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Russia-China Military Cooperation in The
First Island Chain: from Axis of
Convenience to Shared Hatred?

Che-Jen Wang
Division of Cyber Security and Decision-Making Simulation

Abstract

The article examines the evolution of Russia-China military exercises
amid the ongoing transformation of the international distribution of power,
with a specific focus on activities within the First Island Chain. As the
United States promotes an emerging “Asian NATO” framework, Beijing
and Moscow have shifted from independently countering U.S. containment
to establishing progressively deeper strategic coordination. The Russia—
Ukraine war represents a critical inflection point, accelerating the
institutionalization of bilateral defense collaboration and propelling the
relationship from pragmatic alignment toward a quasi-alliance structure.
Since 2022, joint military exercises between China and Russia in the First
Island Chain have increased substantially—particularly across the Sea of
Japan, the East China Sea, and the South China Sea—reflecting a deliberate
effort to challenge U.S.-led maritime encirclement. The intensity and scale
of these operations peaked in 2024, encompassing combined naval, aerial,
and multi-domain components. Moreover, the expansion of cooperation
into maritime law enforcement and gray-zone operations indicates a
broadening of security coordination beyond conventional defense
activities. While structural contradictions continue to constrain a formal
alliance, the momentum of joint resistance against the United States is
likely to persist. Russia-China activities within the First Island Chain have
thus become a critical factor in reshaping the regional security architecture.

Keywords: Russia, China, First Island Chain, Military Exercise
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