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Russia in Asia and in the World: Back to the Future as a Great Power

Victor Sumsky

For the ruling Western elites, the year of 
Brexit and Donald Trump’s victory in the 
US presidential elections was a horror 
show. Stunned as they are by these 
‘impossible’ events, they have plenty of 
reasons to add one more point to their 
list of frustrations: just like in 2014 and 
2015, they honestly tried but failed to 
do away with Russia as an independent 
force in global affairs. Having 
tried every trick in the handbook of 
subversion – be it economic sanctions, 
undisguised attempts to engineer 
regime change, hasty military buildup 
on the Russian borders or a campaign 
of hatred unprecedented in the modern 
era  – they have achieved nothing 
meaningful. More than that, the overall 
effect of Western attempts to subjugate 
Russia is strikingly counterproductive. 

Under massive external pressures, the 
country is restoring its great power 
status, and doing it in a way that 
nobody would have anticipated at the 
dawn of the Third Millennium. 

Before presenting the arguments to 
support the view that in 2016 Russia 
continued to improve its position in 
Asia and the world, the author would 
like to share some observations about 
how and why the world has moved 
from what it used to be in the 1990s 
and 2000s, to what it is in the second 
half of the 2010s.

The global shift towards the multipolar 
world order was already under 
way during the late Cold War era. 
Once this era was over, the process 
continued within the framework of a 
unipolar system. Apart from a series 
of East Asian economic miracles and 

the emergence of the EU with unified 
Germany at its core, the gradual 
transition towards multipolarity was 
epitomized by the rise of such giants as 
China, India and Brazil, plus Russia’s 
recovery from the chaos of the 1990s. 
None of these four players (joined later 
by South Africa to form BRICS) was in 
the mood to boldly challenge the status 
quo.  After all, it seemed more or less 
conducive to their continued progress. 
Nevertheless, the very fact that they 
were making progress was prompting 
the United States to hedge its pre-
eminence through a set of preemptive 
and interventionist moves. 

Thus, the former Soviet republics 
were systematically drawn into the 
US orbit. The foundation of strategic 
understanding represented by the US-
Soviet ABM Treaty was unilaterally 

Meeting of the BRICS during the G20 conference on 4 September 2016. Source: GovernmentZA, Flickr.



REGIONAL SECURITY OUTLOOK 2017CSCAP

16 17

dismantled. New military bases and 
anti-missile defense facilities were 
installed in close proximity to Russian 
territory. By means of synchronized 
eastward enlargement of the EU and 
NATO, Russia was all but squeezed out 
of the European security system. All this 
was correctly read in the Kremlin as a 
variation on the theme of containment 
and a sign that Washington was 
not viewing Moscow as an equal 
partner. Russian President Vladimir 
Putin declared this in February 2007, 
in his famous speech at the Munich 
Conference on Security Policy. 

Retaliation came in August 2008 in 
the form of an exemplary proxy war. 
Georgia, patronized by the United 
States as the next candidate for NATO 
membership, launched an attack 
on Russian peacekeepers in South 
Ossetia – only to lose this province, 
as well as Abkhazia, after a Russian 
counteroffensive, proving that dealing 
with Moscow in that manner was a 
way to disaster. Nevertheless, those 
who should have been concerned with 
this lesson preferred to ignore it. From 
that time on defining Russia and Putin 
as ‘bullish’, ‘assertive’, ‘expansionist’ 
and ‘aggressive’ became the daily 
norm not just of Western journalism but, 
increasingly, of political leaders.  

The conclusions drawn by the 
Russians – not only officials, but a 
great majority of the people – may be 
illustrated by quoting one of President 
Putin’s expressive remarks: “Weakest 
goes to the wall” (Слабых бьют). 
In response to these challenges, the 
Russian government initiated a 10-
year program of accelerated military 
modernization; identified the task of 
developing the Russian Far East and 
Siberia as “the national project for the 
whole of the 21st century” (another 
famous Putin’s formula), continued to 
pursue the economic reintegration of the 
post-Soviet space; and started looking 
more pointedly for new partnerships, 
both economic and political, in the 
dynamic Asia Pacific region. While the 

EU has remained, up to the present, the 
biggest trading partner of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow and Beijing were 
steadily increasing and diversifying 
their links, with China becoming a 
major Asian destination for Russian oil, 
especially after the opening in 2012 of 
the East Siberia- Pacific Ocean pipeline 
system.   

Although the Obama administration 
initially tried to convince both Russia 
and China that it was willing to improve 
bilateral relations, it ended up focused 
on cutting Russia’s linkages with Europe 
and creating a split between China and 
Asia. The first of the two objectives was 
to be achieved by concluding the US-
EU agreement on Transatlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership, as well as 
by transforming Ukraine into an EU-
affiliated and fiercely anti-Russian state. 
As for the second objective, Obama 
and his team were pressing hard for 
an early conclusion of the Transpacific 
Partnership Agreement that would 
leave China out. They also endeavored 
to exploit, to Beijing’s disadvantage, 
the tensions in the South China Sea 
and on the Korean Peninsula.

It is hard to understand why Washington 
pursued this course so stubbornly, 
particularly as it must have occurred 
to some that the US was driving 
Moscow and Beijing closer together. 
One explanation is that they became 
hostages to their old belief that Moscow 
and Beijing could not make it together 
under any conceivable circumstances, 
and the US had no reason to worry. 
Apart from that, they basically 
continued to judge Putin’s Russia by 
the metrics of the Yeltsin era, seeing it 
as a hopelessly weak element in the 
emerging Russia-China combination. 
In this scheme of things, the easiest 
way to nip the unfriendly alliance in 
the bud would be to break the spine 
of the Russian state by subjecting it to 
unbearable pressures, and then to deal 
with China one on one before it grew 
too strong for that. 

When Russia refused to extradite 
Edward Snowden to America and 
provided support to Bashar al-Assad 
in the Syrian civil war, the United 
States and its allies went berserk. The 
combination of a violent coup in the 
Ukraine, a worldwide media campaign 
to demonize the Russian President, and 
the imposition of economic sanctions, 
seemed tantamount to attempted 
regime change. 

What have they got in return? Crimea’s 
bloodless and joyful reunification with 
Russia, and later on a determined 
antiterrorist campaign in Syria brought 
Vladimir Putin’s popularity ratings to 
unprecedented heights. State of the 
art military equipment – be it Kaliber-
guided missiles fired at the ISIS/Daesh 
targets from the Caspian Sea or testing 
military robots operated from Moscow 
on Syrian battlefields  – demonstrated 
to the world the technological depth of 
Russian industry. 

Deeds speak louder than words, and 
choruses of professional Russophobes 
cannot change that. By virtue of its 
deeds, Russia is reemerging as a great 
power with no reservations, one of the 
very few sovereign players on today’s 
global stage. 

Russia’s head-on collision with the 
West has brought about yet another 
momentous change. The phase 
when the world was moving towards 
multipolarity in an evolutionary, step-
by-step manner is over. The world in 
which we find ourselves now is an open 
struggle over the issue of multipolarity. 
The New Great Game is played 
simultaneously not just on one but on 
several grand chessboards. No twist 
in the geopolitical scenario that has 
started to unfold is pre-ordained. No 
true achievement is possible without 
consistent, purposeful and calculated 
coordination that can only come from 
a stable, well-functioning state and a 
popular, legitimate leadership. 

Is Russia ready for the trials of this 
new phase in global affairs? Judging 
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by the trends and events of 2016 
(and of the two preceding years), 
it is. The remarkable resilience with 
which Russia has been responding to 
the diverse Western pressures, would 
have never been there in the absence 
of efficient governance. Russia has 
used the evolutionary era in global 
affairs to develop new capacities in 
fields as varied as strategic planning 
and military production, information 
technologies (IT), agriculture, urban 
beautification, and diplomacy. 

In his State of the Nation Address in 
January 2015, Barak Obama proudly 
announced that Western sanctions 
pushed Russia into isolation and left 
its economy “in tatters”. Until today 
those pundits whose primary sources 
on Russia are the New York Times and 
CNN persist in the conviction that the 
Russian economy is backward and 
primitive, fully dependent on exports of 
hydrocarbons and immersed in endless 
crises. All this is said and written at the 
time when the share of oil and gas in 
the budgetary revenues of the Russian 
Federation is dropping below the 
40 percent and the inflow of foreign 
investment is increasing. Signs of 
revitalization on a new, modern basis 
are observable in a wide spectrum of 
industries – from food production and 
biotechnologies to machine building, 
civilian aircraft construction and 
production of precision weapons, not 
to speak of IT. If in 2014 Russia was 
ranked 18th in the Bloomberg Index of 
Fifty Most Innovative Economies, then 
a year later it went up to  14th position, 
and in 2016 to  12th. Its total score is 
78.85, not so far behind the US, now 
ranked 8th with 82.84 points. 

While promoting import substitution to 
neutralize the impact of the sanctions 
and consolidate the position of Russian 
producers on the domestic market, 
the government is creating new credit 
agencies such as the Russian Export 
Center to support the growth and 
diversification of the country’s export 
potential, particularly in the small 

and medium business sector. At the 
same time, it continues to implement 
such future-oriented mega-projects 
as comprehensive improvement of 
facilities for commercial navigation 
along the Northern Sea Route, that 
stretches along the Arctic coast of Russia 
from Novaya Zemlya Archipelago to 
the Bering Strait, and the construction 
of the new spaceport in the Amur 
Region. Work is in full swing on the 
19-kilometer rail-road and automobile 
bridge across the Kerch Strait that will 
link mainland Russia with Crimea by 
the year 2018, and on the Power of 
Siberia pipeline which will transport 
natural gas from Yakutia to China and 
other neighboring countries via Russian 
Far East.

In the meantime the Ministry for the 
Development of Russian Far East 
created in 2012, on the eve of the 
APEC Summit in Vladivostok, to 
coordinate the implementation of state-
initiated development programs in that 
part of the country is setting up what 
is known as Territories of Advanced 
Development. These are enclaves with 
a business-friendly regime conducive 
to domestic and foreign investments 
into export-oriented manufacturing. 
To boost Vladivostok’s transformation 
into a regional trade hub, it has been 
legally proclaimed a porto franco with 
simplified customs regulations. Since 
Pacific Russia has an obvious need in 
domestic migrants who will contribute 
to its economic growth, the Ministry 
came forward with the proposal about 
allocating one hectare of vacant state-
owned land on a free-of-charge basis 
to any citizen who intends to use it 
productively. Last April this bill became 
Federal Law.

Further evidence of Russia’s new 
energy and expanded horizons 
can be found in the several recently 
initiated forums exploring enhanced 
economic cooperation among the 
Russian Federation, its Eurasian 
neighbours, ASEAN, and the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation (which 

now includes India and Pakistan). 
These examples illustrate the point 
that  neither the Ukrainian crisis, nor 
the war in Syria are distracting the 
government of Russia from its declared 
priorities concerning the development 
of the Far Eastern areas of the country 
and promotion of stronger connectivity 
with its East Asian neighbors. Is this not 
another sign of Russia’s strength as a 
proponent of the emerging multipolar 
world order? 

Looking at these developments as a 
whole confirms that Russia has taken a 
major step toward long-term, strategic 
self-determination in Asia – and  given 
further proof  of its re-emergence  as a 
great power with a clear vision of the 
future it seeks to build.
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