow

13
ASEAN’s East Asia Summit (EAS), for instance, was mentioned in the Russian Foreign Policy Concept as an

important component of the emerging security architecture in East Asia. See MoFARF (2013b).
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understands that although its strategic partnership with Hanoi, which has strong
military dimension, might appear to be against China, Beijing is willing to accept it
because in the existing circumstances, it, in fact, serves China’s interests, namely, it
helps prevent the strengthening of a Hanoi-Washington alignment. Although not
happy about, and in fact contained by Moscow’s large-scale arms sales to Hanoi, Bei-
jing understands that a termination or decline of such sales and technology trans-
fers would lead Vietnam to shift from its own policy of hedging, that is, diversifying
security and military relations, to a stronger tilt toward the United States, which
would close the American containment circle around China. Thus, despite em-
phatically resisting the internationalization of the SCS dispute, China accepts Rus-
sia’s more-active involvement and the “containment” created by the Russia-Vietnam
energy and military cooperation. This explains why Beijing, although pressuring
American, Indian, and Malaysian energy companies not to cooperate with Vietnam
in the SCS, remains largely silent about Russia’s involvement in Vietnam’s offshore
energy projects and Moscow’s transfer of arms to Hanoi (Torode 2011).

Simultaneously, Russia’s involvement creates new channels for engagement be-
tween China and Vietnam. While being on an opposite side in the SCS dispute,
China is interested in accommodating Vietnam and maintaining a Beijing-Hanoi
dialogue in both bilateral and multilateral formats. Worth noting is that the noto-
rious “nine-dash line,” under which China claims the main islands and 80 percent
of the water surface of the SCS, previously included eleven dashes, two of which
clashed with Vietnam’s territorial claim in the Gulf of Tonkin and were removed by
Beijing in 2008 after prolonged negotiations—a sign that some of the remaining
nine dashes might also be subject to negotiations (Lokshin 2014, 56). From this
perspective, a good relationship with Moscow is an important asset that opens ex-
tra avenues for a Beijing-Hanoi dialogue and, given the high level of China-Russia
military-technical cooperation, might even allow Beijing to have a better under-
standing of Vietnam’s military modernization and even participate in it.

Vietnam, in turn, is also hedging. It pursues a multipolar environment, formed
by several great powers and aimed at maintaining a balance between their interests
(Pham 2016). While competing with China over the SCS, Hanoi also tries to cooper-
ate with China. Partnership with Russia, in this context, is very useful for having an
extra hedge in its relations with China and the United States. Vietnam’s Russia pol-
icy is not simply an attempt to fence off the Chinese threat. Unlike the United States,
Japan, or other regional players, Russia remains very close to China, and for Hanoi,
Moscow is not only a valuable partner in its own right but is also an extra gateway
for engaging and enhancing Vietnam’s relationship with China, which is valued by
Hanoi. In contrast to closer cooperation with the United States, which would be-
come a straightforward containment of China, partnership with Russia guarantees
Hanoi the required access to energy technologies and advanced military hardware,
while at the same time avoiding being locked up between the Scylla and Charyb-
dis of China-US competition. Thus, Hanoi maintains a greater degree of freedom
in foreign policy-making and has an extra channel to hedge its way through the
complexities of the regional disagreements.

Conclusion

This paper attempted to explain Russia’s policies toward the SCS dispute by high-
lighting the two modes of great power behavior: system-level balancing and regional
hedging. Both modes are present in Russia’s behavior. In the SCS, they intersect
with each other, generating a two-level configuration. At the systemic level, the base-
line of Russia’s policies is characterized by a strong anti-unipolarity pursuit that per-
meates Russia’s interactions with China and other regional players. However, at the
regional level, Russia plays a complex engage-and-resist game of hedging aimed at
averting the undesirable scenarios of regional confrontation that can undermine
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Russia’s plans to diversify its economic development and economic integration into
the Asia-Pacific region. At this nonsystemic level of hedging, any regional state, large
or small, and China and the United States, can be both a partner and a rival of
Russia, and these roles can switch from time to time. However, these interstate day-
to-day relationships lack system-level causal force. This lack does not make them
unimportant but simply different.

As long as the relative weights of balancing and hedging in the two-level
“balancing-hedging” configuration remain unchanged, the logic of interstate inter-
actions and developments unfolding at one level need not override those prevailing
at the other level. As long as the system permits, movement in opposite directions at
different levels of foreign policy can coexist. Thus, as a phenomenon of a different
level, and assuming that the SCS situation does not change, Russia-Vietnam rela-
tions can grow and prosper without challenging Russia-China relations. Vice versa,
the global politics of Russia-China alignment need not necessarily trespass into the
regional hedging logic of Russia-Vietnam relations. However, lifting the SCS dis-
pute to the level of global politics involving the United States and the US-China
global competition sets into motion causal forces of a systemic level and makes anti-
unipolarity balancing define Russia’s behavior.

The major implication of the two-level configuration, therefore, is that for
Russia, the essence of the SCS dispute and Russia’s responses to it together are
rather a variable than a constant. The further the SCS dispute diverges from the
regional matters of sovereignty over islands and waters into the area of US-China
strategic competition, the more likely Russia’s policies in the region will carry the el-
ements of anti-US system-level balancing. Contrariwise, the less the United States is
engaged and the more the SCS dispute remains predominantly a regional issue, the
more likely Russia’s policy responses in the area are to remain detached from the
systemic trends of anti-US balancing and to exhibit the elements of regional nonsys-
temic hedging aimed at creating a more balanced network of regional contacts. The
more the SCS issue is concerned with US-China relations more than with ASEAN-
China or Vietnam-China relations, the more support China is likely to obtain from
Russia. Conversely, the more the SCS dispute is about China and smaller states in
the region, the more reluctant Russia will be to side with China in the SCS. Some
Russian scholars conclude that the dispute is no longer about sovereignty over lands
and maritime zones of the SCS; rather, it is about whether and how much Ameri-
can naval activity in the region China can accept (Kanaev 2015). If this assessment
is correct, the game of balancing is going to dominate that of hedging in Russia’s
policies in the region.
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