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The Russia—North Korea Alignment

—— A Buck Passing?

Head, Asia and Africa Division, Regional Studies Department WATANABE Takeshi

Russia is strongly incentivized to buck pass the burden of countering American power to China, and this
may be why Russia has supported North Korea's military technologies. An increase in North Korea's
capabilities results in a greater likelihood of crises that may trigger American involvement. China cannot
overlook American military engagement because it is competing with the United States across East Asia.
Thus, a US—-China crisis in the Korean Peninsula could reduce American military pressure in Europe,
potentially functioning as a buck-passing strategy toward China.

Stalin’s Buck-passing Strategy During the Korean War

The Soviet Union likely successfully employed a buck-passing strategy during the Korean War. China
decided to intervene in the Korean War on October 13, 1950—only one day after Stalin advised the North
Korean leader Kim Il sung to flee the country. Even though China resisted sole intervention in the war,
Stalin clearly demonstrated that the Soviet Union would never fight against the United States in the
peninsula, even when North Korea was on the verge of collapse.! This compelled China to fight the United
States alone.

In this manner, Stalin imposed the responsibility of confronting the US military on China. Originally, China
had characterized the Korean War as a “civil war” in which it should not directly involve itself.2 The shift
from this position to active participation likely arose due to the bipolar structure between the United States
and China, which Stalin deliberately helped create. At the beginning of the war, the Korean Peninsula
constituted a multipolar theater, with North Korea situated between the US forces and China while the
Soviet Union remained a potential participant. This situation allowed China to buck pass the burden of
countering American threats to North Korea. Even if the war signaled a potential invasion route through
the Korean Peninsula, one of the three avenues (along with Taiwan and Vietnam) that Mao believed the
Americans could use to attack China, North Korea could prevent such a venture without China having to
involve itself directly. However, North Korea was on the verge of collapse and the Soviet Union had declined
to impede the advance of American troops. Thus, only China could confront the United States on the
Korean Peninsula, leading to a bipolar situation in which China had little choice but to enter the war, in line

with Stalin’s expectations.®
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Stalin anticipated that the Korean War would divert American power away from Europe and pull China into
the struggle, ultimately exhausting the United States.* Thus, he appeared to adopt a strategy that passed
the responsibility of confronting the US military to China, seeking to weaken the United States at China’s
expense.

Bipolar Structure Renders China a Competitor in the Korean Peninsula

The bipolar structure that likely put the United States and China into competition in the Korean Peninsula
has re-emerged across East Asia. Although North Korea shows no sign of collapse, China has emerged as
a great power. In the absence of a third great power between the United States and China, any regional
issue becomes a matter of competition between them.®> Thus, Russia’s support of North Korea's military
technologies would lead to North Korea acquiring more capabilities, thereby escalating crises that force
the United States and China to involve themselves. When the Korean crisis leads the United States to shift
its focus from Europe or the Middle East to East Asia, this represents Russia’s buck passing of US pressure
onto China.

Indeed, following its rise as a great power, China has become increasingly aware of its strategic competition
with the United States. This awareness is evident in China’s calls for a “peace regime” to formally replace
the Korean War armistice. It has been argued that China views the peace treaty as a mechanism to challenge
the legitimacy of US military stationing in Korea. This perception became apparent nearly two decades ago.
On May 27, 2008, a spokesperson for China’s Foreign Ministry characterized the US—-Republic of Korea
(ROK) alliance as a “leftover from history” that should be replaced by a regional security mechanism.® While
China has generally viewed "alliances” as relics of the Cold War, it had never previously applied that label
specifically to the US-ROK alliance. Furthermore, the open opposition to the presence of US forces on the
Korean Peninsula marked a notable shift in China’s stance; China had avoided doing so after the US—China
rapprochement during the 1970s.

This shift is also reflected in China’s proposed “dual-track approach,” which calls for parallel progress on
two fronts: achieving denuclearization and replacing the armistice with a peace regime.” Even though
North Korea's growing threat placed denuclearization at the top of the agenda, China has called for
simultaneously advancing a peace regime since 2016.8 This occurred a few days after the United States
and the ROK began discussing the possible deployment of Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD)
for United States Forces Korea.® The timing of this declaration raises strong doubts about whether China
promoted the peace regime agenda to oppose the reinforcement of US military presence in the ROK.
Eventually, China’s Vice Foreign Minister reiterated Beijing's call for a peace regime, arguing that the
THAAD deployment in South Korea demonstrated why US-led alliances in the Asia Pacific represented a
leftover from history.1?
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The Logic Behind Supporting North Korea’s Escalation Capabilities

China has come to view US military presence in the Korean Peninsula as a competing source of power. If
North Korea escalates a crisis in a way that triggers additional deployments from the United States, China
is likely to interpret those reinforcements as growing threats to its own security. Therefore, Russia’s support
for North Korea's escalatory military capabilities raises the probability of confrontations between the
United States and China, constituting a form of buck passing that shifts the United States’ strategic
attention from Europe to China.

Previously, Russia did not support North Korea's confrontational posture toward the US-ROK alliance,
given Moscow's own strategic interests. For example, North Korea's failure to acquire Su-35 fighter jets
from Russia was reportedly due to their high cost.!! If the provision of such advanced aircraft depended
primarily on North Korea's ability to pay, Pyongyang's military capabilities vis-a-vis the US-ROK forces were
not a significant factor in Russia’s strategic calculations.!> However, Russia’s stance changed after suffering
heavy losses in its invasion of Ukraine. In September 2023, President Putin offered Kim Jong-un an
opportunity to observe a test flight of a Su-35 fighter jet at an aviation plant in the Russian Far East.'?
Moreover, the fact that the two leaders held their summit at the Vostochny Spaceport strongly suggested
that Russia intended to assist North Korea in developing its reconnaissance satellite network, which would
enhance the credibility of North Korea's threat to conduct a preemptive nuclear strike.

Why did Russia shift from prioritizing non-proliferation to providing North Korea with escalatory
capabilities? The buck-passing strategy—using North Korea to divert American attention from Europe to
the Far East—offers a compelling explanation. Even if North Korea were to trigger a crisis that it could no
longer control, Russia has little reason to fear entrapment because China is likely to confront the United
States under the present-day bipolar great-power competition.

Russia Will Continue Support but Not Send Troops to North Korea

If Russia adopts a buck-passing strategy, it should limit its obligations under a mutual defense (or
partnership) treaty.} In situations where North Korea may engage in conflict with US-ROK forces, Russia
must avoid making any commitment to send its own troops. For the buck-passing strategy to work, Russia
needs North Korea or China, and not Russia itself, to confront the United States on the Korean Peninsula.
Accordingly, the treaty is unlikely to bring Russian troops directly to the peninsula.

North Korea also appears to recognize that conflicts initiated by either party through attacks on a third
party's territory do not fall within the scope of mutual defense. When the Central Military Commission of
the Workers' Party of Korea announced the deployment of North Korean troops to Kursk, Russia, it stated
that these military activities “within the territory of the Russian Federation fully conform to all the provisions
and the spirit of the UN Charter and other international laws and the treaty on comprehensive strategic
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partnership between the DPRK and Russia.” Although the statement also referred to “special military
operations,” it did not justify those operations with reference to the UN Charter, thereby distinguishing
them from North Korea's activities in Kursk.!®

This position differs from that of President Putin, who has justified the “special military operations” that
invaded Ukrainian territory by invoking Article 51 of the UN Charter, which provides for individual or
collective self-defense.® While North Korea has expressed strong political support for Russia since the
invasion, it has never invoked international law—such as the UN Charter—to justify this position.)” When
North Korea signed the mutual defense treaty with Russia, it expressed direct support for the “special
military operation” for the first time but yet again avoided invoking international law to justify that position
(June 2024)18

Article 4 of the Russia—North Korea partnership treaty states that when either party is “put in a state of war
by an armed invasion,” the other is required to provide military assistance. North Korea has argued that its
deployment to the Kursk area—an action that does not clearly contradict this condition—is consistent with
the UN Charter. Article 51 of the UN Charter also serves as a basis for Article 4 of the partnership treaty. If
North Korea were to justify the invasion of Ukraine by invoking the UN Charter, it could be obligated to
deploy troops to support any future Russian invasion. Avoiding such entrapment is therefore in North
Korea's interest.

Besides, North Korea's participation in the “special military operation” is not ideal for Russia either, as it
could create reciprocal obligations for Moscow to join North Korea's conflict with US-ROK forces—
contradicting Russia’s buck-passing strategy. For this reason, Russia and North Korea are incentivized to
limit the scope of their mutual defense commitments.

Conclusion

Troops carrying the flags of Russia and North Korea marched at the military parade that marked the 80th
founding anniversary of the Workers’ Party of Korea on October 10, 2025. Kim Jong-un praised the generals,
officers, and soldiers of “the overseas military operations units who are reliably implementing the orders
of the Party and the motherland.”'® North Korea has not completed its deployment in support of Russia,
and any areas invaded by Putin could fall under the mutual defense clause of the bilateral treaty if
Pyongyang were to recognize them as Russian territory.

However, the immediate objectives pursued by the two sides under the treaty were not related to the
mutual deployment of troops. The treaty was signed in June 2024, before Ukraine's surprise attack on Kursk
in August 2024. It is therefore highly unlikely that either party had contemplated a North Korean
deployment to Kursk at the time of signing the treaty.

Russia and North Korea do not share adversaries on their respective fronts. Even during the Korean War,
the Soviet Union, China, and North Korea—often portrayed as a unified bloc—were in fact buck-passing
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US threats to one another rather than pursuing fully aligned military objectives. Today, Russia’s efforts to
deepen its alignment with North Korea may likewise be aimed at buck-passing US military pressure onto
Pyongyang or China.
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