


and history of conflict with it) should be even more 
worried about the rise of China than the U.S. is. 
As Isaac Stone Fish wrote in The Washington Post 
this past May, “Moscow has more to fear from 
Beijing than Washington.”2 Some (including former 
President Trump, among others) have even hoped 
that Russia and America would “join forces” against 
China.3 Russian President Vladimir Putin, though, 
describes China as Russia’s strategic partner. In 
June 2021, Putin proclaimed that, “We do not 
believe that China is a threat to us. China is a 
friendly nation. It has not declared us an enemy as 
the United States has done.”4

Similarly, the U.S. and several of its Middle Eastern 
allies are extremely concerned about Iran and how 
it might behave should it obtain nuclear weapons. 
From an American viewpoint, Moscow should also 
be worried about the possibility of a nuclear Iran. 
Moscow and Tehran, though, have maintained a 
close partnership despite not just whatever concern 
Moscow may have about this, but several ongoing 

Russian-Iranian differences (including over Syria and 
over Moscow’s close ties to Iran’s Israeli and Arab 
Gulf adversaries).5  If U.S.-led efforts to prevent Iran 
from obtaining nuclear weapons should ultimately 
succeed, Moscow would benefit anyway—all while 
avoiding worsening Russian-Iranian relations that 
could well occur if Moscow were to join Washington 
in pressuring Tehran. And if U.S.-led efforts do not 
succeed and Iran does obtain nuclear weapons, 
Moscow will definitely prefer that Tehran be at odds 
with the U.S. and not with Russia.

In addition, the behavior of nuclear-armed North 
Korea should be of concern to all its neighbors, 



In contrast to this pattern, Putin was initially 
supportive of the U.S.-led intervention in Afghanistan 
that overthrew the Taliban regime which had provided 
safe haven not just to Al Qaeda, but also to the 
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. Moscow later 
helped the U.S. establish and sustain the “Northern 
Distribution Network”—a supply route for U.S. 
and Coalition forces in Afghanistan through Russia 
and Central Asia (which provided Moscow with 
substantial transit income) that allowed Washington 
to reduce its dependence on supply routes via 
Pakistan (which was covertly supporting the Taliban 
at the same time).7 Moscow, though, also began 
talking to and seeking improved ties with the Taliban 
beginning in 2009.8 The Taliban’s 2021 return to power 
could spell the renewal of the threats emanating 
from Afghanistan to Russian-backed governments in 
Central Asia—something that the U.S. does not want 
to see either. But unlike the U.S. and other Western 
governments, which have expressed great concern 
about the Taliban and threatened it with international 
isolation, Russia has signaled its willingness to 
cooperate with the new government.9

In all these cases, Moscow has declined to join 
with Washington in what many Western analysts 
see as common threats to both Russia and the U.S. 
emanating from China, Iran, North Korea, and (more 
recently) the Taliban. But while the Kremlin may 
understand the various risks to Russia coming from 
these nations, Putin prefers to let the U.S. and some 
of its allies bear the burden of containing them. In 
effect, Russia prefers “free rides” to collaboration 
with the United States. 

Putin, then, really may be worried (as Washington 
thinks he should be) about China’s growing strength; 
Iran’s belligerent behavior toward Israel and Gulf Arab 
states that Moscow has improved ties with; the 

erratic and threatening behavior of North Korea; and 
the possibility that the Taliban will once again provide 
safe haven to groups seeking the downfall of Central 
Asia’s pro-Russian regimes. It is doubtful, though, that 
Moscow would openly work with the U.S. against any 
of these risks today—not when it can benefit from 
U.S. efforts to contain these actors. In other words: 
even though a state or movement poses a threat both 
to Russia and the U.S., Putin sees Russia as better off 
if the U.S. and its allies bear the burden of responding 
to these common threats while allowing Russia to 
avoid doing so. Russia not only stays out of the fray 
while the U.S. acts to contain the common threat, it 
also benefits from Washington’s diminished capacity 
to focus on its differences with Moscow.

Putin himself seemed to acknowledge this 
“deflection doctrine” at the June 2019 St. Petersburg 
International Economic Forum. In response to a 
question about Russia’s place in the growing U.S.-
China tariff war, Putin answered, “There is a good 
Chinese proverb that says ‘when tigers fight in the 
valley, the smart monkey sits aside and waits to 
see who wins.’”10 With President Xi alongside him 
on the platform for this occasion, Putin went on 
to soften his statement by noting that, “if trends 
like today’s persist, it will be bad for everyone.”11 
Still, the fact that Putin himself raised the idea that 
Russia preferred to remain aloof from U.S.-Chinese 
competition was telling.

Putin clearly pursues a policy of deflection with 
regard to Iran in Syria. Their ongoing joint efforts 
to shore up the Assad regime proved a success.  
Now, though, Moscow and Tehran are increasingly 
in competition with each other for influence in 
Damascus as well as for reconstruction contracts 
and other economic benefits.12 In addition, Putin 
does not wish to see Iran grow so powerful in Syria 



that it spoils Moscow’s highly cooperative and 
profitable relations with America’s anti-Iranian allies 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. 
But instead of confronting Iran directly over its 
behavior, Moscow has deflected by turning a blind 
eye to Israeli strikes against Iranian and Hezbollah 
positions in Syria13 while pursuing a largely neutral 
policy toward Yemen, where Iran is backing one 
party in the conflict there and Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE are supporting others.14 By the same logic, 
it makes sense for Russia not to get involved in 
U.S.-led efforts aimed at getting Iran to agree to 
tighter restrictions on its nuclear and other military 
programs15. While Russia does not want Iran to 
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