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The discussion about whether Russia is part of Europe or Asia constitutes an 

important public and foreign policy issue for many decades. There are many 

paradoxes here both from geographical and sociological perspectives. It has found 

the reflection even in the Russian official emblem – the two-headed eagle looks in 

both direction probably to Europe and Asia. Geographically, Russia is predisposed 

to the development of ties with Asia. On the one hand, two-thirds of Russian territory 

is in Asia, as  well as most part of Russia’s borders that matter for interaction and 

cooperation with other countries, including two-thirds of the land borders – are 

located in Asia. On the other hand, only one third of the country's population lives 

there, while two-thirds of Russian population lives in the European part of the 

country. Geopolitical orientation is determined not only and not so much by 

geographical position, as by historically established ties, current internal and 

external political conjuncture and perceptions of the country’s position. It is 

remarkable that if we look at this issue according to the public opinion, recent 

surveys applying the relevant categories always raise the question of whether Russia 

is a European country (most often), both Europe and Asia, or have a special Eurasian 

path (sometimes), but never formulate the question whether Russia is exclusively an 

Asian country. It can be explained within the theory/phenomenon of a “significant 

Other”, then such “Other” for Russia is Europe (and vice versa1), but not Asia. 

In this regard, as the geopolitical orientation seems to be socially constructed, the 

issue of Russia’s new turn to Asia, which again has recently become particularly 

relevant, refers us to the need first to talk about the framework within which this 

discussion is being conducted. To assess the potential of this turn, we need to find 

out several questions: What kind of Asia are we talking about? What kind of turn is 

it? What are the goals of this turn? And, taking into account what was said above 

about Russia’s orientation to Europe and in general to the “collective West” as a 

significant “Other”, is it possible for Russia to turn to Asia fully towards a 

conditional “East”, forgetting about this “Other” or only make a half-turn, always 

looking back and even more – meeting the same “Other” in Asia from the other side 

(e.g. the USA)? 

So, answering the first question about what kind of Asia we are talking about, we 

first of all need to clarify which regions and countries we have in mind, since Asia 

is a huge continent consisting of many diverse states. E.g., with regard to the turn to 

Asia in a narrow sense, we are not talking about the Middle East – it is a separate 

subregion, as well as not about Central Asia, those countries is considered by Russia 

more as the “near abroad” than the real “East”. It is more about East Asia countries 

(primarily Japan and South Korea) and South Asia (primarily China and India). The 
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Southeast Asia is a matter of interest also due to the fact that it has become a new 

center of world politics and economy, that is worth to discuss more detailed. Thus, 

we are talking here not about all of Asia, but quite specific regions and states. 

Speaking on the second issue – what kind of turn is it – first of all, it should be noted 

that geographically Russia does not need to “turn around” anywhere from the 

geographical viewpoint – as already mentioned, most of Russian borders that are 

important for international cooperation are located in the Asian part. Rather, the 

point about the “turn” is a transfer of concentration of resources from the traditional 

European – “western” direction to the “eastern” Asian direction. This transfer of 

attention is conditioned by quite objective factors that are important not only for 

Russia, but for the whole world. The fact is that in the 21st century the role of Asia, 

in particular, its Southeastern part is increasingly growing in the world economy and 

politics. It is becoming an influential center of international relations thus 

challenging the domination of the West. Big Western and other non-Western powers 

are interested in developing relations with the emerging Asian markets that have 

concentrated considerable political, economic, financial and labor resources. In this 

context, the West has made its own turn to Asia for a long time ago, enhancing 

cooperation with new leaders of global economic growth. Another question is where 

to concentrate resources in this cooperation: whether in political, military, economic, 

energy or strategic sphere. The US is trying to develop all the directions: the key 

event of the beginning of 2010s was the decision of the President Obama's 

administration to “turn to Asia” in 2011, which proclaimed the new “Pacific Century 

of America”, establishing the network of partnerships and institutions in the Pacific 

region on background as durable and solid as the Atlantic community. That is, in 

fact, it was proposed to begin the process of integration with the countries of the 

region2. 

It seems that for Russia this American decision has become one of the main factors 

in the proclamation of its own new Asian policy two years later – although the talk 

about the need to transfer foreign policy accents from the West to the East 

constituted an important part of Russian foreign policy discourse since the early 

2000s. Eventually this was officially announced at the St. Petersburg Economic 

Forum in 2013. The context of decision-making is important here: the main goal of 

Russia at that time was the desire to attract significant funds from Asian countries 

for the modernization of the Far Eastern region, which has common borders with 

them. Thus, at this moment, the emphasis in the Russian discourse on “turn” towards 

Asia was made on the internal development of the country, and the task of resisting 

American influence was not so important. To promote Russia on Asian scene, in 

particular, the ASEAN forum was held in Vladivostok, where the Russian state itself 
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invested large resources ($ 21 billion) in order to attract the attention of Asian 

investors. 

A new impetus to the Russian turn to Asia was provoked by the Ukrainian crisis and 

the general deterioration of relations with the West, with which Russia has 

developed previously a high degree of interdependence. This led to the introduction 

of serious sanctions for Russia, because of which the Russian elite, especially its 

economic part, realized that the confrontation with the West could be protracted and 

deep, and mutual trust would be lost for a long time. Thus, the political risks of 

economic cooperation with the West have risen. It was after 2014 that Russia’s pivot 

to Asia has got a truly foreign-policy character and seems to be it was not as 

pragmatic and profitable. For example, although Russia managed to conclude 

quickly a major deal to supply gas to China worth $ 400 billion, this agreement has 

become more beneficial for the latter and in fact only can lead to an energy 

interdependence3. In general, the reorientation to the East was important for Russia 

economically, as it expected to attract new investments, which are now impossible 

to get from the West and politically to show the West its independence and space 

for maneuver in difficult times. However, even under the sanctions regime, foreign 

direct investment flows to Russia from Asian countries are less than that of Western 

countries4. The hopes that China as an economic leader in the Asian region could 

become a generous investor for Russia mostly has not been justified yet5.  

At the same time, although Russia is trying to develop actively military and political 

cooperation with the countries of the region, it also faces many difficulties there. 

Long-term attempts to establish relations with Japan run into the unsolved problem 

of the Kurile Islands and the country’s military dependence on the United States, on 

which many other countries of the region depend as well. In fact, close military-

political relations can only be developed with China and in 2016 Moscow and 

Beijing managed to conduct joint naval exercises. However, the rapprochement with 

China strategically alienates other countries in the region from Russia that are trying 

to resist the hegemony of Beijing. Russia is not yet able to balance the rivalry 
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between China and the United States, which in the future may alienate it from 

relations even with traditional partners such as Vietnam.  

Finally, the third question: what are the specific objectives of this turn? Based on the 

foregoing, Russia pursues several objectives: domestic – attracting investment from 

Asian countries for Russia and in particular for the development of the Far East as 

the border region with South-East Asia, at the background of a significant reduction 

in Western investment. External goals – to be more independent from the West and 

to enter the new Asian markets and participate in the formation of Southeast Asia as 

a new center of the world economy and politics, capable of resisting the Western 

hegemony, primarily the United States. Thus, it turns out that Russia rather made a 

“half-turn” to Asia: the shift in the focus of Moscow’s attention occurs 

simultaneously with the fact that it constantly looks back at the West. More 

remarkable, in the Southeast Asia region, Russia is again facing the same West 

especially the US, which is widely and significantly present in this strategically 

important region and is developing its own turn to Asia. 

 

 

 

 

 


